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Abstract

Environmental Provisions in Constitutions (EPICs) to Citizenship Action:
Do Environmental Rights Matter in Education and Activism?

Darren Rabinowitz

Environmental degradation, including pollution, biodiversity loss, deforestation, and
natural resource depletion, has long been recognized as a significant threat to human societies
and ecological systems. Over time, these concerns have led to a world-level scientific and
broader cultural discussion of environmental issues which have become rapidly integrated within
international governmental organizations (IGOs) and international non-governmental
organizations (INGOs) structures and operations. Within this emerging global governance
architecture, IGOs, INGOs, and civil society actors increasingly promoted legal and institutional
mechanisms to safeguard environmental quality. One important institutional development within
this broader process has been the diffusion of substantive environmental provisions in national
constitutions (EPICs). These provisions are rights that recognize a basic human right to some
degree of environmental quality. Since the 1970s, more than 80 countries have adopted such
provisions, reflecting the growing authority and legitimacy of environmental norms within world
culture.

Scholars have well studied EPICs and the reasons for their adoption, yet little is known as
to what happens after. The ways EPICs may influence environmental knowledge and behavior is
particularly understudied. Long debated is whether these rights are merely words on a paper or if
they can be linked to positive environmental outcomes. Studying EPICs are essential in

understanding the conditions in which these rights matter. In this dissertation, I investigate



whether EPICs influence two different types of individual environmental outcomes:
environmental education and civic engagement.

The structure of this dissertation consists of three articles. The first article (chapter two)
explores a horizontal axis which compares 22 countries and student environmental education and
civic outcomes. The remaining two articles (chapters three and four) examine two vertical
pathways which EPICs may relate to policymaking and youth activism within a single country
case. Through one quantitative (chapter two) and two qualitative analysis (chapters three and
four), this research contributes to the ongoing debate surrounding if and how EPICs matter. The
findings suggest that EPICs matter for environmental education and behavior but do so through
uneven and non-linear pathways. If EPICs can be used to inform human behavior which is
known to be the leading cause of climate change and environmental degradation, then exploring

these pathways are essential to protect and preserve the only home we have: Earth.



Constitutional Commitments, Civic Consequences: Environmental Provisions and Youth
Eco-Citizenship Across 22 Countries

While an increasing number of countries have embedded environmental provisions in
their constitutions (EPICs), it remains unclear whether these legal commitments are associated
with more environmentally informed and civically engaged citizens. EPICs have received limited
empirical attention compared to environmental international non-governmental organizations
(EINGOs). This study examines both mechanisms of world society and their associations with
environmental learning and civic outcomes. Using data from the 2016 International Civic and
Citizenship Education Study, which includes 81,069 students across 22 countries, hierarchical
linear models show that countries with EPICs provide more opportunities for students to learn
about environmental issues (OTLEI) and have young citizens who demonstrate stronger support
for eco-citizenship. These findings suggest that EPICs are associated environmental citizenship
through two complementary channels: directly, by embedding environmental values within
national legal and educational frameworks, and indirectly, by fostering learning environments
that promote environmental awareness and engagement. In contrast, EINGO membership does
not predict either outcome. The results extend world society theory by highlighting the
distinctive role of constitutional commitments in institutionalizing environmental norms within

state systems of education and civic formation.



Global Scripts, National Translations: Environmental Rights and Education in Norwegian
Policymaking

Despite growing scholarly attention to global environmental governance, little is known
about how world society scripts interact within national policymaking. Drawing on document
analysis and 46 interviews with policy actors, this study traces how Environmental Provisions in
National Constitutions (EPICs) and Environmental Education (EE) scripts were used in
Norwegian education policy over three decades. Integrating world society theory and
institutional work, the analysis explains how environmental scripts, drawn from world society,
are interpreted and sustained through actor agency. Findings show that EPICs and EE interacted
in the 1990s and, subsequently, evolved through phases of alignment, weakening, and
adaptation, as exogenous forces like international large-scale assessments (ILSAs) and
endogenous political shifts redirected attention toward education performance and
accountability. The study develops the concept of script interaction to capture how global norms
persist not only through global diffusion but local actor translation and maintenance, revealing

how scripts endure within national governance.



We Sue the State Because No One Listens: Youth Legal Mobilization and Environmental
Rights in Norway

Although most of the world’s population now lives under a constitution that contains a
substantive environmental provision (EPIC), little is known about how these rights translate into
civic engagement or shape the legal consciousness of young people. In recent years, youth-led
environmental movement organizations (EMOs) have invoked EPICs in climate and
environmental litigation to assert their right to a healthy environment. This study examines how
Norway’s EPIC influences youth climate activism and use of the law as a movement strategy.
Drawing on 33 semi-structure interviews with youth climate activists, the analysis explores how
young people learn about the EPIC through formal education and participation in EMOs.
Findings show that EMO participation is the primary pathway through which youth gain legal
awareness, framing the EPIC as a moral claim against state inaction on climate change and
environmental destruction. In contrast, schools provide fragmented and depoliticized climate
education that rarely connects environmental issues to rights or power. Youth activists express
ambivalence toward litigation as a tactic —viewing it as symbolically empowering yet
institutionally constraining. Their varied legal consciousness orientations toward the law reveal
how EPICs become sites of civic learning, contestation, and critique. The study advances socio-
legal and educational scholarship by showing that EPICs and legal mobilization function as sites
of learning through which youth activists develop civic identity, legal literacy, and new

meanings of environmental justice
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Using our environmental rights is kind of a shock effect for adults when
they're being sued by kids. Because there is a power imbalance. And our
only way of participating in democracy when most of us don't have a right to
vote is by suing the state or voicing your own opinion and your right to
speak up. And that's essentially just what the lawsuits do.

- Ragnhild (18-year-old climate activist)

Over the past five decades, environmental rights have increasingly entered the global
constitutional landscape (Boyd, 2011, 2015; Gellers, 2012, 2015, 2017; Gellers & Jeffords, 2018;
Jeffords, 2013; May, 2005). Spurred by the United Nations Conference on the Human
Environment in 1972 and the 1992 Rio Earth Summit (May & Daly, 2015), environmental
constitutionalism (EC) emerged as a key mechanism linking global environmental governance to
domestic law, resulting in countries around the world embedding a substantive environmental
provision in national constitutions (EPICs) (Hayward, 2004). Today, more than 136 nations grant
something akin to a potentially enforceable right to a healthy environment, including about 84
provisions that meet the threshold of an EPIC (May, 2021). Their spread reflects a global
normative consensus that environmental protection is not only a policy aspiration but a
constitutionalized human right (Gellers, 2017). To date, no other human right has been
constitutionalized in such a short period of time (Law & Versteeg, 2011). Yet, despite EPICs’
global proliferation, far less is known about their social and institutional consequences - how
they operate once adopted, how they are interpreted and implemented across sectors, and how
they shape the values and actions of citizens, particularly youth.

EPICs have spread unevenly, taking on distinct meaning and functions as they encounter

national political, institutional, and cultural contexts (Beck et al., 2012, 2019). Some



constitutions treat environmental rights as justiciable guarantees, others as aspirational
statements of principle (Bookman, 2024; Hayward, 2000; Murcott, 2022; Weis, 2018). In some
contexts, EPICs catalyze policy innovation or provide leverage for litigation and activism
(Donger, 2022; Ferguson, 2024; Kotze & Knappe, 2023; Parker et al., 2022), while in others they
remain largely symbolic (Kysar, 2010; Thompson, 2003). Existing scholarship has made
important progress in explaining why countries adopt environmental rights (Affolder, 2019;
Gellers, 2017; Goderis & Versteeg, 2014; Imhof et al., 2016; Weis, 2018), but much less
attention has been paid to what happens after adoption - how these rights are operationalized,
institutionalized, and mobilized within domestic systems.

Legal scholarship suggests that constitutions, beyond their legislative and judicial
function, have educational and civic value (Donnely, 2008). Constitutions both reflect and shape
the most cherished and fundamental values of their people (Boyd, 2011; Fredman, 2008). In this
sense, EPICs play an environmental educative role by modeling civic commitments, guiding
public discourse and informing expectations for social and political behavior (Brandl & Bungert,
1992; Kiss, 2003; Kiss & Shelton, 2007). Despite these claims, little is known about the
downstream effects of constitutionalizing environmental norms, particularly regarding whether
and how such provisions influence pro-environmental learning, behavior, and civic or political
engagement.

This dissertation seeks to address these gaps and advance scholarship on EPICs by
asking: How do EPICs shape environmental learning and civic engagement across country
contexts and within one country case? The purpose of this dissertation is threefold. The first aim
of this dissertation is to examine cross-national variation by comparing countries with and

without EPICs to evaluate whether and how such provisions shape patterns of environmental



learning and environmental civic engagement. Second, this research seeks to investigate whether
policy actors leverage EPICs in education policymaking. Third, it explores how youth climate
activists have mobilized EPICs to bring public attention to environmental issues, climate change,
and intergenerational justice. Ultimately, this dissertation seeks to unveil the ways EPICs live up
to or fail to meet expectations of providing a healthful environment.

This dissertation conceptualizes two pathways through which EPICs may shape
environmental learning and civic engagement. First, EPICs can be activated by domestic actors
who use constitutionalized rights to legitimize, institutionalize, and expand pro-environmental
policy agendas (Buenen & Patterson, 2019; Cole, 2015; Lemos & Agrawal, 2006; MacDonnell,
2015). Actors, as integral components of democratic governance (Serensen, 2006), mediate
constitutional ideals and practical implementation, as seen in cases such as the right to water
(Anand, 2007; Schiel et al., 2020) and the right to health (Kavanagh, 2016). Likewise, are the
spread of environmental education (EE) in education systems around the globe (Bromley et al.,
2011; Frank et al., 2011) and the role of actors in sustaining institutionalization (Pizmony-Levy,
2011; Verschueren, 2021). Yet, despite growing attention to the institutionalization of
constitutional, human rights, and environmental norms, the role of domestic agents in translating
EPICs into social policy remains empirically underexplored (Gellers, 2017; Shorette et al.,
2017).

Second, constitutional rights also operate as moral and civil value statements that inform
how citizens understand and enact their roles within environmental governance (Boyd, 2011;
Beaumont, 2014; Cao, 2015; Gavison, 2002; May, 2005). When rights exist on paper but remain
inconsistently enforced, citizens engage them both as promises and instruments of critique.

Through processes of legal consciousness and mobilization, individuals and social movements



reinterpret rights as tools to expose contradictions, mobilize claims, and demand accountability
(Chua, 2022; Elwick & Silbey, 1998; McCann, 2004). Citizens and civil society actors often
draw on these rights strategically, using them to educate, advocate, and contest state practices,
linking awareness of legal entitlements to collective action and social mobilization (Chilton &
Versteeg, 2016; Hilbink & Salas Ramos, 2024). In this way, constitutional rights are not static
legal texts but living resources that shape civic behavior and empower citizens to hold

institutions accountable (Bailey & Mattei, 2013; Hardin, 2013; Versteeg et al., 2024).

1.1 Rationale and Significance

The relationship between EPICs and environmental outcomes has rarely been engaged in
the social and educational dimensions of constitutional effects. Existing scholarship on EPICs
can be broadly grouped into three domains. The first focuses on why nations adopt EPICs
(Gellers, 2012, 2015, 2017; Imhof et al., 2016). The second employs large-scale, quantitative
models to analyze the association between EPIC adoption and environmental performance
indicators (Jeffords, 2021; Jeffords & Minkler, 2016). The third explores the use of EPICs within
judicial systems and litigation (Daly & May, 2015; Hayward, 2004; May, 2021; Weis, 2018).
While this work has greatly advanced our understanding of the origins and broader effects of EC,
scholars increasingly call for social science research that examines how EPICs shape human
behaviors and social institutions (Boyd, 2011; Gellers, 2017; Jeffords & Minkler, 2016). Recent
studies connecting environmental constitutional rights adoption and carbon emissions (Catanzaro
& Jeffords, 2025) and how they empower civil society to act as environmental ‘watchdogs’
(Gellers & Jeffords, 2018) begin to bridge this gap by considering the ways these rights may

mediate human behavior, civic engagement, and action. Yet, the limited attention to how policy



actors and social movements interpret and use these rights leave a theoretical and empirical void
(Coglianese, 2001; Hayward, 2004; Ross, 2013).

I adopt a definition of civic engagement from Fisher & Nasrin (2021) that “describes the
manifold ways that citizens participate in societies with the intention of influencing
communities, politics and economy” (p. 1). Civic engagement includes institutional forms of
political participation (e.g. voting, holding public office, campaigning), non-institutional forms
(e.g. community service, volunteering, writing letters), and contentious forms (e.g. protest and
civil disobedience). Tactics within civic engagement run the gamut and range from those that
work within institutional systems to those that work outside of them (Meyer & Tarrow, 1997).
Using this understanding of civic engagement casts a broader net on how EPICs can motivate
institutional forms of civic engagement or be used in a dissentient manner through activism when
non-state actors (e.g. petroleum companies) or state institutions fail to deliver these rights.

As world culture has been translated from global norms to being embedded within a
nations’ constitutional laws (Beck et al., 2012, 2019; Larsen, 2004), no EPICs wordings appear
the same (Jeffords, 2013). Their promises range from articulating a right to clean air, safe
climate, access to safe water and adequate sanitation, healthy and sustainably produced food,
non-toxic environments, and healthy biodiversity and ecosystems (UNEP, 2020). In their more
modest form, they promise a stable environment on paper; in their most aspirational, they can
transform environmental and climate justice (Murcott, 2022). While the language of EPICs is
critiqued for being vague and difficult to implement (Buckerhoff, 2008), some, for example, like

Colombia’s EPIC, directly names education as a means to actualize the right:

Every individual has the right to enjoy a healthy environment. An Act shall guarantee the
community’s participation in the decisions that may affect it.



It is the duty of the State to protect the diversity and integrity of the environment, to
conserve the areas of special ecological importance, and to foster education for the
achievement of these ends.

Article 79, National Constitution of Colombia

Understanding how environmental constitutional commitments influence learning, values, and
civic engagement is essential for assessing whether EPICs can shape the human behaviors that
underlie environmental degradation (Goudie, 2010). It is also central to evaluating their potential
role in advancing sustainability (Rees, 2010) and responding to climate change (Giffords et al.,
2011).

A central purpose of this research is to unpack the normative and educative dimensions of
EPICs (Boyd, 2015; Finer et al., 1995; Kotze, 2015, 2019). I define norms as “shared
expectations about the appropriate behavior held by a collectivity of actors” (Checkel, 1999, p.
83). Limiting the study of EPICs to their use in courts oversimplifies what constitutions do and
what rights can mean. As hybrid artifacts that merge international human rights norms and
domestic constitutional traditions, EPICs can be considered global scripts or carriers of global
environmental norms (Boli & Thomas, 1997; Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998), which provides them
legitimacy (May & Daly, 2015). After adoption, EPICs can continue to emit these norms
domestically as guidance for policy actors, moral guideposts for citizens to interpret rights and
responsibilities, and tools for social movements to utilize in environmental justice (Lawless et
al., 2020). In their educational capacity, EPICs can facilitate public learning through formal
education and social movement campaigns. However, the way EPICs affect education and civic
engagement through comparative research and theoretical exploration is under-researched.

This dissertation brings together three bodies of literature to explore how EPICs translate

into education and civic engagement. Each captures a different dimension of how EPICs move



from global norms to institutional practice and lived experience. The first body of literature is
world society theory, which situates EPICs within the broader expansion of global environmental
norms. (Frank, 1997; Frank et al., 2000; Hironaka & Schofer, 2002; Longhofer et al., 2016;
Meyer et al., 1997a). World society theory suggests that environmental norms are promoted and
circulated by international actors such as international governmental organizations (IGOs) (e.g.
United Nations, World Bank Group, Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development)
and International Non-Governmental Organizations (INGOs) (e.g. Friends of the Earth,
Greenpeace, Natural Resource Defense Council, Sierra Club Foundation, World Wildlife Fund)
(Schofer & Hironaka, 2005; Hironaka, 2014). This network is what constitutes the global
environmental regime, “a partially integrated collection of world-level organizations,
understandings, and assumptions that specify the relationship of human society to nature”
(Meyer et al., 1997b). Nations adopt norms aligned with the global environmental regime for
legitimacy reasons thus generating rapid cascades of national institutional change (Frank et al.,
2000). EPICs are one script of many, which nations adopt due to isomorphic pressures and
legitimacy drawn from world culture norms of individualism, rationalism, and universalism
(Gellers, 2017). While world society literature compellingly explains why EPICs spread
globally, it is limited in describing what happens to EPICs afterward. The persistence of global
environmental degradation and climate change suggest that en masse adoption of environmental
scripts cannot account for the limited effectiveness of these norms. To complement world society
theory’s macro orientation, I leverage actor-centered approaches to extend how global norms are
interpreted and mobilized within national contexts (Anderson-Levitt, 2003, 2012; Carney, 2009).
The second body of literature draws on institutional work (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006;

Lawrence et al., 2009) which draws on broader theoretical traditions of institutional theory



(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Here, attention shifts from the macro of world society theory to the
meso operations of actors who can embed the environmental values, legitimacy, and norms of
EPICs within domestic institutional frameworks. By centering the dynamic relationship between
actors (Fligstein & McAdam, 2012) and their function as institutional entrepreneurs
(Baumgartner & Jones, 1993) in environmental governance, institutional work highlights how
exogenous factors (e.g. competing or aligning norms) and endogenous factors (e.g. domestic
political shifts) shape the trajectory of EPIC implementation in policy (Holstead et al., 2021;
Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). This approach is important for understanding the practice of
institutionalizing EPICs and how it comes to inspire policy or lies dormant. The field of
institutional work stands to benefit from this research by examining how environmental scripts
become embedded within organizational discourses and the ways that actors’ work creates,
maintains or disrupts the use of norms (Lawrence et al., 2009). Building on Pierson’s (2004)
emphasis on time in actor work and policymaking, this dissertation extends institutional work
studies by tracing how environmental governance evolves over time.

The third body of literature this dissertation sources from is social movement theory and
socio-legal studies to examine how movements mobilize the law as parts of movement strategies
and tactics (McAdam, 1999; McCann, 1994). Legal mobilization provides a lens for
understanding how movements turn law into a site of political struggle (Burstein, 2017; McCann,
1994, 2006; Vanhala, 2022; Zemans, 1983). Norms deriving from human rights may originate
with international institutions, but they become localized and enforced through actions of
transnational and domestic groups (Betsill & Corell, 2017; Risse & Sikkink, 1999; Wapner,
1995). Social movement scholarship has long documented the professionalization of social

movement organizations (Clemens & Minkoff, 2004; Kriesi, 1996; Minkoff & McCarthy, 2005;



Zald & Ash, 1966) and the broadening of movements to include struggles grounded in culture,
identity, and issues like environmentalism, feminism, and human rights (Calhoun, 1993; Kriesi,
1995; Ofte, 1985; Touraine, 1985). Within this expansion, environmental movement
organizations (EMOs) have played a pivotal role in advancing environmental protection, shaping
legislation, and sustaining public attention to ecological crisis (Brulle, 1996, 2000; Dalton et al.,
2003; Dunlap & McCright, 2003; Pizmony-Levy, 2011; Rootes, 2004; Yearley, 2013).

For youth, EMOs provide critical spaces for environmental learning and civic
engagement (Haluza-Delay, 2008; Scandrett, 2012; Tidball & Krasny, 2011), offering forms of
experiential and justice-oriented education often absent in schools (Rousell & Cutter-Mackenzie-
Knowles, 2020). In doing so, EMOs act as democratic intermediaries, translating abstract
constitutional and human rights commitments into action (Coglianese, 2001; Edelman et al.,
2010; Grover, 2018; Reigelman, 2009). Today, youth-led EMOs increasingly invoke EPICs and
human rights frameworks to bring governments before national and international courts (Daly &
Muller, 2025; Donger, 2022; Parker et al., 2022; Jodoin & Wewerinke-Singh, 2025). These
actions not only use EPICs to keep states accountable for rights delivery (Coglianese, 2001;
Tsutsui, 2017) but also reflect how young activists interpret EPICs as both moral imperatives and
normative tools for activism.

This dissertation brings neo-institutionalism and social movement scholarship into
conversation to explain both the structural and agentic dynamics shaping how constitutional
environmental rights operate in practice. Neo-institutional perspectives illuminate how EPICs
function as globally legitimated scripts that become embedded in national legal and policy
frameworks, producing expectations of environmental responsibility and citizenship (Gellers,

2017). However, institutionalization alone cannot account for how these rights are interpreted,



activated, or resisted over time. Social movement theory complements this by foregrounding
agency, showing how youth activists and EMOs act as institutional entrepreneurs who mobilize
EPICs as resources for strategy, identity, and democratic participation. In combining these
lenses, the article argues that EPICs do not simply diffuse and “settle” into institutional life; they
become sites of contestation where actors negotiate meaning, legitimacy, and power. This
integration allows us to see constitutional environmental rights not only as institutional
arrangements but as lived political projects shaped through ongoing struggle.

This dissertation offers empirical significance in two ways. First, it demonstrates how
EPICs are mobilized within EE policy and reform, illuminating their role in legitimizing the
many different framings of environmental learning, including: education for sustainable
development (ESD), environmental and sustainability education (ESE) and climate change
education (CCE). The findings show how policy entrepreneurship aligned the EPIC with
education reforms and the ways competing global scripts and political shifts weakened its
institutionalization over time (Mahoney, 2000; Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). Understanding how
environmental and education global scripts compete with or amplify other scripts (Beer, 2016,
2025; Gan & Pizmony-Levy, 2025; Pizmony-Levy & Gan, 2021; Sinnes & Eriksen, 2016) lends
itself to better understanding how norms sustain themselves, in this case, through education
policy and curricula. Second, this research contributes to the socio-legal field by examining how
activists' engagement with EPICs fosters critical civic learning and informs youth perceptions of
activism. Drawing on legal consciousness scholarship (Chua, 2022; Chua & Engel, 2019; Epp,
1998; Ewick & Silbey, 1998, 2003; Silbey, 2005), I show how EPICs acquire social meaning

through gaps between what the EPIC states and what is implemented.
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Taken together, this dissertation makes an important contribution to the study of EPICs
by moving beyond classification and explaining their expansion to viewing how they relate to
policymaking, human behavior, and civic engagement. We live in a moment of polycrisis:
converging environmental, democratic and social challenges that have forced new questions
about how societies learn to govern themselves (Lawrence et al., 2024). At a time when youth
are mobilizing constitutional rights to defend the environment and their futures, this research
views EPICs as a learning process - a dynamic through which institutional actors and citizens are
met with the moral and normative aspects of what a right means to live in a safe, clean, and
healthful environment.

By foregrounding education and civic engagement, this study contributes not only to
academic debates about the efficacy of EPICs but also to broader civic understandings of how
rights sustain democratic resilience in the face of planetary crisis. If EPICs were to vanish from

constitutions, countries would lose a crucial environmental anchor—an authoritative public

commitment that legitimizes policy action, provides civil society and activists with a mechanism
to hold governments accountable, and affirms citizens’ right to demand environmental protection
as a matter of justice rather than political discretion. In short, EPICs help keep environmental
responsibility visible, actionable, and democratically contested; without them, the struggle to
secure healthy environmental futures would be further detached from the civic and moral

foundations that make it collectively possible.

1.2 Background and Context

In this section, I describe world society theories' central argument. Next, I review the

background of environmental constitutionalism and the spread of EPICs. Then, I offer a brief
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context of the environmental movement and youth involvement in the movement using EPICs in

climate litigation. Finally, I provide rationale for the selection of the case of Norway.

1.2.1 World Society Theory and Environmentalism

World society theory builds off neo-institutional traditions and brings together the
institutional homogenization and the cultural construction of nation-states. World society
scholars recognize a historical transnational force that has been orienting nation-states to be more
like one another (Meyer et al., 1997a). World society theorists suggest that when states adopt
universal world ‘scripts’ of citizenship, rationalized justice, and environmentalism they
legitimize themselves on a global stage. These world models have high levels of global
consensus and lean on claims around global applicability thus making them legitimate and
attractive to nation-state adoption.

Environmentalism, as one of these world models, has been legitimized vis-a-vis the rise
of INGO associations, the proliferation of interstate treaties and domestic environmental
organizations (Boli & Thomas, 1999; Longhofer & Schofer, 2010; Meyer et al., 1997b; Wapner,
1995). Frank et al. (2000) show increases in environmental non-governmental organizations,
environmental treatise and environmental accountability laws to prove the longitudinal and
institutionalized growth of the global environmental regime. Further, Schofer & Hironaka (2005)
empirically demonstrate that the structure and persistence of the global environmental regime has
reduced levels of environmental degradation. Substantial evidence suggests that links to the
global environmental regime is more effective in orienting the nation state toward environmental
policy reform and beneficial environmental outcomes (e.g. improving water quality) than

domestic environmental activities (Frank et al., 2007; Hironaka, 2002; Shandra et al., 2009). Yet,
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recent research has challenged this notion to suggest that while world society may be responsible
for a portion of global isomorphism and environmentalization, it does not capture the entirety of
the greening of the nation state (Leffel, 2022; Hadler, 2017; Henderson, 2018; Meija, 2019).
Each state's environmental policy and institutional landscapes vary dramatically which

results in the decoupling between global scripts and state institutions (Bromley & Powell, 2012;
Longhofer & Jorgenson, 2017). A prime example of the decoupling phenomena is the adoption
of EPICs. Gellers (2017) argues that the adoption of EPICs appeals to most states as they are
grounded in three aspects of world culture: liberalism, rationalism and universalism. While these
elements make EPICs universally appealing for adoption, they vary significantly in how the right
is articulated, who is responsible for delivering the right and what is guaranteed to citizens (May

& Daly, 2018, May, 2021).

1.2.1.1 Decoupling

Decoupling stems from classical organizational research. From the Weberian perspective,
organizational elements were thought to be tightly coupled with work outcomes. This notion has
been challenged by scholars who argue that various factors lead to the loose coupling or
decoupling of policy and practice (Bromley & Powell, 2012). These factors take two main forms.
First, organizations are pressured to include externally legitimized elements, regardless of their
effect on technical performance. Second, organizations may adopt policies symbolically to avoid
negative public opinion or legal sanctions. Meyer & Rowan (1977) suggest that organizations are
deeply influenced by their external environments. In other words, internal operations, schemas
and routines are enactments of societal beliefs rather than rational choices of organization actors.
These societal beliefs are reinforced through the public imagination and legitimated by

educational and the political systems (Ramirez, 2012).
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In the case of environmentalism, the idea that organizations preserve an environmentally
ambivalent ‘technical core’ while externally communicating environmental protection is well
researched in the decoupling literature. For example, Lyon and Maxwell (2011) describe how
British Petroleum adopted pro-environmental policies even as it continued environmentally
destructive extraction practices, using symbolic commitments to deflect criticism from civil
society. A similar pattern appears within state institutions. Research shows that while
governments increasingly endorse environmental norms, economic incentives continue to shape
contradictory practices. For instance, donor countries publicly support environmental goals in
foreign aid yet still channel substantial funds to petro fuel projects (Henderson, 2021). These
cases illustrate how the global environmental regime and economic interests exert competing
pressures, producing decoupling across organizational and state contexts.

Decoupling is essential for studying EPICs. Although many countries have adopted
constitutional environmental rights, global ecological indicators continue to worsen, suggesting
that simply enshrining a right to a safe and clean environment does not automatically translate
into improved environmental conditions. Decoupling therefore provides a conceptual lens for
examining the gap between the formal adoption of environmental rights and their practical
realization. However, this gap is neither inevitable nor static. Constitutional moments themselves
often emerge at critical junctures—such as democratic transitions, crises, or periods of
constitutional reform—when political opportunities open space for environmental norms to be
embedded in foundational legal texts (Carey, 2009; Son, 2018). Following adoption, whether
EPICs remain symbolic or become actionable depends on the presence of institutional
entrepreneurs and social actors who interpret, defend, and mobilize these rights over time

(Gellers, 2017). Policy actors can strategically align EPICs with education reform or governance
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priorities, while social movements may invoke them as tools of accountability or public
awareness. In this sense, institutional work and social movement literatures become central to
understand how decoupling persists and when it is narrowed. Responding to calls in world
society scholarship to examine how global scripts operate within state and substate arenas
(Shorette et al., 2017), this study takes seriously both the structural conditions that enable
decoupling and the actor-driven processes that contest it, making visible the social life of EPICs

beyond their constitutional adoption.

1.2.2 Environmental Constitutionalism

Environmental constitutionalism (EC) can be defined broadly as the integration of
environmental protection and ecological values into constitutional law (Boyd, 2011; May &
Daly, 2015). Kotze (2015) broadens and specifies EC in describing it as “a social-legal and
political project that seeks to transform environmental governance to the extent that it provides
improved environmental protections” (p. 187). Constitutionalizing environmental rights serves to
function as a rule of law, articulate aspirational fundamental values such as human dignity and
equality, promote principles of soft law such as sustainable development, and serve a normative
function (Kotze, 2015; May & Daly, 2015). EC links environmental governance to fundamental
rights by framing environmental quality as a constitutional duty of the state and a right of
citizens (Flatt, 2004; May, 2003). The widespread acceptance and normative appeal of
environmental rights have spread so broadly that most people on earth live under a constitution
that protects environmental rights in some way (May & Daly, 2015). Figure 1.1 displays nations
that have adopted EPICs (countries in red have statements related to environmental protection in

their constitutions but do not meet the threshold of an EPIC, see May, 2021).
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Figure 1.1 Global Distribution of Countries with EPICs
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The spread of EPICs can be traced in modern history back to the 1960s with Rachel
Carson's Silent Spring, which called for a federal constitutional amendment to protect people
from chemical poisons (Carson, 1962). Books, such as Carson’s, that warned of environmental
and social decay precipitated by unregulated industrial activity, “provided the public with a new
conceptual apparatus for understanding ecological relationships and for constructing a broad
scale political movement” (Coglianese, 2001, p. 91). 1972 led to a watershed year of the
Stockholm conference, where Principle 1 of the Stockholm declaration formally recognized a
right to a healthy environment (see Boyd, 2011). Yugoslavia (1974), Portugal (1976), and Spain
(1978) were among the first nations to adopt environmental rights within their constitutions
(Boyd, 2011; Gellers, 2017; May, 2021). Countries began adopting these rights rapidly

throughout the following decades, while most were adopted in the 1990s largely due to the 1992
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Rio Convention and the Brundtland Commission (Boyd, 2011, 2015; Wirth, 1994). Figure 1.2
displays the rapid global adoption of EPICs within constitutions. As of the early 1970s, no single
constitution expressed an EPIC and, at last count in 2021, more than 136 countries have some
right in their constitution, and 84 explicitly express a substantive human right to a healthy

environment (May, 2021).

Figure 1.2 EPIC Adoption over Time
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Gellers (2012, 2015, 2017) connects the spread of EPICs with social science theory to
explain why EPICs have been adopted so widely. In his book, The Global Emergence of
Constitutional Environmental Rights, Gellers (2017) sources scholarship from international
relations, constitutional design, and world society theories to offer an integrated explanation of a
world cultural framework of constitutional environmental rights. His findings posit that dominant
elements of world culture - individualism, rationalism, and universalism - inhabit the

international system in which global actors, such as IGOs and INGOs, promulgate norms of
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constitutionalism, environmentalization, and human rights. In turn, these norms are interpreted
by domestic actors, such as bureaucrats, policymakers, EMOs, and activists, to develop or
advocate for institutions, laws, and policies based on those norms. The mass adoption of EPICs
is part of the actor's motivation to align the state with global norms.

Environmental rights generally appear in one of three forms: 1) procedural, 2)
substantive, and 3) solidarity rights (Gellers, 2017). The focus of this research is on substantive
rights due to their explicit connection with the corpus of human rights law, thus explicitly
connecting them to broader moral claims of human rights. Scholars continue to debate as to
which kinds of environmental rights are better predictors of environmental outcomes (Andersen,
1996).

The primary debate which ensconces EC is whether EPICs advance environmental
protections or hurt the cause (Bookman, 2024; Weiss, 2018). Critics of EC express fears over its
judicial overreach, whereby the environment should remain in the political sphere rather than the
judicial system arguing court rulings may hinder protection of the environment to preserve other
rights or actor interests. Further, those skeptical of EC note that environmental rights are vague
and ambiguous, which makes them difficult to execute, transfer into policy, and use in court
(Ekeli, 2022). Additionally, there are concerns that EC is merely a symbolic display, which
suggests that EPICs and other constitutionalized environmental rights were never meant to be
actionable (Kysar, 2010; Thompson, 2003). An important critique is that EC may be
reemphasizing the anthropocentric view of liberal rights and promoting human entitlement to
nature, which is addressed in the ecocentric considerations to constitutionalize rights of nature
(Kotze & Calzadilla, 2017; Riihs, N., & Jones, 2016). On the other hand, constitutional rights can

strengthen environmental governance, accountability, and pathways for justice (Boyd, 2018;
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May & Daly, 2015). They also can generate public and civic involvement when coupled with
democratic institutions and public engagement. This debate has remained largely within the legal

realm and has rarely considered the legislative aspects of EPICs and EC.

1.2.3 Youth Climate Movement and Litigation

Youth have been critical actors in the environmental and climate movements (Neas et al.,
2022; Prendergast et al., 2021). This engagement was primarily due to the rise of youth-oriented
activist political culture during the late 1960s and early 1970s (Hays, 1987; Humphrey & Buttel,
1982). The environmental movement, along with civil rights and antiwar activism, found
common ground as movements that were spurred by a concern for the quality of life rather than
the standard of living. This shift differed from earlier activism as it created a “nontraditional,
direct action political culture committed to solving societal problems” (Sherkat & Blockler,
1993, p. 142). From the 1980s to the 2010s, the movement embodied a more intersectional
approach whereby minority groups leveraged the movement to amplify cases of environmental
racism and classism (Taylor, 2011). In recent years, youth are still driving the environmental
movement, yet they widely rally under a new banner of combating climate change (Bandura &
Cherry, 2020; Elliott & Earl, 2018; Hilder & Collin, 2022).

In recent years, scholars have noted a surge of environmental and human rights being
evoked in legal mobilization of environmental movements, particularly on the grounds of climate
change. While social movements’ use of law is not new (McCann, 1994; Zemans, 1983), nor in
the case of the environmental movement (Coglianese, 2001), young people’s use of
environmental law to advance claims of intergenerational environmental and climate justice has
crystallized within the movement (Kotzé & Knapp, 2023). Often youth partner with public

interest law firms (e.g. Our Children’s Trust, Pacific Centre for Environmental Law and
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Litigation) or non-profits (e.g. David Suzuki Foundation, Klimaatzaak, Youth 4 Climate) to
initiate and sustain climate and environmental litigation. To understand this development,
Donger (2022) provides two reasons. First, children and youth have historically been excluded in
environmental standards, lawmaking, and rights discourse (Rodriguez-Garavito, 2021). Yet, as
of 2015, after the Paris Agreement, where states were formally asked to consider the rights of
children when taking climate action, a blossoming of efforts to integrate children's rights in
climate governance and international law ensued. Second, international legal mobilization,
coupled with the strengthening of the youth climate movement, has led to young people's
involvement with litigation to address environmental harm (Donger, 2022). It would be remiss
not to mention the actual number of youth who participate in these cases is few compared to the
total number of youth climate activists. Further, there are challenges for youth to access courts,
compounded by limited education as to how to use the law and resources required for litigation.
Further, many courts toss youth-led climate cases to the side, thus dismissing not just the agency
of young people but also the denial of their rights to redress human rights infringements resulting
from worsening climate change (Parker et al., 2022).

Despite the odds, youth-led climate litigation focused on intergenerational equity and
rights of future generations is growing. As of late, landmark cases have been won by youth
plaintiffs sub-nationally in the United States in Montana (Ziebarth, 2024) and Hawaii (Rodgers
& Beaucage, 2025) and nationally in Germany (Kotzé, 2021) and Norway, using environmental
constitutional rights (see Our Children's Trust). The media impact of youth-led climate litigation
on public knowledge of climate issues is also of worthy note (Lobel, 2004; Rogers, 2020).
Donger (2022) describes the moral authority and the participatory nature of activists who are not

involved in the cases themselves. Climate litigation undergirds intergenerational alliances
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between youth and adults, which supports youth access to funding and legal expertise (Barg,
2022; Gordon, 2007; Gradoni & Mantovani, 2023; Trott, 2024). Importantly, these cases unveil a
new kind of civic engagement in the face of inaction on climate change by state and corporate
actors as well as limited pathways for youth to meaningfully engage in climate policy and
decision-making (Kotz¢ & Knappe, 2023; Lewis, 2021; Strandbu & Krange, 2003). These kinds
of cases are likely to continue to be part of the youth climate movement (Wood, 2025; Ziebarth,
2024), and their development has the possibility to improve human rights for all (Goldson, 2018;
Muller & Daly, 2025). To date, limited attention has been paid to theorizing how youth climate

activists view this tactic or the ‘right's turn’ in climate activism.

1.2.4 Case of Norway

The two chapters within the vertical axis are situated within the case of Norway. There
are at least four reasons why Norway is an essential part of my dissertation research. First,
Norway has an EPIC which was originally adopted in 1992 and was amended in 2014 to include
two key aspects: a specific mention of future generations' right to a healthful environment and
the third paragraph which places the onus of delivery on the state. Below is Norway’s EPIC (first
paragraph) or section 112 of the Norwegian constitution:!

“Every person has the right to an environment that is conducive to health and to a natural

environment whose productivity and diversity are maintained. Natural resources shall be
managed on the basis of comprehensive long-term considerations which will safeguard
this right for future generations as well.

In order to safeguard their right in accordance with the foregoing paragraph, citizens

are entitled to information on the state of the natural environment and on the effects of

any encroachment on nature that is planned or carried out.

The authorities of the state shall take measures for the implementation of these
principles.”

! The first paragraph is the substantive section, thus qualifying it as an EPIC. The second paragraph contains a
procedural right [right to information].
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Section 112 of Norway’s Constitution.

This constitutional language has inspired Norwegian laws that directly impact youth
participation in climate resilience planning and implementation. For example, the 2003
Environmental Information Act and 2008 Planning and Building Act provides access to
environmental information and participation by the public, in particular youth, in the preparation
of legislation, plans, and programs (United Nations, 2020). Further, in 2018, the Norwegian
parliament adopted the Local Government Act which mandates all local and regional authorities
to establish a representative body of youth who have not reached 19 years of age with a
particular focus on sustainable development and environmental issues (Bufdir, 2021).

A major challenge that faces Norway in pursuit of these goals is the national petroleum
industry. Norway is one of the biggest petroleum producers in the world and the oil and gas
industry accounts for 50% of its annual exports (Minnerop & Rostgaard, 2020). Despite
Norway's guaranteed right to a safe and clean environment, courts have ruled in favor of the
petroleum industry to continue operations (Voigt, 2021). Scholars have called Norway’s double
role as a self-proclaimed climate leader and oil giant the Norwegian Paradox (Boasson & Lahn,
2016; Eckersley, 2016).

Second, Norway is bound to international and domestic environmental and climate
commitments. The country is part of both the Paris Agreement and Kyoto Protocol. As a
signatory of the Aarhus Convention, Norway has committed to environmental democracy and
education by providing the public with environmental information and inviting public

participation in environmental decision-making (Barritt, 2020).
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Third, Norway’s education system has a highly centralized national curriculum and a
decentralized model for implementation (Sundby & Karseth, 2022). Curriculum reform follows
Norway’s broader social-democratic governance model: policy development typically proceeds
through government-appointed commissions, white papers to the Parliament, coordination by the
Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, and formal consultation rounds in which
teacher unions, municipalities, Sdmi institutions, and civil society organizations can submit
responses and shape reform trajectories (Baek, 2022).2 Norwegian teachers receive a “license to
teach,” granting considerable pedagogical autonomy to adapt content to students’ needs, and the
abolition of the national textbook approval system in 2000 further strengthened teacher agency
(Treedal et al., 2022). While Norway’s EPIC establishes environmental protection and
information about the state of the environment as a right, the practical realization of
environmental and sustainability education depends on two primary factors: how actors integrate
constitutional commitments in reforms and how teachers bring constitutional rights into their
classrooms. Although Norwegian youth consistently rank climate change as one of the defining
challenges of their generation (Falck, 2023) and are viewed as key contributors to advancing
sustainability (Bastien & Holmarsdottir, 2017), scholarship is only beginning to explore how
they understand their civic roles in addressing the climate crisis.

Fourth, Norway’s youth environmental movement is positioned within the Norwegian
Paradox. Norwegian youth activists are in unique positions as the national oil-industry is both a
threat to the environment and the most reliable source of national economic stability (O’Brien,
2018). Norwegian youth climate activists point to themselves, previous generations, politicians

and the government as responsible for climate change and feel politically disadvantaged since

2 For example, see School of the Future: Renewal of Subjects and Competencies (NOU 2015:8, pg. 17) which
describes the inclusive nature of the reform process.
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many youth who are part of the movement cannot vote (Haugestad et al, 2021). Protest presents
as one of a few effective options for Norwegian youth climate activists to influence climate
policy, the political system and demand their government protect the environment for current and
future generations. It is within this juncture that education and civic engagement become a focal
point to explore how rights are implicated within the Norwegian Paradox and the ways youth
understand their position and agency within its tensions.

Important to consider is how unique the Norwegian case is relative to other EPIC-
adopting countries. Norway is distinctive in its combination of a strong welfare state, robust
democratic institutions, well-organized civil society, constitutionalized environmental rights, and
a political economy deeply dependent on petroleum fuels. At the same time, Norway is not an
outlier so exceptional that lessons cannot travel. More than 80 countries have now adopted
EPICs, many face tensions between stated environmental commitments and extractive economic
interests. Norway therefore serves as a critical and theoretically illuminating case: its
institutional strength, constitutional clarity, and active youth climate movement make it a
productive setting to examine whether and how EPICs shape education, civic engagement, and
youth political participation. Insights from Norway can inform broader debates about whether
constitutional environmental rights remain symbolic or become socially embedded through
policy, schooling, and activism, thereby contributing knowledge relevant to other constitutional

democracies grappling with similar environmental and governance tensions.

1.3 Data and Methods

This is a three article dissertation which is detailed in the following three chapters and are
connected in several significant ways. First, each paper centers the EPIC, treating it as a variable,

a global script, or a tool for activism. Second, the three chapters seek to synthesize distinct
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bodies of literature including world society theory (Frank et al., 2000; Meyer et al., 1997a;
Schofer & Hironaka, 2005), institutional work (Holstead et al., 2021; Lawrence et al., 2011;
Patterson & Beunen, 2019) and social movements (Elliot & Earl, 2018; McAdam & Scott, 2005;
McCann, 1994). Third, the overarching research seeks to understand the links between EPICs,
education and civic engagement, and the institutions and actors that shape these relationships.

The structure of the dissertation is organized along two analytical axes: horizontal and
vertical. The horizontal axis undertakes a cross-national comparison of countries that have and
do not have EPICs. This analysis, presented in chapter two, is a quantitative, comparative study
that explores, across 22 countries, how country-level presence of EPICs relates to student-level
opportunities to learn about environmental issues (OTLEI) and eco-citizenship. Within the ICCS
dataset 12 countries have EPICs and 10 do not (see appendix A). I define eco-citizenship as a
civic orientation that extends environmental values into ethical responsibility and public action
(Dobson, 2007). Drawing from world society literature, I compare whether the number of
country memberships with EINGOs or the presence of an EPIC better predicts OTLEI and eco-
citizenship. For this study, I draw primarily on data from the 2016 International Civics and
Citizenship Study. The findings from this horizontal comparison inform the vertical axis,
developed in chapters three and four, which examines two pathways through which EPICs may
shape 1) policymaking and 2) youth climate activism.

Within the horizontal axis, I used hierarchical linear modeling to explore the relationships
between EPICs and two student outcomes: 1) Opportunities to Learn about Environmental Issues
(OTLEI) and 2) Eco-citizenship. OTLEI consists of three variables that I test separately: 1) how

much students learn about ways to protect the environment 2) whether students had participated
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in an activity to make the school more environmentally friendly and 3) student participation in an
environmental action group or organization. For eco-citizenship students were asked

perceptions of “good adult citizenship,” including how important they believed it was to
participate in activities to protect the environment. I used hierarchical linear modeling to account
for the nested nature of the data (e.g. students within countries) to examine within and between
country differences to isolate the unique effect of the country’s EPIC. ?

The vertical axis draws on two studies conducted in Norway in 2024. Chapter three is
based on 46 interviews with Norwegian policy actors engaged in environmental and education
policymaking and content analysis of 139 policy documents produced by the Ministry of
Education between 1990 and 2020.* The study compares three time periods after Norway's EPIC
was adopted to understand how the right was translated by policy actors into education reforms. I
explore how the EPIC, as a global script of world culture, interacts with others (Beer, 2016,
2025; Goneng, 2021) in their institutionalization processes, such as EE and international large-
scale assessments (ILSA). In this way, chapter three explores one institutionalization pathway of
connecting the aspirations of the EPIC language to legislation.

Chapter four draws on 33 interviews with Norwegian youth climate activists to examine
how the use of the EPIC in climate litigation may serve as a pedagogical and civic tool to inform
youth civic engagement and activism.® The study suggests that the strategic use of the EPIC in
litigation as a movement tactic has a consciousness raising effect for activists whose
marginalization as youth prevents them from meaningfully participating in institutional politics.

This chapter also compares the roles of activists' formal education and environmental movement

3 The OTLEI and eco-citizenship variables are detailed in appendix B.
4 The policy maker interview protocol is detailed in appendix C.
® The youth activist interview protocol is detailed in appendix D.
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organizations (EMOs) participation to understand how youth connect civic engagement,

activism, and the strengths and limitations of the law.

Figure 1.3 Dissertation Structure
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This dissertation seeks to understand if EPICs matter in education and youth civic

engagement. While the quantitative study highlights how countries with EPICs better predict

student OTLEI and eco-citizenship, the qualitative case of Norway offers an in-depth exploration

of how exactly EPICs may improve student environmental and civic engagement outcomes.

Taken together, this dissertation seeks to illuminate how EPICs move from legal text to lived

experience, shaping education policy, civic learning, and youth activism in ways that reveal the

broader social life of law.
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1.4 Positionality and Motivation

I locate myself as a White, cisgender male researcher trained in an Ivy League institution,
and I recognize that these privileges shape how I encounter, interpret, and write about the world.
I recognize the limitations and ethics of my position. I am not Norwegian; I conducted interviews
in English, which may have shaped how stories were told and what participants felt comfortable
sharing. I approached this work as a guest in another national context and as a researcher
interpreting experiences that are not my own. Throughout this project, I engaged in ongoing
reflexivity, sought to treat participants’ voices with respect, and aimed to represent their insights
as thoughtfully and accurately as possible, while acknowledging that all interpretation is partial
and situated.

Why we make decisions is complex, and I believe it's true in my decision to embark on
this Ph.D. journey. Yet there are a few reasons that I feel are important to name. They come in
the shape of memories, people close to me, or those whose stories I have kept by my side in my
writing. As a former wrestler and now circus artist, I thought I knew what a daily training
practice was to become a little bit better than the day before, but writing this dissertation took a
different kind of strength, flexibility, and grit that I did not know I had.

One of my earliest memories is learning to walk quietly in nature. I remember learning
from an elder of the Lenne-Lenape tribe how to softly place my heel on the ground before rolling
to the ball of my foot. I remember his words, “In nature, we tread lightly to show our respect. We
are always a guest.” My mother had enrolled me in an early childhood education program as part
of the Great Swamp Watershed Association, which was imbued with indigenous knowledge
from members of the Lenne-Lenape tribe, the original inhabitants of ancestral land that I grew up

in, what is now called New Jersey. I remember watching streams teeming with life and sitting on
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rocks, listening to the wind and the quiet growth of the trees. Today, I still think about how I am
walking in nature and wonder if I am being a good guest.

The Great Swamp was named a wildlife refuge by an act of Congress in November 1960
as the Great Swamp is home to 244 species of birds as well as fox, deer, muskrat, turtles, fish,
frogs and a wide variety of wildflowers. Despite its protected status, a group of concerned
citizens battled the New York Port Authority for twenty years in fear of the Great Swamps being
filled and turned into a jetport. “Saved But Not Safe” became the rallying cry of the newly
formed Great Swamp Watershed Association in 1981. If it was not for these individuals who
protected the Swamp, the Great Swamp would not exist along with my childhood memories of
being and learning amongst its natural wonders. Little did I know that the confluence of
government action and activist pressure resulted in my childhood memories and equally inspired
my dissertation.

My first real encounter with climate change was Hurricane Sandy. I was a freshman in
college, and I received a phone call from my mom who told me that a large tree fell on our
house. My younger brother nearly escaped with his life as the tree fell just above where he was.
Something shattered within me, perhaps it was that the people I love are vulnerable to the
devastation that climate change could bring. The weeks after, my mom would update me that
there was no food, limited electricity, and travel was near impossible. I live with the idea that
these extreme weather events could happen more frequently in my lifetime.

This vision and these memories are part of what motivated me to attend Teachers
College. What carried me through my doctoral studies to this moment is a belief in the next
generation. I have been lucky enough to have been an educator for high school students for the

past decade. Throughout these years, they have shared their perspectives, worries, and hopes
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with me about what kind of difference they want to make in the world. What kind of future they
want to live and flourish in. I have been proven time and again that when met with the challenge
youth rise to meet the occasion. The youth climate activists I spoke with in Norway inspired me
throughout my writing. Their honesty, thoughtfulness and commitment to addressing
environmental degradation and climate change are imbued with the kind of radical hope and
imagination needed to ensure there is a next generation of memories in nature just like the Great

Swamp activists did for me.
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Chapter 2: Constitutional Commitments, Civic Consequences:
Environmental Provisions and Youth Eco-Citizenship Across 22 Countries

Abstract:

While an increasing number of countries have embedded environmental provisions in their
constitutions (EPICs), it remains unclear whether these legal commitments are associated with
more environmentally informed and civically engaged citizens. Compared to environmental
international non-governmental organizations (EINGOs)—a well-studied mechanism for
diffusing global environmental norms—EPICs have received limited empirical attention. This
study examines both mechanisms of world society and their associations with environmental
learning and civic outcomes. Using data from the 2016 International Civic and Citizenship
Education Study (ICCS), which includes 81,069 students across 22 countries, hierarchical linear
models show that countries with EPICs provide more opportunities for students to learn about
environmental issues (OTLEI) and have young citizens who demonstrate stronger support for
eco-citizenship. These findings suggest that EPICs shape environmental citizenship through two
complementary channels: directly, by embedding environmental values within national legal and
educational frameworks, and indirectly, by fostering learning environments that promote
environmental awareness and engagement. In contrast, EINGO membership does not predict
either outcome. The results extend world society theory by highlighting the distinctive role of
constitutional commitments in institutionalizing environmental norms within state systems of
education and civic formation.
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2.1 Introduction

Environmental degradation and climate change have become central concerns in global
discourse, often framed as defining challenges to contemporary societies and ecological systems
(IPCC, 2023; Stollberg & Jonas, 2021). Human activity has altered the atmosphere, oceans,
cryosphere, and biosphere, prompting international and national institutions to develop a range of
policies aimed at promoting environmental protection, sustainability, and climate resilience
(Dietz et al., 2020; Dunlap & Brulle, 2015; Frank et al., 2000; Meyer et al., 2006). Despite the
growing diffusion of global environmental norms, substantial variation persists in how countries
adopt and institutionalize environmental policies. Understanding the mechanisms through which
these norms become embedded in national institutions remains a central sociological question.

World society scholars have long documented the rise of a global environmental
regime—an institutionalized set of norms, organizations, and scripts promoting environmental
protection—and its influence on states and policy actors (Hironaka, 2014; Meyer et al., 1997b).
Research in this tradition highlights the role of environmental international non-governmental
organizations (EINGOs) in diffusing global environmental norms across borders (Frank et al.,
2007; Longhofer & Schofer, 2010; Longhofer et al., 2016; Schofer & Hironaka, 2005; Shorette
et al., 2017). EINGOs have promoted transnational coordination and the adoption of pro-
environmental policies since the 1970s (i.e., the 1972 United Nations Conference on the Human
Environment in Stockholm, Sweden). However, questions remain regarding the extent to which
these organizational linkages generate meaningful social or educational change (Ciplet &
Roberts, 2017; Hadler & Haller, 2011; Helm & Sprinz, 2000; Kim et al., 2020).

Extending the global environmental regime into national law, many countries have
incorporated environmental provisions into their constitutions (EPICs)—formal legal

commitments that articulate citizens’ rights to a safe, clean, and sustainable environment. These
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provisions reflect both global regime pressures and domestic mobilization, making them hybrid
institutional artifacts (Beck et al., 2012, 2019). As of 2021, 84 countries had adopted substantive
constitutional environmental rights (May, 2021), often inspired by international human rights
frameworks (Gellers, 2017). EPICs thus represent a distinct mechanism of norm diffusion: they
vertically embed global environmental commitments within state structures, potentially shaping
not only policy but also educational and civic domains. Yet, little empirical research has
examined their relationship to environmental learning or civic engagement.

Education, as a core institution within world society, plays a key role in transmitting
global norms and cultivating environmental values (Bromley et. al., 2011; Pizmony-Levy, 2011;
Ramirez, 2012; Suarez, 2007). Prior work links EINGO activity to national curricula, teacher
education, higher education, and environmental learning goals (Fien, 2002; Frank et al., 2011;
Flora et al., 2014; Turnock, 2004; Whelan, 2005). The influence of constitutional environmental
provisions, however, remains underexplored (Boyd, 2011; Gellers, 2015, 2017). I argue that
EPICs are associated with student opportunities to learn about environmental issues (OTLEI) and
eco-citizenship behaviors.

This study examines the associations among two institutional mechanisms — EINGOs and
EPICs — and two dimensions of youth environmental engagement: OTLEI and eco-citizenship
(see Figure 2.1). Using hierarchical linear modeling on data from 81,069 students across 22
countries in the 2016 IEA International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS), I address
the following questions:

RQ1: To what extent are students’ opportunities to learn about environmental issues

associated with the presence of an EPIC?
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RQ2: To what extent is students’ support for eco-citizenship associated with the

presence of an EPIC, after accounting for OTLEI?

RQ3: To what extent does the presence of an EPIC exhibit a distinct association with

OTLEI and eco-citizenship when controlling for countries’ memberships with

environmental international non-governmental organizations (EINGOs)?

Figure 2.1 Conceptual Framework: EINGOs, EPICs, and youth support for Eco-

Citizenship
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(collective
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Note. Solid lines indicate associations established in previous research; dotted lines indicate the hypothesized
associations tested in this study.

Findings indicate that countries with EPICs provide greater opportunities for

environmental learning and have young citizens who express stronger support for eco-

citizenship, even when controlling for EINGO membership. These results highlight

constitutional rights as a distinct institutional pathway through which global environmental
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norms become integrated into education systems, shaping the environmental orientations of

future citizens.

2.2 Background

2.2.1 The Global Environmental Regime

World society theorists have long documented the transnational process shaping modern
nation-states, particularly how global norms are adopted to signal legitimacy and align with
dominant world models (Meyer et al., 1997a). Among these models is environmentalism, which
has emerged as a core script of world society, articulated through international organizations,
treatise and civil society actors. The global environmental regime - defined as a constellation of
global institutionalized norms, organizations, and policy scripts promoting environmental
protection - has become deeply embedded in state institutions and policy frameworks (Meyer et
al., 1997b; Hironaka, 2014).

Key to this diffusion process are international organizations. These actors both spread
global environmental discourse and help translate it into national policy, through capacity
building programs, conferences, conditional funding tied to global norms, and technical support
(Boli & Thomas, 1998; Longhofer & Schofer, 2010; Meyer et al., 1997b; Wapner, 1995).
Empirical research shows that ties to international institutions, including EINGOs, are linked to
reductions in environmental degradation and stronger environmental outcomes (Frank et al.,
2007; Hironaka, 2002; Shandra et al., 2009). However, scholars argue that while world society
has institutionalized environmentalism, this does not guarantee real change pointing to
decoupling where enacted policy fails to produce expected environmental outcomes (Bromley &

Powell, 2012; Jorgenson et al., 2011; Longhofer & Jorgenson, 2017; Vasi, 2007).
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Existing evidence on embeddedness of global environmental norms in state institutions
points to both broad diffusion and uneven implementation. Education systems have increasingly
adopted global environmental scripts of environmental education, often encouraged by
international actors and frameworks (Bromley et al., 2011; Meyer et al., 2010; Pizmony-Levy,
2011). This includes the incorporation of environmental topics into national curricula, teacher
training and youth programs - often aligned with sustainable development goals and global
citizenship agendas (Ramirez, 2012; Ramirez & Meyer, 2012). However, the degree to which
these educational reforms reflect substantive engagement versus symbolic compliance varies
across contexts. As with environmental policy more broadly, education can reflect both
institutional coupling and decoupling, where global environmental ideals are formally adopted
but weakly enacted or inconsistently implemented (Bromley & Powell, 2012; Buckner &
Russell, 2013). This variation underscores the need to unpack the mechanisms through which
world society influences education outcomes. To better understand these dynamics, the next
section explores two environmental mechanisms - EINGOs and EPICs — that, in different ways,

channel global environmental norms into national structures and policies.

2.2.2 Institutional Mechanisms of Environmental Diffusion: EINGOS and EPICs

The global environmental regime does not diffuse abstractly - it enters national policy
and institutions through specific conduits. Two such mechanisms are EINGOs and EPICs. Each
mechanism uses different pathways to encourage nations to adopt environmentalism both
through socialization and systematically, through education.

EINGOs play a pivotal role in agenda setting, norm diffusion and civil society
mobilization. As transnational actors, they help frame environmental issues within globally

resonant narratives, facilitate knowledge transfer and pressure governments to adopt pro-
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environmental reforms (Boli & Thomas, 1998; Longhofer & Schofer, 2010; Partelow et al.,
2020). Scholars suggest their presence is not merely symbolic. Higher EINGO density has been
empirically linked to increased national environmental policy adoption, stronger environmental
protection measures and higher levels of individual environmental concern (Frank et al., 2007;
Givens & Jorgenson, 2013; Hadler & Haller, 2011; Shorette et al., 2017). In education, too,
EINGOs have been associated with the proliferation of environmental themes in national
curricula within different country contexts (Bromley et al., 2011; Pizmony-Levy, 2011; Sinnes &
Eriksen, 2016). However, contrary scholarship suggests that domestic factors may play a
mediating role rendering international organizations less directly implicated in driving policy
(Boyle et al., 2015; Lerch, 2019; Tsutsui, 2017; Velasco, 2018).

Complementing this transnational advocacy infrastructure, EPICs represent a more
formalized mechanism through which global environmental norms become domestically
institutionalized. Over the past five decades, a growing number of countries have adopted EPICs
- substantive constitutional rights that largely guarantee citizens a safe and healthy environment.
A cohort of scholars have followed the global spread, mass adoption, and implementation of
EPICs (Boyd, 2011; Daly, 2012; Gellers, 2012, 2015, 2017; Hayward, 2000, 2004; Jeffords,
2013. 2021; Jeffords & Gellers, 2017; Jeffords & Minkler, 2016; May, 2005, 2021; May & Daly,
2012). The primary questions they ask are why countries adopt EPICs, what legal power they
have to influence the state and if there is a relationship between EPIC adoption and pro-
environmental outcomes. As of 2021, 84 of the 193 UN member states include such provisions
in their constitutions (May, 2021). These rights are intertwined with the broader corpus of
international human rights law and reflect both global normative pressures and domestic legal

evolution (Gellers, 2017).
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EPICs are thus formalized, local, rights-based artifacts of world society. They signal a
public and institutional commitment to environmental protection, confer legitimacy to
environmental cases, and inform national identity around environmental stewardship (Beck et al.,
2019; Dodsworth, 2021; Gellers, 2017; Hayward, 2004). Yet, scholars have largely theorized
their relationships with environmental education and civic engagement. While some case studies
have documented the use of constitutions to support environmental education policies (e.g. in
Argentina, Chile, Japan, Norway, and Taiwan), few have systematically examined whether
EPICs lead to stronger environmental learning outcomes among youth (Christel & Gutierrez,
2017; Saito et al., 2019). The best example is the case of the Colombian constitution whereby
Article 79 explicitly states that education should be a tool to protect the diversity and integrity of
the environment. This article was then used to ensure environmental protection, ecology, and
natural resources preservation was mandatory learning for pupils (Mejia-Caceres et al., 2023;
Paz et al., 2014). While not all EPICs initiate environmental education laws or reforms,
constitutions have an educational value where they contribute to general acceptance and
observance of environmental protection (Kiss, 1993). The gap in the literature is particularly
striking given that education is a central institution through which constitutional values are
transmitted to future generations. (Crimmins, 2013).

As for the link between EPICs and citizenship, two-thirds of environmental constitutional
provisions include mandates for both the state and citizens to actively protect the environment,
further embedding environmentalism into legal and civic life (Daly & May, 2018). A country’s
constitution is intended to express and protect the values of its people. Scholars have long
recognized that constitutions both reflect and shape these values (Boyd, 2011; Fredman, 2008).

The link between EPICs and environmental citizenship is substantiated by the normative and
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political support policy and civil society actors can draw on from a constitutionalized human
right. EPICs mark the seriousness of environmental concern and inform the nation’s
consciousness (Brandl & Bungert, 1992; Hayward, 2001). As such, I hypothesize countries that
possess EPICs will have higher levels of OTLEI and citizenship.

I focus on substantive constitutionalized environmental rights over other rights (such as
procedural or solidarity rights) for three reasons. First, substantive rights are directly linked to
the human rights regime thus imbuing them with the normative, legal, and political legitimacy
(Gellers, 2017). Second, they provide policy guidance and governance directives to the
legislature to conserve ecosystems and biodiversity (May & Daly, 2015). Third, compared to
procedural rights, substantive rights are more resistant to change and tend to be better understood
by both the polity and citizenry (May, 2006). As the supreme law of the land, EPICs promote a
model character for citizens to follow which influence and guide public discourse and behavior
(Brandl & Bungert, 1992). Ultimately, EPICs possess both the normative value drawing from
human rights and the domestic values of environmental protection which may shape national
education and civic priorities.

By focusing on both EINGO membership and EPIC adoption, this study examines how
these two mechanisms, one rooted in civil society, the other in formal law, serve as distinct
pathways for embedding environmental norms into education systems. Whereas EINGOs diffuse
norms in a more horizontal fashion through transnational advocacy and organizational networks,
EPICs operate vertically, embedding environmental commitments within state institutions and
shaping environmental socialization (Weis, 2018). In the next section, I turn to education as a
key institutional site where global environmental values are not only formalized but also

translated into learning opportunities and civic practices.
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2.2.3 Environmental Education and Eco-Citizenship as Regime Outcomes

Education is a primary domain through which world society norms - including
environmentalism, human rights, and global citizenship - are diffused and enacted (Bromley et
al., 2011; Meyer et al., 2010; Buckner & Russell, 2013). Within this broader project,
environmental education has emerged as a strategy to equip young people with the knowledge,
values and skills necessary to address ecological challenges, while environmental citizenship
extends this project by linking individual learning to civic responsibility and collective action.
(Ardoin et al., 2020; Chawla & Cushing, 2007). Together they frame schools as sites for
cultivating not just environmental awareness, but also the civic dispositions that underpin
democratic and sustainable societies.

Opportunities to Learn about Environmental Issues (OTLEI) — whether through formal
curricula or through extracurricular engagement - represent tangible expressions of
environmental education. Such opportunities may involve learning about environmental
protection, participating in environmental school projects, and belonging to environmental action
groups. Research shows that OTLEI enhance students' environmental literacy and long-term pro-
environmental behavioral commitments (van de Wetering et al., 2022; Goldman et al., 2013;
Turnock, 2004). Yet, critiques caution that EE often focuses narrowly on environmental science,
neglecting the structural and political drivers of ecological degradation (Hayden et al., 2011).

Building on these learning processes, environmental education also aims to cultivate the
dispositions and practices of eco-citizenship—a civic orientation that extends environmental
knowledge into ethical responsibility and public action (Dobson, 2007). Schools are critical sites
for nurturing this form of citizenship, providing not only environmental learning but also
democratic skills, moral frameworks, and opportunities for civic engagement (Berkowitz et al.,

2005; Schild, 2016). Participation in environmental organizations can reinforce these outcomes,
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offering young people concrete contexts for practicing ecological responsibility and activism
(Haluza-Delay, 2013; Stern, 2000).

While prior research confirms a positive relationship between OTLEI and eco-citizenship
(Iversen & Jonsdottir, 2019; Kowasch et al., 2022; Sarid & Goldman, 2021), this study asks
whether broader intuitional frameworks also matter. EPICs may strengthen the impact of
environmental education by embedding ecological commitments into a nation’s legal and
political foundations, prioritizing their importance and shaping curricula that connect
environmental values with civic responsibility. Schools serve as intermediaries, taking the
aspirations and values of rights, making them teachable and actionable (Bajaj, 2011; Tibbitts,
2017). EINGOs, by contrast, diffuse norms through transnational networks, but their influence
depends on whether global discourse is translated into domestic policy and classroom practice.
By analyzing EPICs, OTLEI and eco-citizenship together, this study shows how global
environmental norms are carried both through civil society and constitutional law, with
education acting as a bridge to students’ civic orientations. In doing so, it highlights how
institutional commitments shape the values and capacities of future generations to confront

ecological challenges.

2.4 Data and Methods

Data for this study comes from the 2016 International Civics and Citizenship Education
Study (ICCS) conducted by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational
Achievement (IEA). The IEA has maintained a long-standing research agenda focused on how
young people are prepared to undertake their roles as citizens. The first round of [EA surveys on

the topic of civic education occurred in 1971 (as part of the Six Subject Survey), followed by
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subsequent waves in 1999 (Civic Education Study: CIVED 1999) and 2009 (ICCS 2009). ICCS
2016 builds on these earlier efforts and expands the scope of civic education to include issues of
environmental sustainability.

In the 2016 cycle, international experts and participating country representatives
identified environmental sustainability as a key dimension of civic and citizenship education,
prompting its inclusion in the study. The decision reflected growing international concern about
the impact of human activity on the environment and the increasing recognition of environmental
protections as a component of both citizenship and education policy (Ainley et al., 2013). Its
inclusion signaled a global consensus that environmental responsibility and literacy is integral to
the civic life of young people.

ICCS 2016 sampled students in Grade 8 or Grade 9 (average age 13.5 years) across 24
countries (Schulz et al., 2018). The survey employed a stratified two-stage cluster sampling
design, enabling nested, multilevel statistical analysis. In the first stage, schools were selected in
each country using a probability proportional to size procedure. In the second stage, intact
classrooms within selected schools were surveyed, with all students in a chosen class completing
the assessment (Schulz et al., 2018). Participation in ICCS is voluntary, with countries opting in
to the study.

To address the research questions on the role of the broader social context shaping
OTLEI and eco-citizenship, I merged ICCS 2016 with three additional datasets. First, I used
May's (2021) classification of countries with EPICs identifying those that explicitly recognize a
substantive right to a safe and clean environment. Second, I drew on Longhofer et al.'s (2016)
dataset of EINGO membership, using most recent data from 2012. Third, I included country-

level GDP data from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators online dataset.
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In preparing the dataset, I used listwise deletion to address missing data. I also excluded
Hong Kong and Chinese Taipei because of their contested constitutional status, which could bias
cross-national comparisons. Students from North Rhine—Westphalia were retained, as they were
coded as falling under the jurisdiction of the German constitution since there is clear

constitutional alignment. The final analytic sample includes 81,069 students across 22 countries.

2.4.1 Dependent Variables: Support for Eco-Citizenship and Opportunities to Learn about
Environmental Issues

The main outcome variable in this study is support for eco-citizenship. In ICCS 2016,
students were asked about their perceptions of “good adult citizenship,” including how important
they believed it was to engage in a range of civic behaviors. One item focused specifically on
environmental engagement: “participating in activities to protect the environment”. Responses
were recorded on a four-point scale, ranging from 1 (‘Not Important') to 4 (‘Very Important™).
For ease of interpretation, I reversed-coded the item so that higher values indicate stronger
support for environmental civic engagement.

A secondary set of dependent variables includes student report on opportunities to learn
(OTL), which refer to the extent to which students are exposed to, and have access to, the
intended curriculum or learning experiences. In ICCS 2016, OTLEI related to environmental
issues is captured through three questions.

First, students were asked how much they learn about ways to protect the environment,
with responses ranging from 1 ('To a large extent') to 4 ('Not at all'). This item was reverse-coded
so that higher values indicate more frequent environmental learning.

Second, students were asked whether they had participated in an activity to make the

school more environmentally friendly. Response options included: 1 ('T have, in the last 12
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months’) 2 (‘I have, but more than a year ago’) and 3 ('No, I haven’t'). This item was also
reverse-coded so that higher scores reflect more recent involvement.

Third, students were asked about their participation in an environmental action group or
organization, using the same response scale and coding as participation in making the school
more environmentally friendly.

Together, these measures of eco-citizenship and OTLEIs provide a multi-dimensional
view of students’ environmental engagement - both attitudinal and behavioral - across learning
contexts. Table 2.1 presents definitions, metrics, and descriptive statistics for all variables in the

study.
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Table 2.1 Metrics, definitions, and descriptive stats (n=81,069)

Variable Description and metrics Mean  SD
Dependent variable
Eco-citizenship How important are the following behaviors for being a good 3.31 .76
adult citizen? “Taking part in activities to protect the
environment”. Reversed Coded: 1=not important at all, 2=not
very important, 3=quite important, 4=important.
Learn to protect At school, to what extent have you learned about the following 3.25 .84
environment [OTLEI] topics? “How to protect the environment (e.g. through energy-
saving or recycling)”. 1= Not at all, 2=To a small extent, 3=To a
moderate extent, 4=To a large extent.
Student involvement in Have you ever been involved in activities of any of the 1.40 .65
environmental action group following organizations, clubs or groups? “An environmental
or organization [OTLEI] action group or organization”. 1=No, I haven’t, 2=Yes, I have
done this but more than a year ago, 3=I have done this within the
last twelve months.
Student participation in At school, have you ever done any of the following activities? 1.73 .81
environmental activity at “Participating in an activity to make the school more
school [OTLEI] environmentally friendly (e.g. through water saving or
recycling)”. 1=No, I haven’t, 2=Yes, I have done this but more
than a year ago, 3=I have done this within the last twelve
months.
Individual-level Variables
Female I=female, O=male .50
Books at home 0=0-10 books, 1=11-25 books, 2=26—-100 books, 3=101-200 1.90 1.24
books, 4=more than 200 books
Parent level of education 0=did not complete lower secondary, 1=complete lower 2.85 1.14
secondary, 2=complete upper secondary, 3=complete some post-
secondary education, 4=completed tertiary or graduate
education.
Open discussion in This variable was constructed from six items: 1) how often 50.56 10.08
classroom teachers encouraged students to make up their own minds, 2)
express student’s opinions, 3) discuss issues with students
holding different views, 4) present multiple sides of issues, 5)
how often students brought up current events and 6) voiced
differing opinions in class.
Civic knowledge Estimates of students’ proficiency across four domains: civic 52299 97.02

society and systems, civic principals, civic participation and

civic identities
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Country-level variables
EPIC 0=No EPIC, 1=EPIC .61 49

Log GDP per capita GDP data are from the World Bank’s World Development 5.47 1.44
Indicators from 2016 to align with ICCS; values log-transformed
to reduce skew.

Log EINGO membership Based on Longhofer et al.’s (2016) dataset, which draws on 2.78 44
membership information from the Union of International
Associations (1970-2010, Yearbook of International
Organizations). Counts reflect national ties to 54 major
environmental INGOs. Latest available data used from 2011;
values log-transformed to reduce skew.

2.4.2 Country-level Independent Variables
There are two country level independent variables: EPIC status and EINGO membership.

Each captures a different dimension of a country’s connection to global environmental norms
and capacity for environmental action.

EPIC status reflects whether a country’s constitution includes a substantive right to a
healthy environment, as classified by May (2021). Substantive rights go beyond procedural
guarantees; they place an obligation on the state to actively protect and improve environmental
quality (Shelton, 2010). These rights overlap with human rights frameworks tying them closely
to normative standards (Gellers, 2017). Each country was coded based on resources from The
Constitution Project, The Environmental Rights Map, research conducted and collected by the
Legal Information Center at Widener University, and the U.N. Environmental Programme -
Environmental Rule of Law: First Global Report. Out of 22 countries in the dataset, 12 include

an EPIC (coded as 1) while 10 do not (coded as 0).°

6 AL ICCS 2016 countries included in this analysis had adopted EPICs prior to the survey year. Adoption years are
as follows: Belgium (1994); Bulgaria (1991); Chile (1980); Colombia (1991); Dominican Republic (2010); South
Korea (1987); Latvia (1998); Mexico (1992); Norway (1992); Peru (1979); Russia (1993); and Slovenia (1991)
(Boyd, 2011; May, 2021).
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EINGO membership data are drawn from Longhofer et al. (2016), which tracks national
affiliations with 54 major Environmental International Non-Governmental Organizations
(EINGOs). The dataset is based on membership information compiled in the Union of
International Associations’ Yearbook of International Organizations. Each country receives one
tie per organization to which it belongs—for example, affiliation with both the World Wildlife
Fund and Friends of the Earth yields two ties. These ties serve as a proxy for a country’s
embeddedness in the global environmental regime. In this dataset, EINGO ties range from 6
(Dominican Republic) to 30 (Netherlands), with an average of approximately 17.7. We use the
most recent available EINGO data from 2011 and apply a logarithmic transformation to reduce

skewness and facilitate interpretation.

2.4.3 Individual-level Controls

Following prior multilevel modeling studies using ICCS 2016 and literature on youth,
environment and activism, I include a set of student-level control variables to account for
individual differences that may influence environmental learning outcomes. Student gender is
included as a control, as research consistently finds that female students report higher levels of
environmental concern and literacy (Arnocky & Stroink, 2010; Chen & Huang, 2019; Strello et
al., 2025). Gender is coded as a binary variable, with 0 =Male and 1=Female.

Two student background variables are included to control for socio-economic factors that
are known to affect student environmental learning outcomes. The first is the number of books at
home, which serves as a widely used proxy for socio-economic status. Students indicated the
number of books at home on a scale from 0 ('0—10 books'") to 4 ('More than 200 books'). Prior
research has linked SES to both general academic performance (Boeve-de Pauw & Van Petegem,

2010) and environmental literacy (Duarte et al., 2017). The second variable is parental education
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level, which has been shown to influence children’s level of environmental concern (Meeusen,
2014) and environmental behavior (Mobley et al., 2010).

In addition to home environment related variables, two school-based controls are
included. The first captures students’ perception of open classroom discussion, a construct shown
to foster environmental learning outcomes (Stern et al., 2014, Storksdieck et al., 2005). The
variable was built using six items that asked students how often in their classes: (1) teachers
encourage students to make up their own minds, (2) teachers encourage students to express their
opinions, (3) students bring up current political events for discussions, (4) students express
opinions in class even when their opinions are different from most of the other students, (5)
teachers encourage students to discuss the issues with people having different opinions, and (6)
teachers present several perspectives on social issues when explaining them in class. This scale
demonstrates an average Cronbach’s alpha of 0.77 across countries, with values ranging from
0.66 to 0.90, indicating acceptable to strong internal consistency.

Finally, I include students’ civic knowledge scores, represented by the plausible value
(PV), which provides robust estimates of students’ proficiency across four domains: civic society
and systems, civic principals, civic participation and civic identities. While PV are not exact
individual scores, they enable valid population-level inferences for use as a continuous control
variable. Prior research suggests that higher civic knowledge is associated with stronger
identification with environmental causes and greater likelihood of taking environmental action
(Gallay et al., 2016; Schusler & Krasny, 2008). Including this measure helps account for prior

knowledge that may shape how students respond to environmental issues.

2.4.4 Country-level control
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GDP per capita (logged) is included as a control variable, based on long-standing
research suggesting that environmental concern may increase after basic economic needs are met
(Frank et al., 2000; Hironaka, 2002; Schofer & Granados, 2006). At the same time, research also
shows that wealthier populations contribute disproportionately to environmental degradation
(Wiedmann et al., 2020). Because of this complex and often contradictory relationship between
economic development and environmental action, GDP remains an important control. I used
2016 data from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators to align with the ICCS dataset,

and log-transformed the values to address skew and enhance interpretability.

2.5 Analysis

The ICCS dataset is hierarchically organized with students nested in schools and in
countries, and information at both the individual and country level is used to understand the
relationship between EPIC adoption and how much importance students place on participating in
activities to protect the environment. The clustering of individuals within countries violates
assumptions of the ordinary least square regression (OLS). Therefore, I use hierarchical linear
modeling (HLM) (Heck et al., 2022; Hox et al., 2017) that estimates individual-level and
country-level effects. Specifically, I estimate random intercept models expressed in two
equations (Raudenbush, 2002). First, the importance students place on environmental activities
for ith student in the jth country (Y1j) is modeled as a function of country-specific intercepts

(BO)), a set of individual-level fixed effects (BXij), and an individual-level error term (rij).

Yij = B0j + BXij + 1ij
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Second, each country intercept 0/ is modeled as a function of an overall intercept (y00), a set of

country-level predictors (yCj), and a country-level error term (u0y):

BOj = v00 + yCj + ul)

I examine several HLM models, including both student-level and country-level control variables.
Our analytic strategy first assesses how EPICs predict environmental opportunities to learn
(EOLs), then evaluate how EPICs influence eco-citizenship after controlling for OTLEIL Models

are estimated using Stata/BE 18.5 with the ‘mixed’ command.

2.6 Results

I begin by describing country-level patterns, which vary considerably across the ICCS
2016 participating countries (Table 2.2). Colombia stands out with the highest levels of student
support for eco-citizenship (M=3.62; SD=.61), where nearly all students (95.2%) say that
participating in environmental activities is quite or very important to being a good adult citizen.
Other countries with similarly high levels of support for eco-citizenship include Dominican
Republic, Peru, Mexico and Bulgaria. Notably, four out of these five countries are in Latin

America, and all five have adopted EPICs.

50



Table 2.2 Sample Size, Mean Scores for Eco-Citizenship and Environmental Opportunities

to Learn, by country

Country n Eco- Learning to protect Student Student
citizenship environment at involvement in participated in
school environmental environmental
action group or activity at school
organization

Belgium (Flemish community)* 2,746 3.27 3.27 1.25 1.64
Bulgaria* 2,733 3.49 3.32 1.67 1.80
Chile* 4,757 3.34 3.30 1.37 1.66
Colombia* 5,209 3.62 3.66 1.58 2.01
Croatia 3,773 3.44 3.54 1.36 1.77
Denmark 5,561 2.92 2.77 1.14 1.50
Dominican Republic* 3,123 3.60 3.52 1.90 2.09
Estonia 2,775 3.06 2.98 1.23 1.42
Finland 3,009 3.14 3.20 1.08 1.42
Germany (North Rhineland) 1,297 2.84 2.96 1.16 1.42
Italy 3,291 3.45 3.30 1.31 1.71
Korean Republic* 2,466 3.34 333 1.19 1.72
Latvia* 2,999 3.20 3.28 1.40 1.73
Lithuania 3,373 3.13 3.21 1.54 1.70
Malta 3,279 3.24 3.28 1.44 1.83
Mexico* 5,138 3.51 3.38 1.44 1.93
Netherlands 2,599 2.89 2.80 1.16 1.33
Norway* 5,621 3.23 2.95 1.14 1.56
Peru* 4,789 3.58 3.51 1.73 2.12
Russia* 7,066 3.37 3.26 1.64 1.86
Slovenia* 2,713 3.25 3.10 1.51 1.69
Sweden 2,752 3.21 3.29 1.11 1.47

Note: * Countries that have EPICs
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Even in lower-scoring countries, most students recognize that participating in
environmental activities is an important part of being a good adult citizen—reflecting a broader
generational trend, as today’s youth tend to be more environmentally aware than previous
generations (Skeiryté et al., 2022; Swim et al., 2022). Students in Germany (North Rhine-
Westphalia), however, report the lowest levels of eco-citizenship (M = 2.84, SD = .83), with
about two-thirds (67.2%) indicating that participation in environmental activities is quite or very
important to being a good adult citizen. Other countries with comparatively lower levels of eco-
citizenship include the Netherlands, Denmark, Estonia, and Lithuania. Scholars suggest several
explanations for lower eco-citizenship in these countries, including students’ perceptions that
environmental problems will not significantly affect them personally, expectations that impacts
will be felt more strongly elsewhere, more individualistic understandings of citizenship, and
growing alienation from nature (Bucht et al., 2024; van Harskamp et al., 2024).

I conducted independent-samples #-tests and chi-squared tests to examine whether
students’ reports on OTLEI and their support for eco-citizenship differ significantly between
countries with EPICs and those without (Table 2.3). Across all OTLEI indicators, students in
EPIC countries report higher mean scores than their counterparts in non-EPIC countries.
Specifically, they are more likely to report learning how to protect the environment (Mgpic =
3.33 vs. Muon-epic = 3.13), participating in environmental action organizations (37% vs. 21%),
and engaging in environmental activities at school (56% vs. 42%). They are also more likely to
regard environmental behaviors as an important attribute of good adult citizenship (Mepic = 3.41
vs. Mnon-epic = 3.14). These differences are both statistically significant and substantively
meaningful, indicating that countries with EPICs tend to exhibit broader educational and civic

cultures that place greater emphasis on environmental engagement.
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Table 2.3 Mean and Standard Deviation of Key Variables, by EPIC Status

Countries Countries Significance Test

without EPIC with EPIC
Eco-citizenship 3.14 (0.79) 3.41(0.72)  #81,067)=-49.43, p <.001
Learn to protect environment 3.13 (0.86) 3.33(0.82)  #81,067)=-32.31, p<.001
Student involvement in environmental action ¥*4(2) = 2500, p <.001
group or organization
— Last 12 months 5.17% 11.83%
— More than a year ago 15.65% 25.43%
— Never 79.19% 62.74%
Student involvement in environmental action .05 (.22) 12 (32) #81,067) =-32.20, p <.001
group or organization (Last 12 months)
Student involvement in environmental action 21 (.41) .37 (.48) #(81,067) =-50.25, p <.001
group or organization (Last 12 month or more
than a year ago)
Student participation in environmental activity at ¥*(2) = 1900, p <.001
school
— Last 12 months 15.74% 27.07%
— More than a year ago 25.92% 28.74%
— Never 58.34% 44.19%
Student participation in environmental activity at .16 (.36) 27 (44) #81,067) =-37.96, p <.001
school (Last 12 months)
Student participation in environmental activity at .42 (.49) .56 (.50) #81,067) =-39.72, p <.001

school (Last 12 months or more than a year ago)

While these group-level comparisons are informative, they do not account for variation
between and within countries and students. To test whether EPICs and EINGO membership have

independent effects on student environmental learning opportunities, the next section uses
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multilevel modeling to explore how these country-level factors shape EOL outcomes, net of
individual-level characteristics. This approach enables a more nuanced understanding of the
mechanisms through which international norms are diffused and enacted within educational

settings.

2.6.1 Exploring Country-Level Influences on Opportunities to Learn about Environmental
Issues

Because this study is concerned with whether and how constitutional commitments
predict young people’s environmental education and civic development, I first examine the role
of EPICs on OTLEI Table 2.4 presents HLMs for three different outcomes. For each indicator of
OTLE]I, I estimate four models. The first model includes only individual-level predictors,
whereas the second, third, and fourth models incorporate country-level factors—particularly the
presence of an EPIC and EINGO membership.” Across all three indicators of OTLEI, EPICs are
positively associated with higher levels of student exposure to environmental education—
learning about environmental protection in school (b=.263, p<.05), participating in
environmental organizations (b=.228, p<.01l), and engaging in school-based environmental
activities (b=.289, p<.001). Importantly, these associations persist even after adjusting for

EINGO membership and economic development.

’ Log GDP and Log EINGO have a high amount of correlation (.753). I test these variables in the HLM models
separately and together.
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Table 2.4 Hierarchical Linear Models Coefficients Showing the Effects of Selected Independent Variables on Students’ reports
of Opportunities to Learn about Environmental Issues

Learn to protect environment at school

Student involvement in environmental action
group or organization

Student participation in environmental
activity at school

Ml M2 M3 M4 M1 M2 M3 M4 M1 M2 M3 M4
Female .08 H** 089 H** 089*F*x  09*** (56 ** 056%** 056%#*%  Q55%** 093*#% - (093**:* 093*#* (93 HH*
Books at home 015%%* 015%%* O15%%F% 015%** 040+ ** .040%** 040%%%  040%** 037%%% Q3 7x*E 037%%% - Q37H%*
Parental education —-.003 —-.003 —-.003 —-.003 .002 .002 .002 .002 .000 .000 .000 .000
Open discussion in classroom .016%** .016%** 016%*F*  016%**  005*** .005%** 005%%%  005%** 012%%% - Q1 2%** O12%*x - 0] 2%**
Civic knowledge (x 100) 120%%* 120%%* J20%FE 0 120%*k —061**F 061  —061***  —061**F* 001 .001 .001 .001
EPIC 207* 268%* .144 176%* 236%* .158* 240%%* 293%#% 187H*
Log EINGOs —.254%* —470%* —-.239 —.202%* —.224%* —400%**
Log GDP (2016) —-.035 .077 -.051* .018 —-.032 .062*
Constant 1.76%** 2.35%%* 1.80%** 2. 57#** ] 35%%* 1.91%** 1.49%** 1.97%** 98 HHE LA467**%  99Q*** ] p4***
Random Effects
Level- 1 variance .602 .602 .602 .602 370 370 370 370 .585 .585 .585 . 585
Level 2 Variance .075 .044 .055 .038 .046 .021 .027 .020 .053 .022 .030 . 018
Interclass Correlation Coefficient 11 .068 .084 .059 11 .054 .068 .052 .084 .036 .049 .030
Ico

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.00
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Surprisingly, EINGO membership is negatively associated with all three OTLEI
outcomes in Model 2. Students in countries with higher EINGO density are less likely to report
school-based and extracurricular environmental learning. For example, EINGO membership is
associated with the extent students learn about how to protect the environment (b= —470, p <
.01) and similarly negative associations are found for student involvement in environmental
action groups or organizations (b= —292, p <.0I) and participation in environmental activities
at school (b= —400, p < .001). This unexpected pattern may suggest that world society linkages
alone are not strong predictors of environmental learning or eco-citizenship. EINGO networks
tend to be concentrated among globally embedded actors—international NGOs, policy elites, and
epistemic communities—rather than within schools or teacher education systems (Frank et al.,
2000; Hironaka, 2014; Sassen, 2004). As a result, their influence may diffuse through advocacy
and elite policy processes rather than direct educational pathways. In many Global South
contexts, such ties precede rather than follow grassroots mobilization, reflecting top-down
diffusion that rarely influences everyday learning environments (Beer, 2016; Frank et al., 2007,
2010). In contrast, constitutionally embedded environmental commitments (EPICs) may offer a
more direct mechanism for translating global environmental norms into civic learning and
institutional practice.

Finally, GDP per capita shows a limited and inconsistent relationship with the outcomes
examined. It is statistically significant only in predicting the extent to which students report
learning how to protect the environment (b = .062, p < .05), which may reflect that wealthier
countries have greater capacity to support school-based environmental projects. However, GDP
per capita does not significantly predict whether students learn about environmental protection at

school or participate in environmental action groups or organizations. This pattern aligns with
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earlier findings from world society research, which emphasize that while economic development
matters, normative and institutional factors—such as the presence of EPICs and international
ties—are often more consequential for shaping environmental education practices. These models
lay the groundwork for the next section, which examines how country-level factors relate to

student-level environmental outcomes using HLM, with OTLEI indicators included as controls.

2.6.2 Exploring Country-Level Influences on Eco-citizenship

Table 2.5 presents the HLM models examining student eco-citizenship. Recall that
participants were asked to indicate how important they consider environmental behaviors as part
of being a good adult citizen. The initial analysis confirms that students’ beliefs vary
significantly across countries. Indeed, 8.3% of the total variation in eco-citizenship is attributable
to between-country differences, underscoring the importance of examining national-level

influences alongside student-level factors.
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Table 2.5 Hierarchical Linear Models Coefficients Showing the Effects of Selected
Independent Variables on Students’ Report of Eco-citizenship

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 Model 8

Female J26%*% 0 91%** L069%** .069%** .069*H* .069*H* .069*#*
Books at home 036%**  019%** 011 %%* 011 %%* 011 %%* 011%** 011 %%*
Parental education .008** —-.005 —.005* —.005* —.005* —.005* —.005*
Open discussion in .008*** L005%** .005%** .005%#* 005+ .005%#*
classroom

Civic knowledge (x 066%** .054%** .054%** .054%** 054 %% .054%**
100)

Learn to protect 143%%x 143%%x 143%%x 143%%x 143%%x
environment

Student involvement in
environmental action
group or organization

More than a year ago .109%** .109%#* .109%#* .109%** .109%**
Last 12 months J135%%* J135%%* J135%%* JA35%%* J135%%*

Student participation in
environmental activity

at school

More than a year ago 07 1% 07 1%* 07 1% 07 1% 07 1%
Last 12 months 109*#* 109*#* 109*#* 109%** 109*#*
EPIC 239%%* 217%%* 241 %%* 194
Log EINGO —-.094 —-.175
membership

Log GDP per capita —-.011 .030
Constant 3.28%Hx 3 [2%xE D g4k 2.16%** 2.03%** 2.30%** 2.09%** 2.38%**
Random Effects

Level- 1 variance 529 523 512 492 492 492 492 492
Level 2 Variance .048 .054 .060 .034 .020 .018 .020 .017
Interclass Correlation ~ .083 .093 105 .065 .039 .036 .039 .034
Coefficient (ICC)

Note: *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.00
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Before turning to the country-level variables, it is worth briefly noting that several
individual-level characteristics are consistently linked to higher levels of eco-citizenship (Model
2). Female students and those with more books at home tend to score higher, while parental
education shows a weaker and less consistent relationship. In addition, open classroom
discussion and student civic knowledge are positively associated with eco-citizenship across the
models. All three OTLEI indicators also show positive associations with environmental
citizenship, suggesting that opportunities to learn about the environment—whether through
formal instruction or school-based activities—are linked to stronger civic orientations toward
environmental responsibility. This finding aligns with prior research emphasizing the formative
role of educational experiences in shaping students’ environmental awareness and engagement.

After accounting for student characteristics and OTLEI, we incrementally added country-
level variables to assess their association with students’ environmental citizenship. Students in
countries with EPICs are significantly more likely to report that pro-environmental behavior is
an important aspect of good adult citizenship (Model 5; b = .239, p <.001).® The difference
between EPIC and non-EPIC countries remains robust even after controlling for EINGO ties and
GDP (Models 6, 7, and 8). This pattern suggests that constitutional environmental rights
contribute to a broader normative and institutional environment that cultivates environmental
citizenship—one that operates not only through formal education but also through the wider

social and political culture in which young people are embedded. Including EPIC in the model

8 As a robustness check, I estimated linear regression models with country fixed effects. Results indicate that the presence of

an EPIC is positively associated with eco-citizenship, net of individual characteristics and OTLEI. These findings are
substantively consistent with the multilevel analyses and suggest that constitutional environmental rights are associated with civic
and behavioral outcomes within countries
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also reduces between-country variance by more than one-third, underscoring the role of
constitutional commitments as a structural anchor for environmental values across societies.

I then examined the role of EINGOs. Contrary to expectations, the number of EINGO ties
is not associated with eco-citizenship (b =—.094, p = .131). In fact, the association is negative
and statistically non-significant across all models. This pattern suggests that while EINGOs are
influential in promoting global environmental norms and facilitating the adoption of national-
level commitments such as EPICs, their influence does not necessarily extend to shaping
students’ civic orientations toward the environment.’

Next, I examined economic development using logged GDP per capita. GDP is not
significantly associated with eco-citizenship (b = .03, p = .319), indicating that students in
wealthier countries are no more likely to prioritize environmental behavior as part of their civic
identity. This aligns with prior research showing that normative and institutional factors—such
as legal frameworks and international linkages—play a stronger role than economic resources
(Hadler & Haller, 2011).

Random-effects estimates indicate meaningful variation in the outcome across both
individual and national levels. Across models, the intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) range
from approximately .03 to .11, indicating that between 3% and 10.5% of the total variance in
students’ environmental learning and civic engagement is attributable to differences between
countries. While the majority of variance resides at the individual level, these ICC values are
consistent with those commonly reported in large-scale international education studies and
justify the use of hierarchical linear modeling (Pizmony-Levy & Bjorklund, 2018). The presence

of statistically meaningful between-country variance suggests that national contexts—such as

9 I also tested 2011 INGO and IGO country membership ties as additional proxies for world society (Lerch et al.,
2024). They produced similar significant and negative associations with eco-citizenship.
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education systems, policy environments, and broader institutional arrangements—predict
students’ opportunities to learn beyond individual characteristics alone. Moreover, the modest
decline in Level-2 variance across successive model specifications indicates that country-level
predictors explain a portion of cross-national differences, though unexplained variance remains.
This pattern aligns with comparative education and world society perspectives, which emphasize
the global diffusion of educational norms alongside persistent national variation in how these

norms are institutionalized and enacted within education systems.

2.7 Discussion and Conclusion

Over the past 70 years, the global environmental regime has catalyzed significant shifts in
national policymaking, prompting widespread adoption of environmental rights in legal
frameworks across the world. These rights, often embedded in constitutions, are thought to
represent normative commitments to environmental stewardship. Yet scholars remain divided on
their efficacy. On one hand, scholars argue that these rights are constitutive of a global civic
culture - they model expected citizen behaviors, inform institutional priorities and constitute
norm diffusion through education and socialization (Goderis & Versteeg, 2014; Landau, 2025;
Law, 2018). On the other hand, critics question their practice influence, viewing them as largely
symbolic and insufficient for transforming citizen engagement or behavior (Neves, 2022). This
paper engages with this broader sociological debate by investigating whether EPICs function as a
meaningful mechanism of institutional diffusion - specifically, whether they influence how
young people come to value environmental responsibility as part of good citizenship.

Drawing on data from ICCS 2016, this study finds consistent and robust evidence that
EPIC adoption is positively associated with students’ valuation of pro-environmental citizenship

behaviors and learning opportunities. In line with world society theory, these findings suggest
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that EPICs are important mechanisms that adapt environmental norms into national
environmental responsibility through formal schooling. The presence of an EPIC is a significant
predictor in the HLM models, suggesting that national legal commitments correlate with student
orientations toward environmental civic responsibility. By contrast, the density of EINGO
memberships does not significantly predict eco-citizenship.

Although not central to the argument, several student-level factors merit brief mention.
Female students and those from higher socioeconomic backgrounds consistently report stronger
pro-environmental attitudes - findings that align with existing research on gendered and class
dimensions of environmental concern (Eom et al., 2018; Hornsey et al., 2016; Zelezny et al.,
2000). Other key student-level variables, including civic knowledge and perceived openness of
classroom discussion, also correlate positively with eco-citizenship. These results underscore the
interconnectedness of civic and environmental identities in late modernity - particularly in
institutional settings like schools, where globalized discourses around rights and responsibilities
converge (Ardoin et al., 2023; Berkowitz et al., 2005; Hollstein & Smith, 2020; Taniguchi &
Marshall, 2018; Schild, 2016).

The positive and significant role of EPICs points to a broader sociological pattern:
constitutional commitments, while often dismissed as symbolic, appear to reflect and reinforce
global cultural models (Beck et al., 2012, 2019, Hironaka, 2014). The presence of EPICs may
signal that a nation has undergone a normative shift, internalizing elements of the global
environmental regime. Their adoption may not only mark a moment of legal codification but also
catalyze vertical policy diffusion, especially in sectors like education. In this way, EPICs
function as institutional carriers of environmental norms, helping translate abstract global ideas

into tangible domestic practices. This is consistent with findings that EPICs are associated with
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stronger environmental performance, reduced ecological footprints and broader international
engagement (Boyd, 2011; Gellers & Jeffords, 2018). This study extends those claims into the
domain of youth civic engagement and education.

EINGO membership - a central measure in world society research - does not emerge as a
consistent predictor in the models. This finding runs counter to what world society researchers
would expect. I propose two explanations. First, Gellers (2017) finds that the adoption of EPICs
is due to global norm socialization and domestic conditions. The presence of an EPIC signals a
domestic institutionalization of environmentalism. The amendment of a constitution or the
inclusion of an EPIC within a drafting process of a constitution suggests an importance placed on
environmentalism by a range of actors (e.g. lawyers, judges, elected officials, civil society
organizations and activists) needed to ensure a right is included. According to Bromley et al.,
(2011) individual environmental behaviors are more pronounced in societies with strong
institutionalization of environmentalism. As such, EPICs serve as an indicator of national
consensus of environmental value. Further, EPICs are tools for local actors to advance aligned
policy priorities. This can be seen the case of Norway where policy actors used the EPIC (e.g.
Article 112) as reason to include and sustain environmental education within national education
reforms over time (Rabinowitz, under review). In this framing, the presence of an EPIC validates
legal scholars’ claims of the normative values of environmentalism within society, shaping the
institutionalization of environmentalism, individual environmental learning opportunities and
civic behavior.

Second, the significant and negative effect of EINGO memberships on individual
environmental outcomes can be explained through Hadler’s (2016, 2017) research who tests the

world society thesis on public and private environmental behaviors over time. In both studies,
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findings suggest EINGO ties do not consistently predict public or private environmental
behaviors. One explanation Hadler (2017) provides is there may be a changing nature of
international organizations; focusing their efforts on governments and philanthropy and less
toward the individual. While the widespread establishment of EINGOs may have helped advance
environmental policy and mainstream environmentalism, their relationship with changes of
individual learning and behavior are not as clear (Berney & Rootes, 2018). The findings suggests
that the lasting impacts of the global environmental regime on states may be better explained by
world society’s indirect effects of institutionalizing environmentalism at the national level
through adopted mechanisms of world society, such as EPICs (Hadler, 2016).

Opportunities to learn about environmental issues, long recognized as critical to
environmental citizenship, emerged as the strongest and most consistent predictors of students'
pro-environmental orientations. Their effect remains robust even when accounting for EPICs and
other country-level variables. Interestingly, while EPICs appear to moderate the effect of student
participation in environmental activities, they do not diminish the impact of environmental
learning. This pattern suggests that constitutional commitments may shape the broader normative
context for civic socialization, but the everyday practices of schooling remain central to how
environmental values are internalized.

Like all research, this study has limitations. The ICCS 2016 dataset is weighted toward
countries in Europe and Latin America, which constrains generalizability of findings.
Additionally, the study does not differentiate among types of environmental rights (e.g.,
procedural vs. substantive), which future research could explore in depth. The cross-sectional
nature of the data limits claims about causality. Longitudinal and multi-level models using future

waves of ICCS or other international large-scale assessments could help scholars better
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understand the temporal dynamics of norm diffusion. Finally, the study uses countries as the
second level of analysis, but future research could incorporate schools as an intermediate level to
assess how institutional environments mediate the effects of EPICs.

This work contributes to three key sociological domains. First, it offers empirical support
to legal and policy scholars who argue that constitutional rights can have downstream effects
beyond litigation and regulation - particularly through shaping educational opportunities in
schools and enshrining a societal value of environmental protection. Second, it strengthens the
world society perspective by suggesting that EPICs may be more powerful indicators of norm
diffusion than EINGO density alone. Unlike EINGO membership, constitutional rights may
reflect more durable and public-facing commitments to global norms. Third, it highlights the
centrality of education as a domain where environmental values are not only taught but
internalized as part of civic identity.

This study suggests that environmental constitutional rights matter - not just as legal
texts, but as institutional signals that inform environmental education and civic meaning-making
among youth. By linking EPICs to student outcomes, the paper links world society theory,
education and civic development, offering a new lens for understanding how global
environmental norms take root in education and citizenship priorities. The findings offer cautious
optimism that legal commitments to the environment may influence not only state behavior but
also how future generations come to understand their role as environmental citizens. In a time of
intensifying ecological crisis, such insights are essential for understanding how the global

environmental regime translates into domestic civic and educational change.
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Chapter 3: Global Scripts, National Translations: Environmental Rights and
Education in Norwegian Policymaking

Abstract:

Despite growing scholarly attention to global environmental governance, little is known about
how world society scripts interact within national policymaking. Drawing on document analysis
and 46 interviews with policy actors, this study traces how Environmental Provisions in National
Constitutions (EPICs) and Environmental Education (EE) scripts were used in Norwegian
education policy over three decades. Integrating world society theory and institutional work, the
analysis explains how environmental scripts are interpreted and sustained through actor agency.
Findings show that EPICs and EE interacted in the 1990s and, subsequently, evolved through
phases of alignment, weakening, and adaptation, as exogenous forces like international large-
scale assessments (ILSAs) and endogenous political shifts redirected attention toward education
performance and accountability. The study develops the concept of script interaction to capture
how global norms persist not only through global diffusion but local actor translation and
maintenance work, revealing how scripts endure within national governance.
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3.1 Introduction

Climate change and the broader nature crisis have long been recognized as significant
threats to human life, societies, and the ecosystem around the globe (Cook et al., 2013; Huggel et
al., 2022). In response, a multi-scalar movement of regulations, institutions, and actors has
emerged to address global and local environmental challenges (Meyer et al., 1997a; Rootes,
2014). Within the global environmental regime, states have increasingly adopted pro-
environmental measures that reflect global norms of environmental responsibility, sustainability,
and human rights (Frank et al., 2000; Meyer et al., 1997b).

I use scripts in the world society sense to refer to culturally legitimated models that
specify how states, institutions, and actors should organize themselves to align with global norms
(Hironaka, 2014; Meyer et al., 1997b). Scripts are not simply policy ideas; they are authoritative
blueprints that define appropriate goals, responsibilities, and pathways for institutional action.
Once adopted, scripts provide symbolic legitimacy, organizational guidance, and moral
justification, while remaining open to reinterpretation, selective use, and contestation within
domestic contexts. It is this combination of normative authority and malleability that makes
scripts powerful—and analytically important—in tracing how global environmental norms travel
into national policy arenas.

I examine two such scripts, Environmental Education (EE) and Environmental Provisions
in National Constitutions (EPICs). Both EE and EPICs share a moral vision linking
environmental protection to human rights and civic responsibility (Hayward, 2004; Schild,
2016). Both scripts can also trace their expansion to similar IGO conferences and commissions,
such as the 1972 U.N. Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm, the World
Commission on Environment and Development, and the 1992 Conference on Environment and

Development in Rio de Janeiro (Gellers, 2017; Pizmony-Levy, 2011).
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Normatively, EE seeks to cultivate environmental knowledge, attitudes, and experiential
learning (Gough, 2013; Tilbury, 1995) while EPICs enshrine citizens’ rights to a healthy
environment (Boyd, 2011; May, 2021). For EPICs, a longstanding debate concerns whether these
provisions function primarily as symbolic commitments or whether they generate the
environmental values and policy change they articulate (May, 2021; Weis, 2018). Despite EE
and EPIC’s common foundations, scholarship has tended to treat them as separate policy areas,
thereby overlooking how these global scripts may interact as they are institutionalized in national
governance. This analytical separation presents a central question: what happens when distinct
yet normatively aligned global scripts enter the same national policy sphere?

To answer this question, I bring together scholarship from world society theory and
institutional work (Lawrence et al., 2013). While world society theory offers an explanation as to
how global norms spread, it has been less attentive to how actors inhibit and reinterpret these
norms within institutions (Anderson-Levitt, 2003). Institutional work fills this gap by providing a
framework to explore the agency of actors who create, maintain, or disrupt institutional
structures, thereby shaping how global scripts are enacted and sustained over time (Pierson,
2004). Integrating these perspectives enables a richer understanding of the mechanisms through
which environmental norms evolve after adoption and the conditions under which global scripts,
such as EE and EPICs, become mutually reinforcing or weakened within national governance.

Drawing inspiration from Beer's (2025) inquiry on the interaction of world society norms
and Goneng’s (2021) conceptualization of norm fusion, this article proposes the concept of script
interaction, which describes the ways scripts intersect as they are institutionalized in national
policy. Scripts refer to blueprints of world society that are adjusted by domestic actors to fit local

conditions (Hironaka, 2014). Script interaction addresses a key limitation of world society theory
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in its capacity to explain what happens after global norms are adopted (Anderson-Levitt, 2003)
and how scripts may conflict with each other in the process of localized adoption/adaptation
(Carney et al., 2012).

Norway provides a distinct lens for exploring this process. The country has maintained a
national identity of being a leader in environmental governance while continuing to be one of the
world’s largest petroleum exporters (Anker, 2020), where half of its total exports are petroleum
and natural gas (Bertozzi et al., 2023). The adoption of Norway's EPIC in 1992, or Article 112,
and a sequence of curriculum reforms - from L93 to LK20 - offer a rich setting to trace how
global scripts are localized, fused, and influenced by exogenous (e.g. global education
discourses) and endogenous (e.g. political change) factors. Norway’s strong bureaucratic
capacity (QDsterud & Selle, 2006), civic traditions of friluftsliv or ‘outdoor education’ (Gelter,
2000), and semi-autonomous position within European governance (Stray & Wood, 2020) make
it an instructive case of an inhabited and layered institutional environment.

This paper is guided by two questions:

RQ1: How do Norwegian policy actors use global environmental scripts (EPICs and EE) to

institutionalize environmental commitments in national education policy reforms?

RQ2: What endogenous and exogenous conditions influence the use of EPICs and EE in national

education policy reforms over time?

The next section situates Norway within the global environmental regime, outlining how

international scripts on environmental rights and education were adopted. The subsequent section
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develops the idea of script interaction, unpacking how institutional work connects global scripts
to national reform processes. The article then provides an overview of the data and methods,
drawing on document analysis and interviews with key actors to trace policy developments over
three decades. The analysis examines three eras of reform - the 1990s, 2000s, and 2010s - to
illustrate how EPICs and EE amplified one another, decoupled, and partially reconnected within
Norway’s educational architecture. The discussion considers how policy entrepreneurs,
institutional layering, and temporal sequencing sustain or erode the influence of global

environmental norms in national governance.

3.2 Literature Review

3.2.1 World Society and the Diffusion of Environmental Norms

The diffusion of environmental rights and education reforms has unfolded within a
broader world society that promotes global models of citizenship, sustainability, and governance
(Meyer et al. 1997a). From this perspective, nation-states do not merely respond to domestic
pressures but participate and are subject to a global cultural order that defines legitimate policy
domains and morality (Boli & Thomas, 1999; Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998). World society
theory explains why countries with very different political, economic, and environmental
conditions nonetheless converge on similar environmental commitments (Frank et al., 2000;
Hironaka, 2002; Meyer et al., 1997b; Schofer & Hironaka, 2005). IGOs, INGOs, expert
networks, and transnational advocacy coalitions diffuse global scripts - such as EE (Pizmony-
Levy, 2011) and EPICs (Gellers, 2012, 2015, 2017; Jeffords & Gellers, 2017) that signal
modernity and legitimacy in the global order.

Research on EE offers one of the clearest illustrations of script formation in world

society. Since the 1970s, international organizations such as UNESCO and the United Nations
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Environment Programme have advanced Environmental Education (EE) as a normative response
to the global environmental crisis. EE was integrated within global communications such as the
1975 Belgrade Charter, the 1977 Tbilisi Declaration, and later frameworks in Education for
Sustainable Development (ESD) (Gough, 2013; Tilbury, 1995). World society studies show that
EE spread widely across national curricula irrespective of local environmental needs,
demonstrating the power of international legitimacy in shaping education priorities (Bromley et
al., 2011; Frank et al., 2011, Pizmony-Levy, 2011). EE thus exemplifies how global
environmental norms become institutionalized through state institutions open to global
discourses.

Parallel research has traced the global diffusion of EPICs. Beginning in the 1970s and
accelerating after the Stockholm and Rio conferences, more than 80 constitutions have
incorporated substantive environmental rights (Boyd, 2011; Daly, 2012; May, 2021). These
constitutional amendments emerge through transnational emulation (Beck et al., 2012, 2019;
Zapp et al., 2023) and domestic legal conditions (Gellers, 2013; O’Gorman, 2017), reflecting the
same logic of moral legitimacy and domestic conditions that drive state institutionalization of
EE. Constitutionalizing environmental protection signals that a state aligns with global norms of
environmental protection and human rights, even when enforcement remains a question (May,
2019).

This diffusion has generated significant debate about the effectiveness of EPICs in
delivering pro-environmental outcomes (Daly & May, 2018). Some scholars characterize them
as paper tigers or symbolic gestures that express aspiration without material consequence (Kysar,
2010; Polk, 2022; Thompson, 2003; Weis, 2018) or suggest their effect on pro-environmental

outcomes is inconsistent (Catanzaro & Jeffords, 2025). Others argue that EPICs are empirically
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linked with national pro-environmental and sustainable development outcomes (Boyd, 2011;
Imhof et al., 2016; Jeffords, 2021; Jeffords & Minkler, 2016). While much of the research on
EPIC’s connection to environmental outcomes has used quantitative methods (Boyd, 2011;
Gellers & Jeffords, 2018; Jeffords, 2021; Jeffords & Minkler, 2016) or looks at judicial
implications (May, 2005, 2021), a critical gap exists which specifically looks at how policy
actors use EPICs within a national context to advance environmental outcomes.

Despite extensive scholarship on the spread and institutionalization of EPICs and EE, few
studies examine how global environmental norms interact across institutional dimensions (Beer,
2025; Goneng, 2021; Kalatzi Pantera, 2025). Research on EE and EPICs has developed in
parallel, with one tradition focusing on education systems and the other on law and governance.
As a result, we know little about how constitutional and education reforms might reinforce or
weaken each other after adoption. World society theory provides a framework for tracing these
uptake processes, but it must be complemented by attention to timing, agency, and institutional

interaction to uncover what makes EPICs mean something.

3.2.2 Policy Actors and Institutional Work

World society theory provides a strong explanation for the diffusion of environmental
norms; however, it tends to overlook the critical role of domestic actors in interpreting,
translating, and embedding these norms within national institutions. As several scholars have
argued, policies do not operate as abstract scripts but are enacted by individuals and
organizations that inhabit institutions and negotiate their meanings in practice (Beunen &
Patterson, 2019; Granqvist & Gustafsson, 2016; Lawrence et al., 2009). The field of institutional
work views norm institutionalization not as passive conformity but as the outcome of actors who

create, maintain, and disrupt institutional structures.
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In the context of environmental governance, institutional work offers a valuable lens for
examining the mechanisms through which institutions evolve. First, institutional work focuses on
the role of actors and their contribution toward gradual and ongoing forms of institutional change
(Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). At the same time, actors can also instigate radical shifts as policy
entrepreneurs who reinterpret or exploit ambiguities in existing policies (Winkel & Leipold,
2016). Second, actor work in environmental governance does not happen in isolation and is
subject to exogenous and endogenous effects that generate new policy ideas (Bettini et al., 2015).
Institutional work considers how the competition between ideas, perspectives, and types of
knowledge can become stabilized in institutional structures while others are marginalized,
subjugated, or ignored (Van Assche et al., 2014). Third, the importance of temporality in
institutional work helps highlight how the sequencing of events and critical policy junctures
plays an important role in social analysis (Pierson, 2004). The explanatory power of time helps
identify how two processes that interact at a particular point in time lead to institutional change
or inertia.

Environmental norms are particularly shaped by institutional layering, a process through
which new elements are introduced into existing structures without fully displacing older ones
(Mahoney & Thelen, 2010; Beunen & Duineveld, 2010). As Thelen (2004, p. 225) notes,
layering “involves the partial renegotiation of some elements of a given set of institutions while
leaving others in place.” In environmental governance, this means that moral commitments to
sustainability or environmental stewardship are grafted onto existing legal, bureaucratic, or
educational frameworks rather than replacing them entirely. Over time, these incremental
adjustments produce hybrid institutions where multiple logics—environmentalism, economic

growth, and legal accountability—coexist and sometimes collide (Besharov & Smith, 2014;
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Paavola, 2007). Policy actors play a central role in this process, as they interpret and adapt
environmental norms within established institutional constraints. Through their everyday work,
institutions become layered sites of negotiation where global models are not simply adopted but
continually reworked to maintain legitimacy and coherence.

The actor-centered approach complements world society theory by connecting human
agency to the analysis of norm adoption and translation. It recognizes that norms do not travel
intact from global to local levels but are reinterpreted through professional routines, moral
vocabularies, and bureaucratic procedures (Bromley & Powell, 2012; Meyer & Rowan, 1977).
Attention to policy actors and their institutional work helps explain why global scripts, such as
EPICs and EE, produce divergent outcomes across contexts (Acharya, 2004, 2011). It also
clarifies how temporary alignments between sectors, such as law and education, can produce

enduring institutional legacies even when explicit coordination fades (Jakobi, 2009).

3.2.3 Norm Diffusion to Script Interaction

Research on global environmental governance has typically emphasized the diffusion of
environmentalism through a single script - such as EPICs (Gellers, 2017), EE (Bromley et al.,
2011), environmental impact assessments (Hironaka, 2002), energy development strategies
(Henderson, 2019), and environmental conservation (Frank et al., 2000) - across states and
institutions. Yet diffusion alone cannot explain why some scripts become deeply institutionalized
and while others remain largely symbolic. This paper proposes the concept of script interaction
to capture the process through which distinct but normatively related scripts become mutually
reinforcing when linked through discourse, policy, or institutional design. Whereas diffusion
describes the spread of ideas, script interaction describes the way they amplify or suppress one

another (Beer, 2025). These interactions are dynamic and may be shaped by the influence of

74



other exogenous or endogenous factors that either destabilize or entrench their
institutionalization over time (See Figure 3.1).

Script interaction integrates insights from two complementary perspectives. From world
society theory, it adopts the view that global norms promote scripts of legitimate statehood and
moral responsibility. From institutional work it highlights how policy actors interpret and
translate these models through everyday bureaucratic and professional routines. It also
emphasizes that alignment occurs only when timing, sequencing, and institutional legacies create
openings for reform (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010; Pierson, 2004). Script interaction is therefore
contingent rather than automatic: an outcome of strategic work by actors operating within
structured institutions.

In the environmental field, script interaction occurs when distinct policy models - such as
EPICs and EE emerge from overlapping normative foundations such as environmentalism or
human rights. These scripts share moral vocabularies of environmental stewardship,
intergenerational responsibility, and civic participation but are institutionalized in different
sectors - law and education - with distinct actors, logics, and reform cycles. When policy actors
draw connections between them, the scripts become mutually reenforcing: legal frameworks lend
moral and institutional legitimacy to education reform while education systems disseminate and
normalize the values embedded in environmental rights. Conversely, when reforms proceed in
isolation, scripts may delink or even compete for institutional attention and resources.

This framework provides a lens for analyzing how multiple global scripts interact within
national policy environments. I shift the focus from script adoption to ask not whether global
models diffuse, but how they produce feedback, contradiction, or synergy. Script interaction thus

extends world society theory by showing that the institutionalization of global norms depends
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not only on diffusion but also on the relational dynamics among scripts, actors, and institutions

through which norms are enacted and sustained over time.

Figure 3.1 The Script Interaction Framework: Linking Global Norms to Pro-

environmental Social Change
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3.3 Background

EE in Norway has a domestic history that predates its being promoted by world society as
a global script. As early as the 1939 Normalplan, or curriculum reform, outdoor activity and
local nature study were framed as cultural and civic imperatives (Jorgensen-Vittersg, 2021).
Outdoor education was embedded in school routines, linking children’s physical health to moral
development and citizenship. Through the postwar decades, this outdoor education became part
of the welfare-state ideals: schools were expected to cultivate healthy, responsible citizens who
understood their interdependence with the natural world (Halestad, 2002).

By the 1970s, educational attention to nature had evolved into a more explicit connection
with environmental protection (Jorgensen-Vittersg, 2021). The Monsterplan of 1974 (M74)
introduced outdoor education as an interdisciplinary theme across subjects including biology,
social science, and physical education. In the M74 reform, Norway’s curricular guidelines
reference pollution, conservation, and the human impact on ecosystems, aligning national
educational aims with emerging global discourses coming out of international meetings such as
the 1972 United Nations Conference on Human Development in Stockholm (Carlsson &
Mkandla, 1999).

Education policymaking in Norway is deeply embedded in social democratic traditions
that emphasize broad participation, deliberation, and negotiated consensus (Baek, 2022).1°
Curriculum reform follows an institutionalized consultation process in which the Ministry of
Education and the Directorate for Education circulate reform drafts to municipalities, teachers’

unions, NGOs, Sami institutions, and civil society actors for formal input, such as the case of

' For example, see School of the Future: Renewal of Subjects and Competencies (NOU 2015:8, pg. 17) which
describes the inclusive nature of the reform process.
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developing the 2008 Education Act (NOU 2007: 6). Many local movements and advocacy
groups engage the state through these structured consultation processes, shaping curricular
language and priorities from within policy processes. This institutional architecture means that
public debate, expert knowledge, and civic claims are not external to policymaking but
incorporated into iterative rounds of deliberation, revision, and compromise. As a result, the
influence of civil society is not absent from Norwegian education reform; they are embedded in
the governance design of curriculum development itself, reflecting a model of participatory
social democracy where civil society is expected to co-produce policy rather than contest it from
the outside.

Parallel developments unfolded in the legal field. The idea of recognizing environmental
protection as a right first appeared in 1972 in Principle 1 of the Stockholm Declaration, which
outlined a right connecting human rights and environmental protection (Gellers, 2017). That
same year, Norway founded its Ministry of the Environment (Rosendal, 2007) and heard its first
proposal for a constitutional environmental provision (Fauchald, 2021). Although early
Norwegian proposals for an EPIC were not approved by the Parliament, they reflected a growing
domestic consensus that environmental well-being should be treated as a right and state
obligation.

Throughout the 1980s, the idea of adopting an EPIC matured within both international
and domestic arenas. In 1982, the Parliament appointed a committee to examine the possibility of
introducing a constitutional provision on environmental protection (Bugge, 2023). Norway
subsequently played a pivotal role in shaping global environmental discourse through its
leadership in the 1987 Brundtland Report, which profoundly influenced international legal

developments (Hayward, 2004). The Commission’s legal expert group specifically
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recommended that nations recognize environmental rights, guaranteeing an individual's
fundamental right to an environment adequate for health and well-being (Fauchald, 2021). As a
result, Norway adopted its original EPIC (Article 110b) in 1992, shortly before the opening of

the Rio Conference on Environment and Development. The EPIC is detailed below:

Every person has a right to an environment that is conducive to health and to a natural
environment whose productivity and diversity are maintained. Natural resources should
be managed on the basis of comprehensive long-term considerations which will
safeguard this right for future generations as well.

In order to safeguard their right in accordance with the foregoing paragraph, citizens
are entitled to information on the state of the natural environment and on the effects of
any encroachment on nature that is planned or carried out.

It is the responsibility of the authorities of the State to take measures for the
implementation of these principles.

Article 112, The Constitution of the Kingdom of Norway

As for EE, the Brundtland Report reinforced the concept of sustainable development,
which resulted in Norway launching a comprehensive local program for environmental
protection (Sverdrup, 1997). Norway was a signatory of Agenda 21, a main outcome of the 1992
Rio Conference, which called for a reorientation of EE toward sustainability (Tillbury, 1995).
While the origin of EPIC and EE scripts derive from similar sources, how they interacted over

time remains an open and critical question.

3.4 Data and Methods

This paper employs a temporal comparative design to compare how environmental
scripts - EPICs and EE - interacted over three decades of policy reform: the 1990s, 2000s, and

2010s. The analysis traces how EPICs and EE were translated over time and the ways context

79



shaped the process (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2016). I used two data sources to answer the research
questions: semi-structured interviews (n=46) with key informants and secondary document
analysis (n=139). For the interviews, I developed a semi-structured protocol addressing three key
areas: 1) the conditions which led up to Norway adopting its EPIC, 2) the role of actors in
institutionalizing EPICs and EE, and 3) the global norms and domestic conditions that influenced
education and environmental policymaking in Norway.

Data collection took place between August and November 2024, where I combined
purposeful sampling criteria and snowballing techniques for identifying interviewees (Creswell
& Creswell, 2022). Initially, I reviewed policy documents, ministry websites, academic
publications, and media outlets and developed a list of potential interviewees based on
participants' roles during the periods under investigation. After each interview, I asked
participants for introductions to other informants. The sample includes policy actors from the
education sector including high level officials, former ministers, policymakers and academics
(n=16; labeled as ED), civil society professionals who work on education or environmental
issues (n=15; labeled as CIV), legal professionals who were involved in EPIC adoption and
implementation (n=9; labeled as LAW) and politicians and bureaucrats who work in
environmental governance (n=6; labeled as GOV).

Most interviews were in person in Oslo, with some exceptions via Zoom, spanning 60 -
100 minutes each. Participants’ identities are masked using general tags to classify their roles.
Interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ approval and later anonymized and transcribed
for the analysis. During interviews, I asked participants to reflect on major developments in
Norway’s environmental and education policies over the past three decades, their understanding

of the EPIC and its role in environmental policymaking, their perspectives on how EE has been
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framed within education reform, and the influence of national and transnational actors, events,
and international discourses in shaping these processes over time.

Policy documents were sourced through two methods. First, a small set of national
education reform and education strategy documents was identified through repeated references
by interview participants (n=7). Second, a broader corpus of Norwegian Official Reports (n=51
Norges ofentlige utredninger [NOU]) and White Papers (n=81 Meld.St.) produced by the
Ministry of Education was systematically retrieved from the Norwegian government's digital

archive (regjeringen.no).

3.4.1 Data Analysis

The qualitative data analysis involved multiple interrelated steps to understand the
sequence of events, stakeholders, and factors that led to how the EPIC and EE developed over
time. First, [ took field notes after each interview and collated them to identify emerging themes.
I transcribed the interviews and reviewed them for accuracy. Then, I created an initial codebook
and refined the codes through an iterative process while reading and analyzing the transcripts.

The interview data were analyzed using content analysis facilitated by NVivo 15 software
(Krippendorf, 2018). The coding process was both deductive and inductive. In the initial round
of analysis, I applied a set of predefined codes relating to EE, EPICs, and references to domestic
and international policy influences. In subsequent rounds, inductive codes were developed to
capture emerging themes, particularly those illustrating the interactions and divergences between
EE and EPICs. These included references to legitimacy, institutional alignment, and actor
strategies that link legal and educational mechanisms. Codes were refined iteratively, allowing
for nuanced attention to how participants framed global norms, trajectories of environmental and

educational script institutionalization, and the work of actors within these processes.
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As for policy documents, NOU and Meld. St. documents were systematically searched
for mentions of terms in English and Norwegian that captured emerging themes such as
‘environmental education’, ‘education for sustainable development’, and ‘PISA’. If a document
contained at least one mention of each term, the document would be coded as ‘1’; if not, it would
be coded as ‘0°. For example, if the document only contained the term ‘PISA’ and not
‘Environmental Education’ or any other term, I coded its mention of PISA as 1 and 0 for the
remaining terms.

To reduce bias in interpreting events and processes, I shared my findings with local
experts and colleagues to discuss my results. Therefore, the study offers a thorough analytical
narrative of how the interaction of EPIC and EE in Norway contributes to our understanding of

how environmental scripts evolve and interact over time

3.4.2 Positionality Statement

I recognize my identities as a White, cis-gender, male researcher attending an Ivy League
higher education institution, which occupies stolen land from the Lenni-Lenape and Wappinger
people, has shaped this research process. I hold many privileged identities and key markers of
difference — including educational level and professional status — which shape and constrain how
I approach my research. As a non-Norwegian researcher conducting interviews in Norway, |
occupied an outsider position, and interviews conducted in English with policy actors may have
shaped how national commitments and institutional narratives were articulated. I engaged in

ongoing reflexivity to account for these positional dynamics throughout the research process.
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3.5 Findings

3.5.1 The 1990s: Environmentalism through Legal and Educational Alignment

The 1990s were a pivotal decade for embedding environmental values in both legal and
educational frameworks in Norway. A Labour government held power from 1990 to 1997, with
Gro Harlem Brundtland as Prime Minister for most of this period. The adoption of the EPIC in
1992 was widely understood as a national response to global norms of human rights and
environmental protection espoused by the Stockholm Declaration, the Brundtland Report, and
the Rio Declaration (Interviews, CIV7; ED12; GOV6; LAWI1; LAW6; LAWY). The newly
adopted EPIC established a moral and legal foundation signaling Norway’s alignment with
international environmental commitments, while retaining domestic discretion over its

implementation and enforcement. As one of the original EPIC authors shared:

"This (the EPIC) was kind of the Norwegian follow-up of the Brundtland Commission,
one part of it. And it's sort of, well, politically showing to everyone that at a time when
there was strong international interest in the environment, that we are taking it seriously,
we are going to move forward. And they didn't want to be accused of mere symbolism, or
merely stating a political declaration or political program, but on the other hand, they still
believed that it was for the democratic society, it would be for the legislature to
ultimately decide on environmental issues” (Interview, LAWI).

This reflection highlights the use of constitutional reform to signal both domestic and
international environmental commitment without overstepping democratic legislative authority.
Further, it illustrates the interpretive work of legal actors who sought to translate global
environmental norms into Norway’s constitutional order without undermining parliamentary
authority. The EPIC thus represented a bridge between global and national governance,

embedding international ideals into Norway's legal and moral infrastructure.
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In 1993, the General Part for Primary, Secondary, and Adult Education (Leereplan for
grunnskole, videregdende oppleering, voksenoppleering [L93]) was primarily authored by former
Minister of Church Affairs, Education, and Research, Gudmund Hernes (Engelsen 2020). This
document incorporated the ethical vision of environmental responsibility introduced in the EPIC
into a broader pedagogical project for education and citizenship, serving as the foundational text
for primary and secondary education as well as vocational and adult learning (NOU, 1996). L93
drew on international trends, including discussion on sustainable development, global
citizenship, environmental responsibility, and technological change (Trippestad, 2015;
Volckmar, 2008). According to Smeplass & Haugseth (2025), L93 contained more references to
the importance of nature and the environment than three other education reforms (M74, M87,
and LK20). In this way, students were encouraged to experience and appreciate the natural world
both within and outside school boundaries to foster a sense of environmental responsibility. In

Minister Herne’s words:

“As Minister of Education in 1992, I was of course keen to translate the Rio Declaration
and the new constitutional amendment (EPIC) into education policy. In the fall of 1992,
the “General Part” (L93) for Norwegian education was adopted, which included a
forceful section on the environment, ‘The miljebevisste menneske - the Environmentally
Conscious Human Being’. This, in turn, served as a guide or directive for the new goals
for learning and textbooks in the following years.”

Herne’s words show a deliberate effort to translate global environmental commitments into
national education reform. At this moment, the EPIC was used as a tool to amplify and
institutionalize EE. In the context of heightened domestic political attention spurred by global
environmental priorities, the EPIC provided both a normative justification and a policy

instrument for embedding EE within Norway’s broader education reform agenda.
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L93 is organized according to seven parts of human development: The Spiritual Human

Being, The Creative Human Being, The Working Human Being, The Liberally Educated Human

Being, The Social Human Being, The Environmentally Conscious Human Being, and The

Integrated Human Being. Elements of the EPIC are present in The Creative Human Being, The

Environmentally Conscious Human Being, and The Integrated Human Being sections of L93:

“Education must convey how living standards have continually been improved by trial
and error, grappling and engaging generations with everyday practical endeavors. This
also applies to social innovations. constitutional forms of government, collective
arrangements such as in the case of unions, or legislation on environmental protection.
Knowledge about this part of our cultural heritage and history provides us with both trust
in tradition and readiness for change” (The Creative Human Being - L93, 1993, emphasis
placed by author).

“Education must therefore provide a broad awareness of the interconnections in nature
and about the interplay between humans and their habitat. The teaching must unite a clear
understanding of nature’s matter, forces and species with an appreciation of how social
organization and technology both solve problems and impinge on the biosphere. It must
spur the urge of the young to understand the processes of nature. Hence, immersion in the
natural sciences is a crucial component of a well-balanced education” (Environmentally
Conscious Human Being - L93, 1993).

“Education should contribute to a character formation that gives the individual the power
to take care of his own life, a sense of duty for social life and care for the living
environment” (The Integrated Human Being - L93, 1993).

These excerpts illustrate how civic and social values of environmental protection articulated in

the EPIC were included within L93 by Minister Hernes, creating a moral and pedagogical

foundation for following education reforms and curricula.

After Norway’s parliament formally approved L93, two new curriculum reforms were

created based on the values articulated in L93. L94, which provided curricula for upper

secondary education, and L97, which detailed curricula for primary education (Sivesind &
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Westbury, 2016). The curriculum and subjects in .94 and L97 were aligned with L93 (Engelsen,
2020). For example, L97 mandated a curricular focus on “insight into the interrelationships in
nature, the interaction between human beings and nature, and emphasize the ethical
responsibility for the management of nature” (L97, 1997, p. 67).

The embedding of environmental themes across school levels further institutionalized EE
as a key national priority. Hernes also aligned L93 with pre-service teacher education: Nature,
Society, and Environment (natur, samfunn og miljo) was made a compulsory part of teacher
education in 1992, ensuring that educators themselves embodied the Environmentally Conscious
Human Being ideal (St. Meld. 48, 1996). In the 1996 About the Teacher Education White Paper,

the alignment between L93, teaching preparation, and student learning outcomes is detailed:

“The subject (Nature, Society and Environment) will give students experience of
interdisciplinary cooperation in a field that is important in primary and secondary
schools, and in this way environmental studies will be comprehensively illuminated as
part of "the Environmentally Conscious Human Being” (St. Meld 48. 1996).

As one education policy actor recalled, many graduating teachers, “would have taken a year of
compulsory environmental learning under this new teacher education policy” (Interview, ED1).
By aligning the EPIC and EE in the design of L93, which later prefaced the L94 and L97
reforms, Minister Hernes amplified the EPIC’s social influence by embedding its values in
education and, in turn, legitimized EE through constitutional authority.

Together, these reforms illustrate script interaction in practice. The 1990s illustrate a
decade where EPIC and EE scripts were adopted and quickly aligned in accordance with global
norms and domestic conditions. In this way, Minister Hernes acted as a policy entrepreneur,
capitalizing on popular global ideas of sustainability and EE, as well as a conducive political

environment to create L93 (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993). L93 endured as a preface document in
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Norway's future education reforms that detailed Norway’s educational values until 2017,
demonstrating the enduring institutional impact of aligning EPIC and EE. This durability
underscores the strength of the script interaction between the EPIC and EE, as L93 and
documents inspired by it continued to be referenced in education policymaking for nearly three

decades.

3.5.2 The 2000s: PISA Shock, Performance Metrics, and the Marginalization of
Environmental Education

The early 2000s marked a turning point, as more technocratic and performance-driven
logics overtook the value-based vision of the previous decade. Under Bondevik’s second
conservative-led government (2001-2005), Minister of Education Kristin Clemet introduced
education reforms rooted in international benchmarking, measurable outcomes, and increased
accountability (Karseth & Sivesind, 2010). The conservative leaning coalition government
created the Directorate for Education and Training (DET) in 2004, which became responsible for
the technocratic functions of testing, performance evaluation of schooling, and implementation
of the new national assessment systems (NOU 2002: 10).

Norway had participated in several ILSAs, including Trends in Mathematics and Science
Study (TIMMS) in 1995 and Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) in 2001
(Gustafsson & Blomeke, 2018). The 2000 PISA (Program for International Student Assessment)
results revealed an unexpectedly poor performance by Norwegian students, prompting a ‘PISA
shock’ which was used to fuel sweeping educational reforms (Bringeland, 2022; Imsen &
Volckmar, 2014). In the 2001 Quality Reform: About New Teacher Education Diverse -
Demanding - Relevant White Paper, officials noted that Norway had average results in reading,

writing, and numeracy, with significant performance disparities between the strongest and
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weakest students (St. Meld. 16, 2001). PISA 2000 generated reform pressure which dramatically
influenced Norwegian education policymaking.

Minister Clemet played a key role in the LK06 (The Knowledge Promotion 2006) which
introduced a competency-based curriculum that emphasized student learning outcomes over
environmental learning outcomes (Aadland et al., 2009; Molstad & Karseth, 2016). During this
decade, EE learning outcomes were folded into Education for Sustainable Development
(Interview, ED6). Findings from the document analysis of White Papers suggest a notable uptick
in mention of PISA, in this decade, and surpassing aggregate mention of EE. Further, mention of
sustainable development in White Papers persisted over time as a policy discourse (see Figure
3.2). Taken together, these shifts reflected a new set of political and institutional conditions that

stymied the prioritization of EE in education policy.
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Figure 3.2 Environmental Education, Education for Sustainable Development and PISA
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Within the MoE, organizational priorities had shifted in accordance with the testing
regime. A former professional who worked at the DET on EE and ESD initiatives described the

period as largely disinterested in furthering the connection between the EPIC and EE:

"When I was in the Directorate, they were not interested in environmental education or
education for sustainable development. So, it was not easy to work there. I worked on
other school development projects and that was okay. For example, we had four schools
in different countries present their results in Norway on a water project. The schools did a
lot, but it was not replicated in Norwegian schools. I thought we needed to have
something concrete in Norwegian schools. It was not easy to communicate at the
Ministry. They said they did not have the money for these kinds of programs" (Interview,
ED1).
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This account illustrates how policy actors during this period engaged in defensive and
maintenance work, attempting to preserve EE initiatives within a bureaucracy increasingly
oriented towards assessment and competition. When asked about the connection between the
EPIC and EE, the former DET employee shared:
“I tried to include the EPIC and its values. That was one of the things I couldn't dismiss.
And the interesting thing was that we had a Minister called Gudmund Hernes. He
understood the concept I developed and it was easy to speak to him. But then you have
different layers of leaders who didn't understand the view. My role was to give advice to
the Ministry. And if the Ministry didn't want to hear, that's their fault. Because I just gave

them advice. The Ministry didn't care about the EPIC. So, the Minister and I discussed it
a lot, but the Ministry was indifferent” (Interview, ED1).

This testimony underscores the political environment in which actors attempted to preserve the
interaction between the EPIC and EE. Yet, PISA, as part of the larger inclusion of Norway's
ILSA policy script, interfered, resulting in a sidelining of EE. In this case, ILSA caused
Norway's EE and EPIC script interaction to break apart (Pizmony-Levy, 2019), turning actors
who promoted the script interaction to defending EE.

Nonetheless, efforts were made to preserve EE by incorporating it under ESD. In 2005,
the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD) began, spurring Norway to
adopt its own national plan titled Sustainable Development: Education for Sustainable
Development (DET, 2006). The strategy was designed to guide educational policymakers and
school leaders in clarifying ESD goals for the 2005 - 2010 period. It linked the promotion of
sustainable development to both international sustainable development discourses and domestic
environmental efforts, such as the EPIC and the L.93 section on the ‘Environmentally Conscious
Human Being’. This marked an attempt to re-anchor EE through the use of the ESD, despite the

prevailing emphasis on education performance metrics.

90



Participants expressed mixed views on ESD as an umbrella concept for EE. Some saw
ESD as a way to broaden EE and emphasize its interdisciplinary potential in the curriculum
(ED2; ED10). Others expressed that the border scope of ESD diluted the focus on environmental
content and that both EE and ESD were marginalized by the PISA-driven discourse (ED6;
ED14). Participants also explained that international commitments continued despite waning
domestic interest. For instance, the Sustainable Development: Education for Sustainable

Development strategy criticized its limited implementation and lack of political priority:

"In early 2009, the reaction from the then Minister of Education, Bard Vegar Solhjell, was
‘we understand those topics (EE) are interesting, not irrelevant, but school just deals with
reading, writing and counting’. We call it grunnleggende ferdigheter in Norway, the
basic skills. So, our Minister, the first years did not address EE and ESD issues as part of
the purpose of school" (Interview, ED10).

During the Labour-led Stoltenberg Second Cabinet (2005-2013), one of the most significant
developments was the revision of the Education Act, which legally obligated Norwegian schools
to uphold a shared set of core values. A multistakeholder committee was established in 2006 to
revise the Christian orientation of the Education Act and integrate human rights norms into its
language. As part of the drafting process, Gudmund Hernes was invited to speak with the
committee, where he explained L93 and commented on the need to update the Education Act
(NOU 2007: 6). The result was a NOU entitled: Purpose of early childhood education and

schooling, which introduced the following clause that remains as part of the Education Act:

The pupils and apprentices shall learn to think critically and act ethically and with
environmental awareness. They shall have joint responsibility and the right to participate
(Education Act, 2008).
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This clause represented a subtle but significant re-legitimization of environmental learning
through education law. Through Hernes’s meeting with the Education Act committee, L93
continued to serve as a touchstone for policy consultations and legal debates.

In this sense, the 2000s did not constitute a full rupture but rather a phase of weakened
script interaction. EE and the EPIC endured through the national ESD strategy and the Education
Act. The introduction of ILSAs as a competing global education script weakened the institutional
integration for EE and the EPICs. The decade illustrates how global scripts can displace or crowd
out one another over time, as technocratic governance logics suppress environmental aims

without entirely erasing them.

3.5.3 The 2010s Institutional Layering and the Quiet Legacy of the EPIC

The 2010s marked a period of institutional layering, where EE was gradually subsumed
under ESD while the EPIC remained largely dormant in policy discourse. The decade opened
under the Labour-led Stoltenberg government (2005 - 2013) and continued under a conservative-
leaning coalition, headed by Prime Minister Erna Solberg (2013- 2021). From 2013 until 2020, a
conservative Minister of Education held office. Minister of Education Torbjern Ree Isaksen
(2013-2018) advanced a vision of education focused on individual responsibility - one that can
“problematise our relationship to new elements in our society while at the same time preserving
old elements” (Isaksen, 2010, p. 101). Isaksen continued the technocratic approach established
by Clemet in the previous decade, reinforcing national assessments and international
benchmarking tools such as PISA (Sjeberg, 2018). For example, the Learning motivation — early
intervention and quality in school White Paper (St. Meld. 21, 2017) emphasized that the quality
assessment system initiated by the DET in 2004 should continue, with national and international

assessments remaining central.
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Within this policy environment, the MoE continued its adherence to the DESD by
creating a new ESD strategy entitled: Knowledge for a Common Future (2012-2015) (MOE,
2012). The preface of the document noted that Norway had historically overemphasized
environmental aspects of education, while paying too little attention to global development and
economic concerns. In response, the strategy rebalanced ESD to include economic and political
dimensions. The strategy referenced both L93’s Environmentally Conscious Human Being
section and the Education Act as moral foundations to advance ESD. Unlike the earlier ESD
strategy, the EPIC was omitted, signaling a shift away from direct constitutional reference
toward derivative frameworks that had been historically influenced by it.

In 2015, a national committee was tasked with reevaluating LK06. The aim was to reduce
curriculum overload and emphasize disciplinary competencies. There was a strong interest in
encouraging connections between subjects, as one interviewee suggested, “the world is not
divided into subjects” (CIV2). As a result, three interdisciplinary topics were proposed for the
new reform: 1) Health and Life Skills, 2) Democracy and Citizenship, and 3) Sustainable
Development. The new General Part was adopted in 2017 with these interdisciplinary topics at
its core, replacing L93. This new document justified the inclusion of Sustainable Development as
an interdisciplinary topic using language drawn from the 2008 Education Act, emphasized

below:

“In working with this topic, the pupils shall develop competence which enables them to
make responsible choices and to act ethically and with environmental awareness. The
pupils must learn to understand that all individual activities and choices are significant.
This topic includes issues relating to the environment and climate, poverty and
distribution of resources, conflicts, health, equality, demographics and education. The
pupils shall learn about the different aspects of sustainable development” (DET, 2017;
emphasis placed by author).
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The following curriculum reform, the Knowledge Promotion Reform (Leereplanverket for
Kunnskapslaftet [LK20]), was officially adopted in 2020. Participants involved in the LK20
reform did not explicitly cite the EPIC as contributing to the reform (Interviews, ED2; ED06;
ED10; ED16). Instead, references to L93, the 2012-2015 Knowledge for a Common Future

strategy, and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were most common:

“We started working on getting target 4.7 into Norway's SDGs strategy in 2012. In 2015,
we managed to get one very small, tiny little target into the SDG agenda... So, it was
broad, much broader than only environmental (education). And that helped us in the
LK20 curricular process... It was our aim in getting sustainable development into every
subject on every level in the school system. We managed except for mathematics”
(Interview, ED10).

While the EPIC was not a visible driver in the education reforms during the LK20 reform, the
article itself was updated during this decade (Interviews, ED9; ED10). As part of Norway’s
bicentennial constitutional review, human rights language was incorporated into several articles,
including the EPIC. The updated EPIC was incorporated within a new human rights chapter,
where it would serve a “clarifying and educational role” (HRC, 2011). The updated EPIC, or
Article 112, was officially adopted in 2014. The EPIC update legally strengthened the
constitutional right but had limited spillover into education policy (Interviews, ED4; EDS;
ED14).

Despite the EPIC’s limited policy resonance, the institutional legacy of earlier script

interactions persisted. As one MoE official explained:

“There's a connectedness between the constitution and education. For example, we have
Article 112 (EPIC). And then you have the Education Act. And then the Objectives
Clause (the first section in the Education Act) that describes the principles of education,
which includes environmental awareness. And then you have the General Part, which
further articulates the values and aims of education... I think there's a link between
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Norway's constitutional environmental commitment as a country and that's reflected in
the education system” (Interview, ED16).

This perspective underscores how earlier script interactions endure through institutional layering,
even after explicit coordination faded (see Table 3.1). The Education Act and the General Part
were more routinely referenced in ESD planning and implementation than the EPIC itself
(Interviews, ED8; ED9; ED10). Over time, participants increasingly described the EPIC as a
‘policy relic’, no longer a direct policy instrument, but still an enduring moral and institutional

referent that helped produce the normative foundation for environmental learning over three

decades.

Table 3.1 Script Interaction Timeline (1990-2020)

Reform/Strategy/ Script Influence Adoption Year
EPIC Global Norms (Stockholm 1992
Declaration, Brundtland Report,
Rio Declaration)
EE Domestic History and Global
Norms (Stockholm Declaration,
Brundtland Report, Rio
Declaration)
L93 EPIC, EE, Rio Declaration 1993
Environmentally Conscious Section in L93 1993
Human Being (ECHB)
L94 Curriculum Reform L93 1994
L97 Curriculum Reform L93 1997
2005-2010 ESD Strategy EPIC, L93, and ECHB 2005
2008 Education Act Update L93 2008
2012-2015 ESD Strategy L93, ECHB, 2008 Education 2012
Act
U.N. Sustainable Development | Global Norms 2012
Goal 4.7 - Education for
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Sustainable Development and
Global Citizenship (SDG 4.7)

2017 General Part 2008 Education Act 2017
LK20 Curriculum Reform L93, 2012-2015 ESD Strategy, 2020
and SDG 4.7

Although the technocratic legacy of the 2000s persisted, global frameworks from the
SDGs, the legal authority of the Education Act, and the historical legitimacy of L93 provided
overlapping justifications for advancing sustainable development as an interdisciplinary theme in
LK20. Although the EPIC itself was sidelined in policymaking and EE was integrated into ESD,
the script interaction of the 1990s persisted through derivative documents, demonstrating that the
script interaction continued to shape education reform indirectly through durable normative

architectures.

3.6 Discussion and Conclusion

This article set out to examine how Norwegian policy actors use global environmental
scripts—EPICs and EE—to institutionalize environmental commitments in national education
reforms (RQ1), and to identify the endogenous and exogenous conditions that shape this process
over time (RQ?2). The analysis shows that in the 1990s, actors such as Gudmund Hernes
strategically aligned EPICs and EE, translating Norway’s constitutional environmental
commitment into curriculum reform through L93. In the 2000s, the rise of ILSAs and
performance-oriented governance disrupted this alignment, as PISA-driven accountability scripts
crowded out environmental priorities and pushed EE to the margins. By the 2010s, earlier
alignments persisted through institutional layering: the EPIC’s normative content endured
indirectly via the Education Act, ESD strategies, and the SDGs, even as explicit references to the

EPIC faded from policy discourse. Together, these patterns indicate that EPICs matter less as
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continuously cited legal provisions and more as durable normative anchors that policy actors

selectively mobilize when political opportunities, global agendas, and institutional architectures

align (see Table 3.2).

Table 3.2 Eras of Reform Periods in EE and EPIC Institutionalization

Before 1990s 1990s 2000s 2010s
EPIC status Proposals Made Introduced 1992 | Available Revised 2014
to Parliament
EE status Institutionalized | Central Peripheral Peripheral
(EE became ESD)
Education <> Strong link Weak link Weak link
EPIC
ILSAs Script Low High (PISA Shock) | High/medium
EE/ESD Script EE is EE is sidelined ESD is further
institutionalized ESD is moving institutionalized
ESD is emerging | towards (SDG 4.7)
institutionalization
(DESD)
Political Context | Mostly Progressive Progressive Conservative
Progressive 1990-1997 2000-2001 2013-2021
(since 1972)
Conservative Conservative
1997 - 2000 2001-2005
Progressive
2005-2013

From a world society perspective, Norway’s trajectory exemplifies how states adopt and

adapt global environmental norms to signal modernity and moral legitimacy (Frank et al., 2000;

Meyer et al., 1997b). Yet, the findings extend this theory by showing that IGOs alone cannot

explain the long-term endurance or transformation of global scripts once adopted. The 1990s

demonstrate how legal and education scripts can amplify one another when policy actors

coordinate interpretive work across sectors. The EPIC lent moral legitimacy to education reform,

while L93 translated constitutional principles into pedagogical values. In contrast, the 2000s
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reveal how new global models - particularly the ILSA movement - conflict with existing
environmental and sustainability education institutions (Pizmony-Levy & Gan, 2021; Sinnes &
Eriksen, 2016). The 2010s then show a phase of layering, as environmental and sustainability
education reemerged under the SDG agenda, drawing implicitly on prior legal and curricular
architecture built from the EPIC and EE script interaction. These shifts suggest that diffusion of
norms sets the stage for national alignment, but timing and sequencing determine whether global
scripts converge, compete, or persist in policymaking.

The analysis underscores the importance of institutional work in mediating script
interactions. Following Lawrence et al. (2009), three forms of actor work can be identified across
the three decades: create, maintain, and disrupt. In the 1990s, Hernes created the script
interaction using the EPIC and the Rio Declaration as grounds for the adoption of L93. The
resulting reforms - L94 and L97 - embedded environmental values across the curricula,
institutionalizing environmental learning. In the 2000s, as new governance models prioritized
testing and accountability, education bureaucrats engaged in maintenance work to preserve EE
within a technocratic policy environment. Norway was susceptible to neoliberal logics due to the
growing opinion in the Labour Party that the state controlled social democratic model of welfare
had reached its limit and could no longer be sustained in a new and globalized world. This
critique extended to the education sector where it was believed that the curriculum was not
offering people and society the information and competence needed to participate in a
knowledge-based global economy (Imsen & Volckmar, 2013). Their efforts to include EE under
ESD and introduce environmental awareness in the Education Act exemplify defensive forms of
institutional work. At the same time, actor promotion of ILSAs under the conservative-leaning

governance disrupted environmental priorities with performance metrics. Environmental norms,
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grounded in moral legitimacy rather than instrumental utility, proved particularly vulnerable to
these shifts.

Temporality plays an important role in explaining how these processes unfolded. The
analysis demonstrates that change occurred not through abrupt rupture but through incremental
sequencing and institutional layering (Mahoney, 2000; Pierson, 2004). The alignment forged in
the 1990s left behind durable normative and legal frameworks that later reforms could not easily
erase. Even as the EPIC receded from policy discourse, its moral legacy persisted in successor
documents such as the Education Act and the 2017 General Part. These texts continued to encode
environmental awareness and ethical responsibility as core educational aims, sustaining the spirit
of the earlier script interaction. In this sense, Norway's policy evolution exemplifies how
institutional legacies act as reservoirs of legitimacy: once global scripts are fused through actor
entrepreneurship, they can maintain influence through sedimentation policy architectures,
shaping policy indirectly long after the script interaction.

The EPIC’s endurance offers new insights into the broader debate over whether EPICs
matter for environmental policy outcomes. Scholars remain divided between those who view
EPICs as symbolic aspirations and those who find evidence of substantive environmental
outcomes (May, 2021; Weis, 2018). The Norwegian case suggests a third perspective: EPICs
matter indirectly, exerting influence through policy actor interest to amplify and legitimize
normatively aligned global scripts and domestic developments. The EPIC served as a moral and
legal catalyst that helped create and maintain EE as an education policy priority, even as
subsequent reforms cited its derivative frameworks rather than the EPIC itself.

The findings also highlight how global scripts can displace and coexist with others within

national governance. The 2000s illustrate how new international models, such as ILSAs and
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performance metrics, can crowd out past scripts. Yet as the 2010s reforms show, these
displacements are rarely complete. The emergence of the SDGs and ESD frameworks recentered
sustainability into Norwegian education, often drawing unconsciously on the EPIC/EE script
interaction. Environmental norms reemerge not by replacing newer models but by layering onto
past ones, demonstrating the adaptive capacity of global cultural norms.

Taken together, these findings speak to a broader theoretical dialogue between neo-
institutionalism and institutional work scholarship. The Norwegian case demonstrates that
environmental institutionalization is neither automatic nor static but is continuously shaped by
actor-driven processes that resemble movement dynamics within the state itself. Policy actors
functioned as institutional entrepreneurs, selectively mobilizing constitutional and international
norms to build alliances, defend priorities, and navigate competing governance models. In this
sense, the interaction between EPICs and environmental education illustrates how institutional
change unfolds through a hybrid process in which global scripts provide legitimacy, while actor
work determines how, when, and whether those scripts endure within policy fields.

Future research could examine whether similar EPIC-EE interactions emerge in other
constitutional systems, especially in contexts where environmental rights explicitly reference
education (e.g., Colombia’s Article 79).!! Longitudinal analyses across reform cycles could
illuminate how global mechanisms are remembered, reframed, or forgotten as political
conditions shift. Beyond norm-based mechanisms, future work should consider how party
politics, economic pressures, and international assessments shape the capacity of states to sustain

environmental commitments. Methodologically, tracing the temporal layering of scripts across

1 For full text of Article 79, see pages 5-6.
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legal and educational fields offers a productive path for understanding how global norms survive
during moments of institutional disruption.

Ultimately, the Norwegian case demonstrates that environmental rights and education
reforms derive their durability not from permanence but from their ability to interact, sediment,
and reemerge across institutional arenas—reminding us that the moral force of global

environmentalism lies as much in its quiet endurance as in its visible adoption.
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Chapter 4: We Sue the State Because No One Listens: Youth Legal
Mobilization and Environmental Rights in Norway

Abstract:

Although most of the world’s population now lives under a substantive environmental provision
in a constitution (EPIC), little is known about how these rights translate into civic engagement or
shape the legal consciousness of young people. In recent years, youth-led environmental
movement organizations (EMOs) have invoked EPICs in climate and environmental litigation to
assert their right to a healthy environment. This study examines how Norway’s EPIC influences
youth climate activism and use of the law as a social movement strategy. Drawing on 33 semi-
structured interviews with youth climate activists, the analysis explores how young people learn
about the EPIC through formal education and participation in environmental movement
organizations. Findings show that EMO participation is the primary pathway through which
youth gain legal awareness, framing the EPIC as a moral claim against state inaction on climate
change and environmental degradation. In contrast, schools provide fragmented and depoliticized
climate education that rarely connects environmental issues to rights or power. Youth activists
express ambivalence toward litigation as a tactic viewing it as symbolically empowering yet
institutionally constraining. Their varied legal consciousness orientations toward the law reveal
how EPICs become sites of civic learning, contestation, and critique. The study advances socio-
legal and educational scholarship by showing that EPICs and legal mobilization function as sites
of learning through which youth activists develop civic identity, legal literacy, and new
meanings of environmental justice.
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4.1 Introduction

Climate change and environmental degradation pose existential threats to ecosystems,
humanity, and future generations (IPCC, 2023; Weisbecker et al., 2008). Scholars widely agree
that youth, or persons between 15 and 24 years old (U.N., 1981), are central to confronting
climate change and environmental degradation, yet they remain politically marginalized as
individuals who largely cannot vote or hold public office (Collin, 2015; Kapeke et al., 2023;
Rebelo et al., 2025; Sanson et al., 2019; Shirvastav & Dabla, 2025; Thew, 2018). In recent years,
young people have organized globally to challenge government inaction on environmental
issues, forming a transnational social movement that utilizes school strikes, mass demonstrations,
and rights-based campaigns to demand climate and environmental justice (Gasparri et al., 2021;
Fisher, 2016; Fisher & Nasrin, 2021; Neas et al., 2022). While research has documented the
transnational growth of the youth climate movement, less attention has been paid to how young
activists use and understand law as part of their mobilization. The growing use of litigation as a
strategy raises questions about how youth climate activists interpret environmental rights as part
of their collective action (Donger, 2022; Earl et al., 2017; Nisbett & Spaiser, 2023; Sloam et al.,
2022).

A growing number of youth-led legal campaigns invoke constitutional, regional, and
international environmental rights to advance youth climate and environmental justice demands
(Daly & Muller, 2025; Parker et al., 2022; Rodgers, 2020; Ferguson, 2024; Wood, 2025). Such
tactics serve as both legal pathways through which environmental protection claims can be
advanced and as symbolic events for movements to communicate moral visions of justice and
intergenerational equity (Hayward, 2004; Hilson, 2016). Norway’s environmental provision in

its national constitution (EPIC), or Article 112, exemplifies this duality, providing a legal
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foundation for environmental rights and a symbolic anchor for environmental justice struggles
(May, 2019).

Environmental movement organizations (EMOs) play a critical role in mediating this
relationship between activism, law and political participation (Coglianese, 2001, 2017; Dalton,
2008; Vanhala, 2012; Zald, 2005). Youth-led EMOs function simultaneously as political actors
that work within and against political systems and learning communities that foster civic
awareness and legal literacy (Ardoin et al., 2023; Strandbu & Skogen, 2000; Robertson, 2025).
Through EMOs, activists encounter both the promises and the limitations of rights-based
strategies (Haltom & McCann, 2012; McCann, 1994, 2006; McCammon & McGrath, 2015).
Social movement theory emphasizes that movement organizations mediate collective action,
translating grievances into structured repertoires of contention (Edelman et al., 2010; McAdam,
1982; Tarrow, 2012). Within this framework, EMOs function as civic intermediaries—spaces
where law is not only mobilized but also debated, learned, and imbued with social meaning.

Legal mobilization provides a lens for understanding how movements turn law into a site
of political struggle (Burstein, 2017; McCann, 1994, 2006, Vanhala, 2022; Zemans, 1983). For
youth, whose access to formal politics is limited by age (Earl et al., 2017), the law becomes an
alternative arena for youth political participation (Donger, 2022; Fisher, 2012; Parker et al.,
2022). This study contributes to broader debates on environmental legal mobilization, which
explores how law becomes a terrain for social movements to contest ecological harm (Kim &
Arrington, 2023; Moreno, 2025; Vanhala, 2022). Environmental litigation is not only a legal
strategy but also a political and cultural experiment that tests how societies imagine rights,
responsibility and constitutional values. Within such contexts, EPICs do more than anchor

lawsuits; they shape public awareness of accountability and environmental stewardship
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(Armstrong, 2025; Konkes, 2018). By examining how youth activists engage with and interpret
these rights, this article extends legal mobilization research beyond courts and policy to the
everyday practices through which young people enact and understand law.

Empirically, studies on youth climate activism have illuminated patterns of mobilization,
transnational networking and moral framing (Kolleck & Schuster, 2022; Han & Ahn, 2020; Neas
et al., 2022). Yet far less is known about how youth learn about and mobilize environmental
rights, particularly within EMOs and formal education. Theoretically, legal consciousness (Chua
& Engel, 2019; Ewick & Silbey, 1998; Harding, 2010; Halliday & Morgan, 2013; Silbey, 2005)
offers valuable insight into how individuals interpret and experience legality in everyday life, yet
it has rarely been applied to youth-led social movements or examined in relation to how
education shapes such understandings.

Norway provides a particularly revealing case, as its Constitution enshrines the right to a
healthy environment even as the nation’s prosperity remains deeply tied to extractive industries,
particularly oil, gas, and mineral production (Minnerop & Rostgaard, 2020; Norgaard, 2006).
Robust democratic institutions coexist with Norway’s petroleum-dependent economy, producing
a political landscape marked by open legal channels but constrained political opportunities for
youth participation (Akame, 2025; Bang & Lahn, 2020). These dynamics make Norway a
compelling case to examine how law, activism and education intersect in shaping youth
understanding of environmental rights and civic engagement. A series of youth-led
environmental and climate lawsuits including People v. Arctic Oil (Voight, 2021), Fosen
(Fjellheim, 2023), and Fordefjord (Saes-Louarn, 2025) have not only shaped environmental

jurisprudence but also expanded public debate and generated new opportunities for rights-based
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activism. Together, these cases expose youth activists to the transformative potential and
structural limitations of the law and what it means to act within, or against, legal systems.
This article asks two research questions that examine how Norwegian youth climate

activists engage with the EPIC and law through their climate activism:

RQ1: How do Norwegian youth climate activists understand their EPIC and legal mobilization
as a movement strategy?
RQ2: In what ways, if at all, do legal mobilization and education shape youth climate activists’

legal consciousness?

Drawing on 33 semi-structured interviews with Norwegian youth climate activists, this
study examines how young people understand and mobilize their EPIC and how they learn about
rights through both education and participation in EMOs. By situating youth climate activists at
the intersection of law, education, and social movements, the analysis demonstrates how EPICs
function as legal, pedagogical, and strategic resources. It highlights how youth activists engage
with constitutional ideals that promise environmental protection yet often fail to restrain the state
and corporate actors responsible for environmental harm, thus compromising youths’ futures.

In what follows, I provide background on Norway’s constitutional and political
landscape, detailing Norway's EPIC and national legal cases that have involved youth movement
participation. The literature review then develops the theoretical framework by integrating social
movement theory and legal consciousness to explain how youth encounter and interpret rights

through activism and education. The next section documents my selected methodology, data, and
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analytical approach. The findings are represented in three parts: (1) how EMO affiliation shapes
knowledge of the EPIC; (2) how youth activists understand legal mobilization as a tactic; (3)
how legal consciousness corresponds with EMO affiliation and activist demographics. The
discussion situates these findings within broader debates on legal mobilization and youth civic
formation, showing how limited political opportunities and organizational mediation shape the

development of legal consciousness.

4.2 Background

Norway adopted Article 110b of its Constitution in 1992, shortly before the United
Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, reflecting a broader
global trend in which countries incorporated environmental rights to protect current and future
generations (Fauchald, 2021; May & Daly, 2015). Domestically, two primary factors led to its
adoption. First, Norwegian legal actors, inspired by the 1972 United Nations Conference on the
Human Environment in Stockholm, had already proposed several versions of an EPIC to the
Parliament, creating a precedent for such an amendment (Fauchald, 2021). Second, former Prime
Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland’s Our Common Future report (1987) encouraged countries to
adopt environmental rights. The convergence of these international and domestic influences led
to the 1992 constitutional amendment, illustrating how global environmental norms and local
political conditions shape constitutional reform (Beck et al., 2012, 2019; Gellers, 2017).

In 2014, Article 110b was strengthened and renamed to Article 112, following
recommendations from the Parliament’s Human Rights Commission and emerging case law
from the European Court of Human Rights, which affirmed that states cannot remain passive in

the face of major environmental harm (Minnerop & Rostgaard, 2020). This revision placed
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Norway's EPIC within a new human rights chapter, and it intended to play a “clarifying and
educational role ... (and) would in turn contribute to raising public understanding of and interest
in the Constitution” (HRC, 2011). The commission included explicit protection of future
generations as rights holders and detailed state responsibilities to ensure a healthy environment.
Norway has followed up on the EPIC and adopted legislation which includes the 2003
Environmental Information Act, the 2008 Planning and Building Act, the 2012 Public Health Act
and the 2018 Local Government Act which increases public access to environmental information
and opportunities for the public, particularly youth, to participate in decision-making on local
and regional environmental and sustainability issues (United Nations, 2020). The 2014 updates

to the EPIC are emphasized:

Every person has a right to an environment that is conducive to health and to a natural
environment whose productivity and diversity are maintained. Natural resources should
be managed on the basis of comprehensive long-term considerations which will
safeguard this right for future generations as well.

In order to safeguard their right in accordance with the foregoing paragraph, citizens
are entitled to information on the state of the natural environment and on the effects of
any encroachment on nature that is planned or carried out.

1t is the responsibility of the authorities of the State to take measures for the
implementation of these principles.

Article 112, The Constitution of the Kingdom of Norway

Following its revision, the EPIC became a flash point for youth climate activism. In 2016, Nature
and Youth, Norway’s largest youth-led EMO, and Greenpeace Nordic filed People v. Arctic Oil,
arguing that the issuance of ten new oil drilling licenses violated Article 112 (May, 2019). The
case moved through all levels of the Norwegian court system, culminating in a 2020 Supreme

Court decision. While the Court rejected the appeal and declined to block drilling, it affirmed the
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state’s obligation to assess environmental impacts (Minnerop & Rostgaard, 2020). Notably, the
decision failed to address the intergenerational rights explicitly enshrined in the EPIC (Voigt,
2021). Although deemed legally unsuccessful, the case contributed to increased public,
academic, and political awareness of climate change in and beyond Norway (Voigt, 2021).

Subsequent legal controversies further connected youth activism with broader struggles
for environmental and human rights. In 2021, the Norwegian Supreme Court ruled that two large
wind farms on the Fosen Peninsula violated the Sami people’s right to practice reindeer herding
under international human rights law (Mosesdottir, 2024). When the government failed to act on
the ruling for more than 500 days, protests erupted around the country, uniting Sdmi and youth
activists who occupied the Ministry of Energy (Laframboisse, 2024). In 2025, the Borgarting
Court of Appeal ruled in favor of Friends of the Earth Norway and Nature and Youth in the
Fordefjord case, which opposed the dumping of harmful mining waste into the fjord (Saes-
Louarn, 2025). Coalitions of youth-led EMOs and NGOs - including environmental, political,
and human rights groups - were instrumental in building public pressure and visibility for these
cases (Engebretsen, 2025).

These legal conflicts and the activism surrounding them have also shaped educational
experience in Norway. As these cases entered public discourse, schools and municipalities began
introducing workshops and curricular materials to engage youth in environmental decision-
making (Andersen, 2024; Daly & Muller, 2025). Young people described these opportunities as
largely symbolic, noting that participation rarely translated into meaningful outcomes (Akame,
2025; Thew, 2018). During the People v. Arctic Oil case, Nature and Youth offered their own
civic education through ‘lawsuit ambassador’ workshops which trained activists to raise public

awareness about the case, hold events, and lobby local officials (Donger, 2022). Recent social
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studies textbooks now include discussions of these cases and social movement activity

surrounding them, signaling their growing role in civic education (Cripps, 2025; see Figure 4.1).

Figure 4.1 Article 112 in 2021 Norwegian Social Studies Textbook

De siste drene har miljeengasjerte ungdommer i flere land gatt

til sak mot myndighetene fordi de mener at myndighetene ikke
gjor nok for a redde klimaet. Kan du finne eksempler pa slike
rettssaker? Hvorfor gikk ungdommene til sak? Hvordan jobbet
de for & fa det til? Hvordan endte rettssaken?

« Jenta pé bildet har
en plakat som sier:
«Fordi det er min rett!
§ 112». Undersek hva

§ 112 i Grunnloven sier.
YLJEFRITY
4
Er demokratiet det beste styresettet til 4 lose =
2 z =
klimautfordringen? Hvorfor eller hvorfor ikke? ]
-

Translation - In recent years, young people involved in environmental issues in several countries have
taken legal action against the authorities because they believe that the authorities are not doing enough
to save the climate. Can you find examples of such legal actions? Why did the young people take legal
action? How did they work to make it happen? How did the legal action end?

Description of image: The girl in the picture has a poster that says. “Because it is my right! Article 112”7
Examine what Section 112 of the Constitution states.

Norway thus provides a compelling setting for analyzing the intersection of law,

activism, and civic learning. Its EPIC, situated within a political economy reliant on extractive
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industries, simultaneously inspires, frustrates, and educates youth activists. In this sense,
Norway’s EPIC is not only a constitutional guarantee but also a site where youth activists
cultivate legal consciousness and mobilize collective action: situating environmental rights at the

heart of a broader struggle over democracy and intergenerational justice.

4.3 Literature Review

4.3.1 Environmental Movement Organizations and Legal Mobilization

EMOs have transformed how scholars understand the endurance, strategy, and
institutionalization of environmental activism (Brulle, 1996, 2000; Brulle et al., 2007,
Coglianese, 2001; Dunlap & McCright, 2008; Giugni & Grasso, 2015; Van Der Heijden, 2013;
Yearley, 2013). Following Carmin and Balser (2002), I use EMOs to refer to environmental
organizations that differ in structure, tactics, and strategies but share a commitment to mobilizing
for environmental protection and climate justice. Emerging from conservationist and
preservationist traditions, these organizations expanded their scope during the late twentieth
century to address pollution, biodiversity loss, and climate change (Brulle, 1996; O’Neil, 2012;
Rootes, 2004). Brulle (1996) conceptualizes EMOs as part of an integrated network of
organizations united by shared normative commitments and interpretive frames regarding the
human-nature relationship. These organizations, from transnational NGOs, such as Greenpeace
and Friends of the Earth, to local grassroots collectives, constitute an institutional field through
which environmental values, movement strategies, and organizational logics of mobilization are

reproduced (Shabecoft, 2012).
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Early research in resource mobilization theory emphasized that movements rely on
durable organizational structures to coordinate participation, secure resources, and maintain
visibility across shifting political contexts (McAdam & Scott, 2005; McCarthy & Zald, 1977).
EMOs embody this logic of professionalized activism, translating environmental grievances into
structured campaigns capable of engaging state institutions, media and the public (Coglianese,
2001; Rootes, 2005). Institutionalization, however, introduces both opportunities and constraints:
while professionalization enhances legitimacy and policy influence, it may also temper radical
tactics to align with bureaucratic and funding imperatives (Dunlap & Mertig, 2014; Giugni &
Grasso, 2015).

Within this institutionalized terrain, legal mobilization has emerged as a social movement
tactic for EMOs. Movement organizations have long used legal strategies to advance social and
political grievances (McAdam, 1982; McCann, 1994; Meyer & Boutcher, 2007; Tarrow, 2012).
Legal mobilization is defined as “any process by which individuals or collective actors invoke
legal norms, discourse or symbols to influence policy or behavior” (Vanhala & Kinghan, 2018,
p. 5). McCann'’s (1994) classic study of gender pay equity struggles bridged socio-legal studies
and social movement theory by showing that engagement with the law defines and advances
movement demands beyond the courtroom. Law is not merely an instrument for lawyers and the
courts but a cultural and political resource through which activists frame grievances, construct
legitimacy and sustain collective action (McCann, 2006).

For EMOs, the use of legal mobilization reflects both a response to the bureaucratization
of environmental governance and an opportunity to translate environmental concerns into legally
actionable claims (Abbott & Lee, 2024; Coglianese, 2001; McCann, 2006; Vanhala, 2022).

Through litigation, advocacy, and rights-based framing, EMOs attempt to hold state and
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corporate actors accountable for environmental degradation, using international, regional, and
domestic legal frameworks (Hilson, 2002; Vanhalla, 2012, 2022). The law also functions
symbolically, allowing movements to assert moral authority and redefine environmental
protection as questions of justice (Lawless et al., 2020; McCann, 1994; Sulyok, 2024; Zemans,
1983). In this sense, legal mobilization transforms law from an external constraint into a
contested field of meaning; a terrain where movements negotiate both political opportunities and
organizational identities (Hilibink & Ramos, 2021; Taylor, 2023).

At the same time, critics of legal mobilization note that the turn to law can shift
organizational priorities away from contentious tactics, privilege expert-led advocacy, and strain
grassroots capacity (Bouwer, 2018; Rodgers, 2013). Even successful litigation may produce
limited change when state or corporate actors resist compliance (Conde et al., 2023). However,
movements often reinterpret legal setbacks as moments of learning and remobilization

(Beckwith, 2015).

4.3.2 Youth Climate Activism and Litigation as a Tactic

Recent years have witnessed an upsurge in youth-led environmental mobilization, as
younger generations frame climate change as both a moral and intergenerational crisis (Donger,
2022; Elliott & Earl, 2018; Fisher, 2019; Nisbett & Spaiser, 2023). Youth climate activism
embodies the extension of earlier environmental movement traditions into a transnational
networked movement characterized by digital organization, moral authority, and rights-based
vocabulary (Besstant et al., 2025; Neas et al., 2022; Wielk & Standlee, 2021). Youth-led EMOs,
such as Earth Uprising, Extinction Rebellion Youth, Young Friends of the Earth, and Zero Hour,
engage in coordinated global action to demand more ambitious climate policy (Pickard, 2022).

Youth activists use an array of tactics including lobbying, writing petitions, boycotts, school
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strikes, and civil disobedience to raise public awareness and apply pressure on policy and
corporate actors to address climate change and environmental issues. These movements largely
rely on decentralized horizontal structures rather than hierarchical leadership, enabling rapid
mobilization and participatory decision-making across national borders (Gardner et al., 2022;
Hilder & Collin, 2022; Pickard, 2022).

In recent years, the youth climate movements have expanded their tactical repertoires to
include legal mobilization. This mirrors earlier social movements, such as the U.S. Civil Rights
Movement, where litigation and mass protest worked in tandem to advance desegregation
(Coleman et al., 2005; Rubinowitz & Shaw, 2021). Youth climate activists similarly combine
courtroom strategies with demonstration and digital campaigns to advance climate and
environmental claims (Daly, 2022; Donger, 2022). For example, in 2020 nine German youth
activist, many part of the Fridays for Future school strikes, sued their government arguing
Germany’s climate laws were not strong enough to protect their constitutional rights to live with
dignity, the right to life and health, and the responsibility to protect nature for future generations.
The youth won the case resulting in an update of Germany’s climate laws which required a 65%
reduction in carbon emission by 2030 and a climate neutral Germany by 2045 (Kotzé, 2021).
Similar examples of youth activists using litigation as a tactic are found in Colombia, India, the
Netherlands, South Africa, South Korea, Uganda, and the United States to name a few. As of
December 2023, over 174 rights based climate litigation cases have been initiated in over 47
countries’ domestic courts and 13 international and regional courts and treaty bodies (see Jodoin
& Wewerinke-Singh, 2025).!? The global diffusion of climate litigation as a tactic reveals a

transnational resource network connecting lawyers, youth EMOs, and activists, facilitating

12.349% of these cases have included children as plaintiffs.
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strategic learning across national and legal contexts (Iyengar, 2023; Jodoin & Wewerinke-Singh,
2025).

Beyond court rulings, youth-led climate cases generate public discursive and pedagogical
effects - amplifying public visibility, framing environmental harm as a rights violation, and
transforming the courtroom into a symbolic space of civic participation (Gradoni & Mantovani,
2023; (Villavicencio, 2018) Through legal mobilization, litigation becomes not only a tactic for
policy influence but also a practice of civic learning for youth activists, their networks and the

public.

4.3.3 Legal Consciousness and the Meaning of Law in Movements

While legal mobilization examines the strategic use of law, legal consciousness focuses
on how individuals interpret and experience law as part of everyday life (Ewick & Silbey, 1998).
Legality, as Ewick and Silbey (1998) suggest, connotes the everyday meaning of law that is
embedded in and emerges out of social relations that inform legal consciousness. In other words,
legality encompasses not only formal institutions and rules but also the social understandings
through which people make sense of justice, power, and legal obligation (Chua & Engel, 2019;
Merry, 1990; Silbey, 2005).

McCann (1994, 2006) brings legal mobilization and legal consciousness together, arguing
that law’s power lies as much in how people imagine and interpret it as in its institutional
outcomes. His work demonstrates that law can empower collective action even when litigation
fails, as movements reframe defeat into moral and political meaning. In doing so, this
perspective dissolves the boundary between structure and meaning, showing that the power of
law in movements lies not only in institutions but in the cultural labor through which activists

interpret, contest, and give meaning to legality within movements.
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Ewick and Silbey’s (1998) typology of legal consciousness—Before the Law, With the
Law, and Against the Law, later extended by Fritsvold’s (2009) addition of Under the Law—
provides a powerful framework for analyzing how youth navigate legality in activism and civic
life. I draw on this schema as a set of sensitizing concepts that illuminate the different ways
actors understand and relate to law. Individuals positioned Before the Law tend to view legal
institutions as authoritative, neutral, and legitimate; those operating With the Law treat law as a
strategic arena in which rules can be navigated and leveraged; those Against the Law regard legal
systems as unjust, exclusionary, or unresponsive; and those Under the Law perceive law as
embedded in broader structures of power that reproduce inequality and protect dominant political
and economic interests. Scholars emphasize that legal consciousness is fluid where individuals
may hold multiple orientations simultaneously or that these orientations may shift over time
(McCann, 1994; Ewick & Silbey, 1992)—and past research has applied this framework to
activist contexts to understand how legality shapes collective identity, grievance formation, and
tactical choice (Bailly, 2024; Fritsvold, 2009). In this study, these categories guide analysis of
how youth climate activists articulate, contest, and reinterpret the meaning of environmental
rights, enabling clearer insight into how legality is lived, felt, and mobilized in youth-led climate
movements.

Rights campaigns can reshape citizens' legal consciousness, expanding the perceived
legitimacy and limits of the law (Chua, 2022; Hilbink & Ramos, 2024; Taylor, 2023). Building
on this work, this study centers youth climate activists within an integrated framework that
connects legal mobilization’s focus on environmental rights-claiming with legal consciousness’s
attention to how individuals interpret and experience law—situating these processes at the

intersection of education, law, and activism (see Figure 2). Considerations of education as a

116



formative site of these processes, and of youth as legal and civic actors, have been largely absent
from existing theorization. This paper addresses these gaps by treating law not only as a strategic
tool but also as a cultural and educational field through which civic learning and political identity
take shape. By analyzing how youth navigate different orientations toward legality, the study
highlights how youth climate activism becomes a space that brings socio-legal meaning-making,

education, and social movement dynamics into conversation.

Figure 4.2 Legal Consciousness of Youth Climate Activism Through a Triple Lens

EPIC

Youth Activist
(Legal Consciousness
formation)

Social
Movements

Education
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4.4 Data & Methods

The findings in this article are based on the analysis of 33 in-depth, semi-structured
interviews with youth climate activists across Norway. Participants were asked about their
experiences learning about climate change and activism, how they became involved in the youth
climate movement, their knowledge of Norway's EPIC and recent court cases, and their views on
litigation as a tactic. Interviews lasted between 45 and 90 minutes and were designed to elicit
both personal narratives and reflections on law, education, and activism.

My sampling strategy follows previous research on youth activism and social
movements, which emphasizes the value of network-based recruitment within decentralized and
diffuse movement contexts (Earl & Rohlinger, 2017; Haugestad et al., 2021; Martiskainen et al.,
2020). Because youth climate activism is dispersed across local and national networks and often
operates through informal or digital channels, it lacks a fixed sample framing. To address this
challenge, I combined purposive and snowball sampling, strategies commonly used in youth
activist research to ensure inclusivity of participants across movement contexts (Elsen & Ord,
2021).

Initial recruitment began with direct outreach to youth-led environmental and political
organizations. Invitations were sent via email to Nature and Youth central and district boards as
well as youth political organizations across Norway’s 15 counties, inviting youth climate
activists to participate. Political organizations included Labour Party Youth, Norway’s Young
Liberals, Young Conservatives, Christian People’s Party Youth, The Centre Youth, Socialist
Youth, Progress Party Youth, and Red Youth. Through snowball sampling, I then recruited
additional participants by asking interviewees whether they knew of other activists who might be

interested in participating in the study. Referrals were shared through email or text message and
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followed up with an independent invitation to ensure informed consent. This process helped
prevent oversampling within a single organization or ideological group and allowed for variation
in regional and organizational representation.

Data collection took place between June and November 2024, both in person and online.
In total, more than 250 individuals and organizations were contacted: approximately 60
expressed interest, and 33 completed interviews. All interviews were conducted in English, audio
recorded, and transcribed. Participants were between 18 and 24 years old and provided informed
consent after a clear explanation of the study’s goals and confidentiality measures. Participation
was voluntary, and no financial or material incentives were offered.

Participants represented a range of educational, geographic, and organizational
backgrounds. Among the sample, 17 were enrolled in high school, 12 attended a university or
college, and 4 were pursuing graduate degrees. Geographically, 18 participants were from
Eastern Norway, 12 from Western Norway, 2 from Southern Norway, and 1 from Northern
Norway. 22 participants were active members of youth-led EMOs such as Nature and Youth or
Extinction Rebellion Youth Norway, while 11 were unaffiliated. Several participants held dual
membership, including 6 who participated in both Nature and Youth and Socialist Youth, and 2
who were involved with Nature and Youth and Red Youth. Unlike some studies where female
respondents constitute the majority of youth climate activist samples (Fisher & Nasrin, 2021),
this study included 16 female, 15 male, and 2 non-binary participants (see Table 4.1 for

demographics and affiliations).
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Table 4.1 Demographic and Organizational Characteristics of Participants (n = 33)

EMO Organization Affiliation Frequency
Nature and Youth 19
Extinction Rebellion Norway Youth 3
Unaffiliated 11

Gender Identity Frequency
Female 16

Male 15
Non-binary 2
Urbanicity Frequency
Rural 17

Urban 16

Region Frequency
Eastern Norway 18

Western Norway 12
Southern Norway 2

Northern Norway 1

Political Organizations Frequency
Socialist Youth 20

Red Youth 7

Young Conservatives 2

Progress Party 1

After completing the interviews, I transcribed them using software and made manual corrections
to ensure the quality for analysis. Interviews were then analysed and coded in NVivo 15. The

coding procedure included reviewing and listening to transcriptions, writing reflective memos,
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coding interviews on theoretical and grounded themes, and evaluating and synthesizing those
themes to provide insight into the links between the EPIC, legal consciousness, and youth
climate activism. The analytics strategy allowed me to conduct qualitative analysis through an
interpretive process of constructing meaning from the data (Creswell & Poth, 2016). In
presenting my findings, I use pseudonyms and present lightly edited quotations from participants

for clarity.

4.4.1 Positionality Statement

I recognize that my identities as a White, cisgender male researcher trained at an Ivy
League institution—situated on the stolen land of the Lenni-Lenape and Wappinger peoples—
shaped this research process. I hold multiple forms of structural privilege, including educational
attainment, professional status, and age, which influenced how I was perceived by youth
participants and how power operated within this research. As a non-Norwegian researcher
conducting interviews in Norway, I occupied an outsider position to the national and cultural
contexts shaping youth climate activism. Interviews were conducted in English, which facilitated
communication but may have shaped how participants articulated their experiences, legal
understandings and histories of the environmental and climate movement. Throughout the
research process, I engaged in ongoing reflexivity to attend to these positional dynamics and

their implications for knowledge production.

4.5 Findings

4.5.1 EPIC Knowledge: EMO participation and Education

Youth climate activists described uneven pathways through which they learned about

Norway’s EPIC. About half of the participants (18) knew about the provision, while the rest did
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not (see Table 4.2). Those familiar with the constitutional right typically learned about it through
their activism—and to a lesser extent, through formal education. Of the 18 who know about the
EPIC most knew about the it through EMO participation (13) mainly from EMO retreats,
workshops, and meetings. The remaining (5) shared they learned about the EPIC through their
formal education. Participants without EMO affiliation often lacked direct knowledge of the
EPIC but were nonetheless aware of related events, such as the People v. Arctic Oil hearings and
other youth-led litigation or campaigns organized in connection with these cases. Together, these
differences highlight how access to legal knowledge circulates unevenly across educational and
organizational contexts.

Anna, a secondary student unaffiliated with an EMO, illustrates this indirect awareness.
Her engagement in climate activism began in reaction to the pro-petroleum rhetoric promoted by
conservative youth parties at her school and participation in the 2019 Fridays for Futures (FFF)
school strikes. Although she had never heard of the EPIC, she was well informed about the
Fosen case and the Sami struggle for environmental justice. She lamented the absence of legal
and rights education in school, noting: “Environmental knowledge was mostly just history...I
wish we had learned more about what is happening now and how it will impact the future.”

Similarly, Inge, another unaffiliated secondary student, became politically engaged after
learning about the environmental priorities of each of Norway's youth political parties. Though
she did not know of the EPIC itself, she recalled the People v. Arctic Oil case as an example of
state hypocrisy, “allowing the building of new oil platforms in protected areas when we should
be cutting emissions.” Like Anna, she associated climate action with moral integrity and

governmental accountability rather than constitutional rights.
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In contrast, activists affiliated with EMOs were generally more knowledgeable about the
EPIC and understood it as part of a broader repertoire of movement strategies and tactics.
Raghild, a secondary student and EMO member, reflected on how the actions that ran in tandem
with the People v. Arctic Oil case tried to generate publicity around the EPIC but faced
challenges due to the long appeals processes. She connected this to broader concerns about

democratic participation:

“We don't have a democratic process to address climate change, so we sue the state. |
hope people take it more seriously when these cases are happening and that they don’t
dismiss it as some kind of punk action.”

Anders, a university student and EMO member, described the FFF climate strikes as his “first
step into activism”. He learned about the EPIC not in school but through the EMO he is part of,
explaining: “I know it is supposed to guarantee a right to a livable environment. I didn’t learn
about it from school but through my participation in [EMO] and the People v. Arctic Oil case.”
His experience underscores how EMOs operate as alternative civic learning spaces where youth
learn about and interpret legal rights not as static legal texts but as living instruments of moral
and political struggle (Cummings, 2018; McCann, 1994).

Taken together, these narratives illustrate that EMO-affiliated youth tend to possess more
substantive knowledge of the EPIC, while unaffiliated activists were able to identify events
relating to the EPIC. This pattern reflects how social movement organizations institutionalize
legal ideas and frame them for their members, translating law into shared interpretive resources
(Edelman et al., 2010; McCann, 1994). In this case, the EPIC’s centrality to movement tactics
creates an organizational environment where legal mobilization becomes a site of learning.
(Neisz et al., 2018; Stromquist, 1998). EMOs thus act as interpretive communities that

familiarize youth with legal norms and mobilization. In doing so, they bridge the domains of law,
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education, and activism, providing political and justice-oriented climate learning that is often

missing in classrooms (Trott et al. 2023).

Table 4.2 EPIC Awareness, Routes of Exposure, and Legal Consciousness among

Participants

Knowledge of EPIC (n=33)

Some / High Participants aware of the right; routes of 18 (55%)
exposure varied.

Low / None About half of participants reported little 15 (45%)
or no knowledge of Article 112.

Primary Routes of EPIC
Learning (n=18)

EMO Learned through environmental 13 (72%)
organizations.
Formal Education Learned through school. 5 (28%)

Perception of State Delivering When asked whether the state fulfilled
on the Right (n=33) EPIC obligations.

No Majority viewed constitutional 28 (85%)
guarantees as largely symbolic.

Yes Few participants perceived state action as 5 (15%)
effectively delivering.
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4.5.1.1 EPIC in Education: A Mixed Story

Formal education presents as a key site for environmental and climate learning
(Anderson, 2012), yet youth activists widely portrayed it as insufficient in cultivating the civic,
political, and justice elements of climate change education (Trott et al., 2023). While participants
occasionally learned about climate change, often with limited exposure to critical perspectives,
these lessons were fragmented and detached from broader questions of rights, governance, and
civic engagement (Rousell & Cutter-Mackenzie-Knowles, 2020; Stevenson, 2007). For example,
Vilde recalled writing an essay on the Fosen case in her 10th-grade Norwegian class, and
Hallvard learned about both Fardefjord and Fosen cases as part of a classroom discussion. Both
activists described this learning as superficial. As Vilde explained, “We learn a lot about the
environment, but it's not engaging. You don't really engage in organizations or demonstrations.
While knowledge is important, it feels passive.”

Siv, a secondary student and EMO member, offered that the way they learned about the
environment shifted as they progressed throughout their education.!? During primary school,
they attended a small, learner-driven institution where environmentalism was part of all learning
subjects. In high school, however, Siv encountered instruction shaped by standardization, testing,

and depoliticized content. Siv reflected:

“Education is just about preserving an environmentally exploitative status quo. They are
trying to trick us into thinking that it's transformative but in reality, it's preserving the
status quo because they do not provide us the tools that we need to be transformative.”

13 Siv uses they/them pronouns.
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Siv’s critique captures a broader pattern across the interviews: youth experience formal
education as disengaged from political and justice dimensions of climate action. Many activists
felt that schools positioned them as passive learners rather than active citizens.

Several activists elaborated on the kinds of ‘tools’ they found missing. Kjetil and Eirik
pointed to the absence of systems thinking, while Leif highlighted the neglect of political and
economic structures driving environmental degradation. Similarly, Anders, Mads, and Emil
critiqued their education’s anthropocentric orientation, emphasizing that it failed to teach about
human-nature reciprocity and affective relationships between humans and nature. These
reflections reveal a recurring tension: students recognize environmental issues as politically
produced, yet their education often presents them as technical or moral rather than civic and
structural.

Another group of activists focused on the missing civic dimension of environmental
education. Sigrid stressed the importance of teaching youth pathways for political engagement,
while Oda challenged the myth that “youth think they need to wait until they are able to vote
before they can get their opinion heard.” Tiril added that students should be learning about recent
court cases, how the legal system functions, and youth responsibility to participate in
environmental protection and climate justice. Together, these accounts suggest that youth desire
an education that integrates environmental literacy with legal and political literacy, which has led
youth, in past studies, to seek out social movement organizations or create their own spaces for
political engagement (Gordon, 2007; Gordon & Taft, 2011).

Taken as a whole, these narratives portray formal education as a site of partial learning -
one that raises awareness of environmental problems but rarely connects them to rights, power,

or civic participation. According to youth participants, classrooms tend to depoliticize climate
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change education, whereas EMOs re-politicize it by embedding legality, justice, and action into

activism.

4.5.1.2 Petropedagogy: Oil in Education

Youth described the presence of the petroleum industry within their education. For
example, Stian and Tiril became involved in activism because of the field trips to the Norwegian
Petroleum Museum (Norsk Oljemuseum). Stian shared that most schools in the Stavanger area

will visit the museum as part of their formal education:

“We learn about the oil industry and how it has affected the climate. From there we
discuss about how the world is going to a bad place and what we can do about it. I
remember we were getting told, “you’re the generation that has to change the world and
do something to save the globe”... You also get the sense that now it’s getting better.
Because we learn about new energy plants and electric cars. So, you don’t feel like you
have to do something. It feels like it’s getting fixed and getting better. And you don’t get
a negative feeling about oil.”

In this example, there is a contradicting message of placing the burden on youth to solve the climate
crisis at the same time providing a solution of a technological fix to climate change.

Youth note that critiquing the presence of the petroleum industry within their classrooms
is contentious, particularly in areas that are more tied to the industry. Magnus and Ragnhild
describe that the history they learned about the industry was intertwined with narratives of
Norway’s economic prosperity and the livelihoods of their neighbors. Joakim explains the cultural

dynamic of the industry:

“I think what is quite important to know for the Norwegian context is that working in
petroleum is seen as a very good and stable job. For smaller towns, the petroleum industry
is the biggest factor for social mobility in at least a century. So, it’s a big part of the identity
of these places. As a climate activist, our biggest challenge is to change the cultural
narrative around the industry”.
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The close linkages between identity, national prosperity and the petroleum industry that Joakim
and others describe is purposefully constructed by the industry itself. These forms of neoliberal
environmentalism and green washing are intended to dissuade young people from questioning or
understanding the role of corporate power and the complicity of the petroleum industry in the
climate crisis (Eaton & Day, 2020).

Several activists described attending the 2024 ONS Foundation Conference. The biennial
conference claims to be a meeting space for governmental representatives, high-ranking
politicians, global thinkers and industry executives to discuss and collaborate on geopolitics,
energy and climate issues. ONS is hosted by petroleum corporations and related industries such as
Vér Energi, Equinor, Shell, DNO ASA, and Aker BP among others. Vilde recalls Nature and
Youth and Extinction Rebellion Youth being invited by ONS conference organizers to attend but

not to meaningfully participate:

“They want to appeal more to youth, and that’s why they invited us. We were just invited
to observe and see what they [the organizers] have to say. We are more like statistics.”

Others who attended shared that the conference targeted teachers and students. Students were able
to attend at no cost and there many items that were given to youth for free such as chocolate,
coffee, candy, and coffee mugs that said, ‘Rebels like it Hot’.'* Sigrid described her reaction to the
event:
“There were just men in suits, and they were giving out gifts. And it’s like Equinor, Total
Energies and Shell. In other countries their projects are hurting and killing indigenous
people and they are giving us free chocolate and coffee... I got so overwhelmed and felt

sick. They invite schools because it’s supposed to be an energy conference, and they are
supposed to talk about news ways to improve the environment.”

14 Imagine was a theme of the 2024 ONS Conference and the idea of Rebels was part of this theme.
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In these examples, youth activists navigate and contest the oil industry within their formal
education and activism. Hallvard explains that those in the rural area he is from “love diesel” and
in conversations with is classmates he felt like he was alone in holding this critical view of the
petroleum industry. These perspectives are important to examine the multifaceted ways the

petroleum industry influences students’ knowledge of climate change and education.

4.5.2 Legal Mobilization: Democracy as Last Resort

Comparable to past research on social movements' engagement with law (Cummings,
2018; McCann, 1994; Vanhala, 2012, 2022), I find that activists held ambivalent perspectives on
the use of climate litigation as a movement tactic. Following McCann’s (1994) insight that social
movements use law not only instrumentally but also discursively, legal mobilization in youth
climate activism operates as both a material and symbolic strategy - one that allows youth to act
politically even when formal democratic pathways are limited. Activists described turning to
courts as an act of necessity, especially when conventional political participation is deemed
ineffective.

Sloveig, a secondary student and EMO member, linked the turn to litigation to the
structural limits of youth voices in politics: “I feel like Nature and Youth used their voice
publicly and the government didn't really listen. I feel like going to the courts was kind of a
desperate measure.” Hallvard, also an EMO member, echoed this sense of exhaustion with other

tactics:

“In Ferdefjord, we used all the activist tools we had. We had demonstrated, we had
blocked the way for the construction vehicles to come to the fjords. We had social media
campaigns. We had written letters. I think we were pretty desperate. There wasn't
anything more to do.”
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Both describe litigation as a last resort. In essence, activists saw their political exclusion as a
legal opportunity. This aligns with Hilson’s (2002) argument that when political opportunities
narrow, social movements create their own legal opportunities through rights-based claims. For
youth activists, courts thus become not only venues for adjudication but frontiers for citizenship,
where they can engage in democratic participation otherwise denied by age-based political
exclusion. While not all participants are plaintiffs, all members of the movement are interwoven

with litigation proceedings and outcomes, thus connecting them to the tactic.

4.5.2.1 The Law as a Symbol

Another recurrent theme was the symbolic dimension of legal mobilization. Stian, a
secondary student and EMO member, noted the significance of “using our laws against the
government to push forward a better solution,” while Ragnhild reflected that “it’s a shock effect
for adults when they are being sued by kids.” She explained, “There is a power imbalance there
that I think is important to challenge. The lawsuits are a result of participation in democracy
when you don’t have the right to vote.” For these activists, the meaning of law exceeds the
courtroom’s outcomes. The act of suing the state itself becomes a form of democratic practice to
publicly showcase the lack of political participation options available to youth climate activists.

Activists’ reflections also illustrate how the inclusion of litigation broadens the
movement's repertoire. Social movement theory establishes that shifts in political opportunity
structures correspond with transformations in the volume and tactics of social mobilization
(Amenta, 2006; Amenta et al., 2010; Kriesi, 1995; Meyer & Minkoff, 2004; Poletta, 1994).
Consistent with this tradition, youth described the turn to courts as part of an evolving tactical
repertoire designed to engage the state on multiple fronts (Buckel et al., 2024; Parker et al.,

2022). Eirik emphasized that litigation complements rather than replaces direct action. These
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differences likely stem from the organizational identities and strategic orientations of the EMOs.
Nature and Youth prioritized maintaining public and judicial credibility during the People v.
Arctic Oil case, whereas Extinction Rebellion Youth leveraged the perceived immorality of the
case to justify disruptive and confrontational tactics.

Sloveig similarly viewed litigation and civil disobedience as mutually reinforcing. As
part of the Fordefjord case, activists blocked access roads to delay Nordic Mining operations
while the litigation proceeded. As she explained, civil disobedience, “was for the short term,”
whereas the courts offered a path toward long-term accountability. Yet the slow pace of judicial
process - three years in total - underscored what scholars have called ‘slow violence,” in which
state and corporate actors manipulate procedural timelines to delay or dilute environmental
accountability (Conde et al., 2023). Activists recognized this dynamic and intentionally
diversified their tactics, combining legal strategies with public demonstrations, media work, and
educational outreach (Donger, 2022). For example, EMO members organized protest actions
around court dates, used social media campaigns to translate legal proceedings into accessible
public narratives and engaged schools to sustain attention during prolonged legal battles. In
doing so, activists sought to maintain pressure in the present while simultaneously building the
legal and moral foundations for longer-term structural change. This diversification allowed youth
to address both immediate environmental harm and the enduring justice questions embedded in

constitutional litigation.

4.5.2.2 Legal Mobilization as Storytelling

The role of storytelling and meaning-making was also central to how activists

experienced legal mobilization (Jodoin & Wewerinke-Singh, 2025; Poletta et al., 2021). Alex, a
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graduate student and EMO leader, explained that the People v. Arctic Oil case reinvigorated

youth engagement:

“A lot of people see that the additional petroleum rigs are unjust, and they wanted to do
something about it. After losing People v. Arctic Oil, a significant amount of donations

came in to support Nature and Youth—from members, former members, and the public.
The mass support motivated me to really get engaged because I had so much respect for

2

these youth suing the state... it was just not something I had thought of as being possible.

This dynamic resonates with Beckwith’s (2015) concept of narratives of defeat, which explains
how movements reinterpret loss as moral and political momentum. Although activists in this
study shared that the Norwegian climate movement lost momentum after the People v. Arctic Oil
decision, the ruling provided time and space to construct a supportive narrative that fueled
reflection and remobilization. Rather than disillusioning participants, the defeat became a
catalyst for renewed engagement and collective learning, ultimately paving the way for later
victories such as the Fordefjord mineral dumping case.

Trygve, a secondary student and EMO member, explained that even without a courtroom
victory, litigation serves a communicative purpose: “It has been a really powerful measure we
use to garner public support and attention”. Likewise, Ase notes that “using environmental rights
is part of a bigger trend in Europe where youth organizations are turning to the court systems. ..
we’ve been inspired by other countries.” Through these transnational linkages, litigation
becomes a form of storytelling that translates legal processes into narratives of rights, injustice,

and intergenerational responsibility (Jodoin & Wewerinke-Singh, 2025).

4.5.2.3 Legal Mobilization at What Cost?

Despite optimism for legal mobilization, activists also expressed reservations. They

acknowledged both the transformative potential and its organizational costs. Consistent with
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socio-legal scholarship on the mixed outcomes of rights-based struggles (Chua, 2019; Gallagher,
2017; Leachman, 2013; McCann, 1994; Scheingold, 2010), participants described the courts as
empowering and constraining. Tiril and Joakim emphasized the immense resource demands of
litigation, recalling that Nature and Youth’s first climate case diverted attention away from other
tactics until the organization learned to integrate legal work more effectively.

Helene, a college student and EMO member, critiqued the lengthy duration of legal
proceedings that enabled companies to continue environmentally harmful operations during the
litigation period:

“With direct action you can go in and try to stop it, you can sit down in front of the

machines like Nature and Youth did a few years ago. I was there with them. It’s a more

direct way of acting. I feel that all these legal processes are just hindering us from
actually creating the change that is needed.”

Other activists questioned whether legal mobilization undermined the participatory ethos at the
heart of the movement. Joakim reflected that “the movement was heavily criticized for moving a
topic like environmental protection from politics and the democratic arena over to the courts.”

Anders elaborated on this concern:

“The objections to using the courts are more about the health and accessibility of
environmental activism. By making it purely legal and spending all this time, money, and
resources on the legal struggle, you take the people power out of it... it feels like
gatekeeping rather than a popular movement.”

Similarly, Siv expressed disillusionment that Nature and Youth had become more institutional
and less activist-oriented, “making your voice heard through channels that the government has
made for you.” These reflections underscore the internal tensions that emerge when social

movements adopt tactics that rely on institutionalized pathways: legal mobilization can bolster

legitimacy while alienating those drawn to collective, grassroots participation.
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Youth view legal mobilization as both an empowering and constraining practice - one
that extends their repertoire of action but also tests the balance between institutional legitimacy
and grassroots democracy. The law operates as a terrain of struggle where power, meaning, and
hope are negotiated rather than resolved, revealing both the promise and paradox of pursuing

justice through legal means (McCann, 1994).

4.5.3 Youth Legal Consciousness: Contested Terrain

A central focus of this study is how youth climate activists' legal consciousness is shaped
by encounters with Norway’s EPIC and environmental litigation (see Table 4.3). When asked
whether the state upholds the values of the EPIC, 28 out of the 33 activists said that the state was
failing to do so. These reflections illustrate distinct orientations toward legality. For activists
expressing Before or With the Law orientations, legality appeared as an objective and impartial
institution- one that provides the tools and procedures to be navigated strategically. Joakim, for

example, described the EPIC not as an enforceable right by as a declarative symbol:

“I think it is almost a lie now to say we have an environmental right, because it is not
something you can enforce. It's something that looks good on paper and shows the values
we want to show the world. It’s not necessarily something that has actual meaning in
what Norway does.”

Yet even as he expressed skepticism, Joakim acknowledged that part of the EPIC, in reference to
a right to environmental information, remains “strong,” suggesting a residual belief in the law’s
capacity for accountability. Similarly, Solveig criticized Norway’s narrow conception of
environmental responsibility: “Norway doesn’t use that much of their oil, we just produce it, sell
it, and burn it elsewhere.” Her remarks expose the dissonance between Norway’s paradoxical

self-image as an environmental leader and its reliance on petroleum. For these activists, legality
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functioned unevenly - it sometimes works, but rarely for everyone equally. This perspective led
to demoralization and wavering engagement, especially when state institutions appeared

unresponsive to rights claims.

4.5.3.1 Against and Under the Law

Many participants (22 of 33) articulated Against or Under the Law orientations. Of these,
17 were affiliated with EMOs and five were not, suggesting that collective engagement may
foster more critical understandings of legality. Activists in these categories described the law as
unable to effectively resolve disputes, recognize truth, or respond to injustice (Ewick & Silbey,
1998). Hallvard accused the state of “breaking the constitution," portraying the EPIC as a set of
“vague promises” that failed to safeguard the environment.

Others expressed an Under the Law consciousness, viewing legal institutions as
structurally complicit in maintaining systems of power and inequality (Fritsvold, 2009). Helene

reflected:

“The case makes me wonder what the Supreme Court's judgment is based on. I feel like
they are doing their job separately from their duties to the state. Because we are not
securing a safe environment for future generations.”

Similarly, Siv questioned whether legality itself can remain legitimate when it consistently

prioritizes economic growth over environmental protection:

“People have the law imprinted in their brain and they feel like breaking the law is
wrong. They don't have the ability to think that maybe the law is wrong. Sometimes you
have to break the law if it makes a difference in the world.”
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These reflections challenge the legitimacy of EPICs when their promises are not upheld. For
activists with Against or Under the Law orientations, civil disobedience and disruptive protest
emerged as legitimate, even necessary, tactics to expose the hegemonic nature of the law (Hull,

2016; Silbey, 2005).

4.5.3.2 Urban Rural Divide: Fighting for Home and Nature

Among the 22 who held Against or Under the Law orientations, 15 lived in rural areas.
Their testimonials revealed how geography mediates legal consciousness, shaping how youth
link environmental rights to lived experiences of place, loss, and belonging. Rural participants
described feeling abandoned by laws that fail to protect the nature that defines their

communities. Siv articulated this tension:

“Those in Oslo or the big cities tend to be more climate concerned in a more shallow
view than those in rural areas. I think rural areas like Western and Northern Norway are
more radical in climate activism... I can see from their view that litigation is not an
effective way to deal with the whole climate and nature crisis.”

Their reflection juxtaposes the urgency felt in rural communities facing visible environmental

loss with the procedural pace of court-centered activism. Marte, from Western Norway, added:

“My friend and I want to change something local here in our community. But in big cities
it’s more about trying to work with national court cases, which is of course very
important, but it takes a long time. In Northern Norway already the climate is getting
warmer and there is less snow.”

Halvard, who grew up on an organic farm overlooking fjords and forests, described this

contradiction vividly:
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“We’re ruining all of our fjords, we’re cutting down all the forests, our oceans are going
to be ruined from deep sea mining and oil exploration... the state doesn’t care about our
future generations—they just care about efficiency, money, and roads.”

These accounts illustrate how proximity to environmental degradation intensifies legal critique.
For rural activists, the law's laggard nature and abstraction contrast sharply with the immediacy
of ecological harm.

Findings suggest that youth legal consciousness is deeply relational - shaped by
geography and organizational affiliation. EMO participation tends to cultivate more critical and
reflexive understandings of legality, while rural experience grounds these critiques in lived
encounters with environmental loss. Consistent with prior studies (Fritsvold, 2009; Halliday &
Morgan, 2013), environmental activists view legality as a structure that privileges state and
corporate interests. Yet this study extends that literature by revealing an additional layer of
political marginalization unique to youth, whose constrained civic status forces them to navigate

legality as both a resource for voice and a reminder of exclusion.
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Table 4.3 Legal Consciousness Orientations, Proportions, and Illustrative Examples from

Norwegian Youth Climate Activism

Legal Proportion  Core Idea Example from Norwegian
Consciousness Youth Climate Activism
Orientation

Before the Law 4 (12%) Law is neutral, and Youth reference Article 112 in
authoritative; legitimacy classroom debates as an
comes from perceived unquestioned standard.
impartiality.

With the Law 7 (21%) Law is a strategic arena; Youth organize petitions,
actors manipulate rules to campaigns, and lobbying to
advance their goals. influence local policy decisions.

Against the Law 11 (33%) Law is arbitrary, unjust, or ~ Youth participate in school
inaccessible; responses strikes, protests, and civil
include avoidance, disobedience when formal
subversion, or defiance. channels fail.

Under the Law 11 (33%) Law is structurally Youth publicly resist and

complicit in systemic
injustice, actively
reproducing oppression.

critique petroleum policies,
framing them as legally
sanctioned harm to the
environment.

4.6 Discussion and Conclusion

This study examines how Norwegian youth climate activists encounter and mobilize

EPICs and the law. It demonstrates that EMOs serve as mediating structures that translate

constitutional rights into civic learning and political practice. Drawing on 33 semi-structured

interviews with youth climate activists, the analysis explores two central questions: 1) How do

138



Norwegian youth climate activists understand EPICs and the law? and 2) In what ways, if at all,
does environmental legal mobilization shape youth climate activists’ legal consciousness? The
study combined insights from socio-legal theory and social movement research to trace how
activists engage with legality through education and activism. By centering Norway's EPIC and
litigation strategies the study illuminates how young people engage with legal mobilization as a
site of civic learning, moral critique, and political participation.

The findings show that youth learn about the EPIC and legal discourse primarily through
participation in EMOs, where law is encountered as a lived experience rather than a distant
institutional text. For many activists, the EPIC functions simultaneously as a constitutional
guarantee, a political tool, and a moral framework that connects intergenerational justice to their
activism. Through participation in EMOs and engagement with litigation, youth activists
cultivate an evolving legal consciousness that blends beliefs in the transformative potential of
law with skepticism toward its ability to deliver justice.

Rather than serving as a static constitutional clause, the EPIC functions as a living legal
framework that has garnered new meanings for youth activists throughout, what Joakim called,
‘its testing’ during People v. Arctic Oil. Activists interpret the EPIC as a symbol and resource for
state accountability. While youth often become climate activists in response to government
inaction and the sense that politics are failing them (Feldman, 2021; Han & Ahn, 2020; Pickard
et al., 2020), I find that the law is equally a motivating factor. Within EMOs, such as Nature and
Youth, the EPIC becomes a focal point for articulating moral claims about state responsibility
and environmental protection. This dynamic supports socio-legal perspectives that understand
law as a cultural schema through which citizens make sense of power, justice, and obligation

(Ewick & Silbey, 1998; Silbey, 2005). By invoking the EPIC and law in activism, youth expose
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contradictions between Norway's constitutional commitments and its reliance on petroleum fuels.
Through this process, the EPIC evolves from a constitutional principle into a moral and
educational resource that animates civic reflection and political critique.

Central to this process are EMOs, which act as intermediaries for political engagement in
several ways. First, they serve as sites of learning that shape legal consciousness. Through
workshops and actions, EMOs create organizational spaces for activists to critically reflect on
and mobilize strategies to advance environmental and climate justice (Goldman et al., 2017;
Kirshner, 2007). Second, young people as part of EMOs appeared to know more about the EPIC,
the court cases, and the nuances of mobilizing the law. For these reasons, the EPIC is not solely a
strategic tool but also an educational practice that cultivates civic literacy and legal awareness
(Cummings, 2018; McCann, 1994, 2006). Through litigation, EMOs transform environmental
legal ideals into opportunities for public learning and political storytelling. For young people
who cannot yet vote or hold public office, legal mobilization becomes a last resort mode of
democratic participation - a way to speak to the state through the language of rights when
traditional pathways of political participation are limited, symbolic, or closed (Sloam et al.,
2022; Thew et al., 2020).

Despite this potential, youth also articulate ambivalence toward legal mobilization.

Many describe litigation as a tool for visibility and informing the public but are wary of its
ability to produce rapid and desirable rulings and, even less, enforcement. Yet even as they
critique these delays, they recognize that legal action has symbolic and pedagogical power.
Galanter (1983) describes these extra-legal implications as ‘radiating effects’ of legal action on
social struggle. Litigation creates public arenas for moral argument and civic debate. Further, it

enables activists to frame environmental protection as a question of rights and democracy. This
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aligns with social movement research that views law as an expressive and discursive resource
through which movements generate meaning and legitimacy (McCann, 2006). The value of
litigation lies not only in potential victories but also in its ability to sustain collective engagement
and shape public narratives of environmental justice (Jodoin & Wewerinke-Singh, 2025).

Patterns of legal consciousness further illuminate the complex relationship between
youth, law, and activism. Participants affiliated with EMOs tend to express Against and Under
the Law orientations, treating legality as a site of resistance. Those unaffiliated with EMOs were
more likely to adopt a Before or With the Law perspective, describing the law as impartial and a
game where players are expected to manipulate legal rules which are perceived as malleable
(Ewick & Silbey, 1998). These orientations reveal a generational legal consciousness shaped by
civic exclusion and mediated through activism. While activists generally affirm the legitimacy of
the law, they also express disillusionment with its inability to protect their futures or the
environment. This tension captures what Lobel (2007) terms ‘a critical legal consciousness’,
where social movements are negatively impacted by relying on the law as it diverts energies
away from contentious tactics and possibly becomes absorbed by the system even as they
struggle against it. For Norwegian youth, the EPIC embodies a duality: it is a promise of
environmental protection that simultaneously exposes the limits of state commitment.

Through their encounters with the EPIC, youth activists engage in forms of civic learning
that extend beyond the classroom. They acquire political and legal literacy primarily through
EMO-based peer networks rather than through formal schooling (Haluza-Delay, 2008). While
participants described their education as limited in its integration of critical approaches to

environmental learning, EMOs fill this gap by linking youth concern with pathways for political
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participation (Bertuzzi et al., 2019). By translating constitutional and rights language into their
activism, youth expand the very meaning of civic participation in environmental governance.

Framed within this article, the findings contribute to the broader dialogue between neo-
institutionalism and social movement theory by showing how constitutional environmental rights
are not simply institutional fixtures but living, contested scripts shaped through societal
dilemmas and collective action. Neo-institutionalism helps explain how EPICs gain legitimacy
and symbolic authority through formal adoption and embedding in legal and policy frameworks,
while social movement scholarship illuminates how youth activists and EMOs mobilize these
same norms strategically, creatively, and critically. In Norway, Article 112 functions
simultaneously as a source of institutional legitimacy and as a movement resource—invoked to
challenge state practices, frame moral claims, and cultivate civic learning. The article
demonstrates that institutionalization is not a static end point; rather, constitutional rights acquire
meaning through ongoing interpretive work, coalition-building, and contention. By tracing how
youth climate activists learn, invoke, contest, and reinterpret the EPIC, this study shows that
institutional norms endure, evolve, and sometimes fracture through processes that mirror social
movement dynamics, revealing a hybrid space where institutional legitimacy and activist practice
shape one another.

Future research should explore how youth-led environmental legal mobilization and legal
consciousness evolve over time and across different national contexts. Comparative studies could
examine how youth in other national contexts interpret environmental rights and how EMOs
adapt litigation to varying political and legal landscapes. Longitudinal approaches could trace
how earlier engagement in youth EMOs influences perceptions of legal mobilization or legal

consciousness into adulthood. Further research might also investigate how digital platforms or
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the integration of environmental citizenship in national curricula mediates youth activists'
learning about rights. Importantly, these lines of inquiry will experience changes as the climate
crisis worsens and as legal precedents continue to be set in the wake of ongoing cases and future
ones.

Together, these findings suggest that EPICs serve as more than legal promises; they are
active civic instruments that shape how youth understand justice, authority, and participation in
the context of the climate crisis. For Norwegian youth climate activists, the law is not a distant
abstraction but a terrain of struggle and learning through which they test the boundaries of
democratic accountability. Legal mobilization, even when slow or uncertain, provides a
framework for moral reasoning and civic formation, while EMOs act as critical spaces where
these ideas are nurtured and enacted. By tracing how youth interpret, mobilize, and critique
EPICs and legality, this study demonstrates that constitutional environmental rights can
simultaneously empower and constrain, educate and frustrate, inspire and disillusion. In doing
s0, activists reimagine what it means to act within and against the law, expanding both the
repertoire of climate activism and the civic meaning of constitutional rights in an era of

ecological urgency.

143



Chapter 5: Conclusion and Integrated Discussion

This dissertation investigates how Environmental Provisions in Constitutions (EPICs)
shape environmental education and civic engagement. Across the three articles, the findings
demonstrate that EPICs matter not merely as constitutional text but as institutional commitments
whose significance emerges through interpretation, contestation, and use. EPICs do not exert
influence through adoption alone; rather, they become consequential when political actors,
educators, civil society organizations, and youth activists mobilize them as normative resources
to legitimize reform, articulate obligations, and hold the state accountable. In this sense, EPICs
function simultaneously as legal frameworks, policy instruments, and civic resources, linking
constitutional commitments to the lived practices of environmental governance, education, and
democratic participation.

The three articles collectively trace this trajectory across interrelated institutional arenas.
Article 1 demonstrates at a cross-national level that EPICs are positively associated with student
opportunities to learn about environmental issues and civic engagement, suggesting that
constitutional commitments can shape educational environments. Article 2 examines how
Norway’s EPIC was interpreted and institutionalized over time within national education reform,
illustrating how policy actors negotiated, aligned, contested, and layered constitutional and
educational norms across shifting governance contexts. Article 3 then turns to youth climate
activism to show how the EPIC operates as a resource for legal mobilization and civic learning,
as young people mobilize environmental rights to critique state action, enact democratic
participation, and develop evolving forms of legal consciousness. Taken together, these chapters
chart a coherent analytical arc: from the diffusion of EPICs as global norms, to their embedding

and adaptation in national policy fields, to their activation within civic and legal struggle.
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This dissertation moves EPICs out of the realm of abstract legal promise and into the
social worlds where they meaningfully operate. Its contribution lies in demonstrating that
environmental constitutional rights do not matter simply because they are written, but because
they are interpreted, institutionalized, and mobilized by actors situated in education systems and
civic life. Without this research, EPICs would continue to be understood primarily through
judicial rulings or environmental performance indices, obscuring the educational and democratic
processes through which constitutional rights become lived commitments. By documenting how
EPICs shape students’ opportunities to learn, legitimize policymaking, and inform youth civic
engagement, this dissertation provides empirical grounding for policymakers seeking to leverage
constitutional rights for environmental education reform, for educators navigating how to teach
environmental responsibility, and for youth and civil society actors using law as a tool of
accountability. In short, this dissertation helps explain what environmental rights do in the real
world—and why they matter for how societies learn, govern, and mobilize in the face of the
climate crisis and environmental degradation.

This concluding chapter proceeds in four steps. First, it synthesizes the core findings
across the three articles and identifies the cross-cutting themes that emerge when EPICs are
examined as legal, policy, and civic instruments. Second, it reflects on how the research agenda
evolved during the dissertation and the methodological and conceptual insights that resulted.
Finally, it outlines directions for future research that advance understanding of how
environmental constitutional rights travel across educational, legal, and civic domains, and what

conditions enable EPICs to move from constitutional principle to social practice.
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5.1 Discussion and Conclusion

5.1.1 Cross-National Study on Student Environmental Opportunities to Learn and Eco-
Citizenship

This article conducts a cross-national and comparative study of students from across 22
countries to evaluate whether EPICs or EINGOs predict students' environmental learning
opportunities and environmental citizenship. Country membership to EINGOs has long served as
a proxy for world society connections. Scholars argue that these networks of international
institutions generate country outcomes aligned with global norms (Frank et al., 2000; Schofer &
Hironaka, 2005). Findings from my research suggest that EPICs positively predict student
environmental learning, participation in environmental action organizations, school-based
environmental activities and pro-environmental citizenship behaviors while world society
connections are limited in their explanation. These findings contribute to a growing body of
scholarship that questions whether national embeddedness in world society is sufficient to
explain individual environmental behavior.

This research adds to a growing body of research that suggests world society connections
(e.g. EINGO ties) do not consistently explain norm-aligned outcomes, such as individual pro-
environmental knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors (Hadler, 2017; Hadler & Haller, 2011;
Marquart-Pyatt, 2012). My research extends this critique by arguing that it is not the direct
effects of world society connections that lead to aligned outcomes, but the indirect effects of
institutionalizing world society scripts within national legal and policy architectures—such as the
embedding of environmental rights in constitutions—that offers stronger explanatory leverage
for understanding individual environmental learning and civic engagement. Further, much world

society research on environmental-related outcomes has looked at relationships between global
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norms and institutional alignment (Frank et al., 2000) or institutionalization of environmentalism
(Schofer & Hironaka, 2005) to support world society claims rather than looking at individual
outcomes. These findings contribute to the body of literature which posits global ideas find their
way to the individual via indirect effects of world society, via mechanisms such as EPICs, to
influence education rather than directly through world society ties (Pierotti, 2013; Velitchkova,
2015; Zhou, 2013).

This second chapter brought to light that EPICs can have two paths of influence: one
through formal education and the other through civic engagement. In this ways, it's a foray into
what Gellers (2017) has urged scholars to research as the next wave of EPIC research to look at
their relationship with human behavior. Findings from this research helped me think about a
vertical case study axis of the research where EPICs could be used within institutional domains
but also through youth activism to uncover how youth understand EPICs in the context of their
own civic engagement and their role of keeping the state and corporate actors accountable for
delivering the right (Hafner-Burton & Tsutsui, 2005; Keck & Sikkink, 1998). These lines of
questioning brought me to Norway, where youth climate activists have taken their government
and the petroleum fuel industry to court over violations of environmental and human rights
(Minnerop & Rostgaard, 2020).

The qualitative insights from Norway help explain how the statistical associations
observed in the cross-national analysis may operate in practice. Chapter three demonstrates that
EPICs can shape educational environments when policy actors strategically mobilize
constitutional commitments to legitimize environmental learning within curriculum reform. In
Norway, the EPIC provided normative grounding for embedding environmental responsibility,

awareness, and sustainability into schooling, illustrating how constitutional rights can be
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translated into pedagogical priorities. Chapter four extends this argument into the civic arena,
showing how youth climate activists appropriate the EPIC as a moral, legal, and civic resource.
For these youth activists, the EPIC functions as both a symbolic anchor of intergenerational
justice and a practical tool for accountability, shaping how they understand their rights,
responsibilities, and democratic agency. Taken together, the Norwegian case provides a plausible
pathway linking EPIC adoption to individual-level learning and engagement: constitutional
rights become institutionalized through education policy and animated through civic practice.
This integration of cross-national patterns with in-depth national evidence strengthens the claim
that EPICs matter not simply as formal legal texts, but as living instruments that structure
environmental learning, cultivate civic participation, and sustain democratic engagement around

environmental futures.

5.1.2 Exploring how Scripts Interact: EPICs, EE and ILSAs

In chapter three of this dissertation, I delve into how the EPIC was used in education
policymaking in Norway over three decades. I focus on the role of actors in translating and
institutionalizing global scripts. The study finds that two global scripts, EPICs and EE,
converged in the 1990s through an act of policy entrepreneurship by former Minister of
Education Gudmund Hernes. In the wake of the Rio Declaration and under former Prime
Minister Gro Harlem Brundtland’s government, there was alignment between pro-environmental
international and national discourses to support the creation of the EPIC and its use in creating
L93 (Buenen & Patterson, 2019). Drawing from the legitimacy and normative architecture
provided by the global community and Norway's rich cultural history of outdoor education,
Hernes was able to have the product of the script interaction, L93, be adopted by the Parliament.

The discourse of the 2000s shifted interest away from EE to promote accountability and
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assessment through the reception of ILSAs, particularly PISA. During this time, actors described
themselves as defending and maintaining the use of EPICs and EE in education policymaking
(Lawrence et al., 2009; Patterson & Beunen, 2019). The 2010s led to a slow reintegration with
EE primarily being housed within ESD and the EPIC no longer used explicitly in education
policymaking. The script interaction that occurred between EE and the EPIC in the 1990s led to
institutional layering of EE policy documents and education reforms over time. As shown in
chapter three, these past artifacts were used in later education policymaking long after the EPIC
was adopted (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). In all, I highlight how scripts interact over time and are
subject to refinement, derailment, or silencing. The script interaction and its continual use left a
trail of reforms and documents that were influenced by L93 or the EPIC itself suggesting that
EPICs do matter in policymaking but often through indirect pathways.

I argue that scripts, such as EPICs and EE, can be strategically used together by actors to
promote global norms. Yet these kinds of interactions happen within moments of institutional
alignment, which are conditioned by both exogenous and endogenous factors. In so doing, EPICs
can be used within policymaking as a source of legitimacy and normative alignment to propel
other kinds of environmental policies. As seen in chapter three, when political conditions shift,
actors adjusted from promoting to defending EE when assessments and accountability dominated
Norwegian education policymaking.

Taken together, these studies reveal that EPICs influence environmental engagement
through dual pathways: institutional embedding in education policy and symbolic mobilization in
youth activism. While formal education reflects normative commitments, civic learning often
occurs outside classrooms, mediated by social movements. This interplay underscores the need

for integrated strategies that bridge legal frameworks and educational practice.
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5.1.3 Youth Climate Activism and Legal Mobilization

Chapter four of this dissertation focuses on the second vertical axis pathway where [
explored the ways EPICs can shape civic engagement. I focus on Norwegian youth climate
activists in how they understand and mobilize their country’s EPIC to advance climate and
intergenerational grievances. Drawing on legal mobilization literature (Hilson, 2002; McCann,
1994; Vanhala, 2022), I explore how youth-climate litigation influences broader movement ideas
in the way youth view the law. Youth position the EPIC as a symbolic resource and use it as a
normative strategy for climate activism (Bailly, 2024). As a group that has limited access to
political participation, suing the government is a desperate measure for democratic recourse to
protect the environment and hold the government and extractive industries accountable (Parker et
al., 2022).

Youth critiqued litigation as a strategy whereby it was institutionalizing movement tactics
and redirecting resources toward slow-moving options that are contrary to the quick response of
civil disobedience and the ethos of people-powered movements. When social struggles enter the
juridical field, they are transformed to fit the autonomous logic of law, which has them evolve
under the risk of depoliticization (Buckel et al., 2024).

In this study, I also examine how climate litigation influenced activists' legal
consciousness. I find that youth who are engaged in EMOs and who live in rural areas tend to
have more antagonistic positions toward the law. These youth viewed the law as a slow-moving
mechanism that serves as a “veil for the corrupt social order” which warranted a macrolevel
restructuring of society and law (Fritsvold, 2009, p. 817). For rural youth activists, ideas of

losing home and community were intertwined with the failure of the law to protect the natural
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areas they grew up in. These are novel findings due to rural youth participating less in studies on
climate activism (Love-Nichols, 2020).

This study reveals that youth view the EPIC in different ways, ranging from hope for
what an EPIC could mean if actualized to a critique that it represents a failure to safeguard their
future. It finds that activists do not believe the state is delivering on its promise of a healthful
environment for future generations. Further, they see their education as lacking a critical link
between climate knowledge and action, which is part of the reason why some turn to climate
activism (Trott, 2024a). They frame the use of climate litigation as a social movement tactic as
an unfortunate effort to be heard in the context of the limited opportunities to participate in
democratic decision-making as youth.

Upon writing this dissertation manuscript, on October 28, 2025, the European Court of
Human Rights issued its final judgment on the Arctic Oil v. People case. While the court said
that no human rights violations were made at this time in relation to existing petroleum rigs, any
new petroleum rigs must undergo a full environmental impact assessment before opening, and
failing to do so would be a human rights violation.!> After almost 10 years, there are serious wins
that must be attributed to the action of youth-led climate litigation. Thus, the shifting
jurisprudence of cases such as these may dramatically impact the way youth think about climate

litigation as a tactic in efforts to protect the environment and address climate change.

5.2 Cross-Cutting Themes

Together, these findings tell us that EPICs hold normative value and are mobilized

beyond legal text. EPICs acquire meaning and endurance through the everyday work of

1% Read full judgement: https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/#%7B%22itemid%22:%5B%22001-245561%22%5D%7D
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policymakers and activists who translate ideals into practice. While each article examined a
different dimension of how EPICs matter - the relationship between EPICs and student
environmental knowledge and engagement, their institutionalization through education policy,
and their mobilization through youth climate activism - each revealed that the life of an EPIC
unfolds through these pathways. Important past literature has focused on the effects of EPICs
through their judicial implications or impact on environmental resources, which have largely
missed EPIC meaning for human learning and behavior. In all three investigations, noteworthy
themes surfaced, which warrant an integrated discussion. The outcomes of this study could have

implications for how environmental rights are lived and renewed as civic and moral pedagogy.

5.2.1 Education as a Mediating Field for Environmental Rights

Within this research, education presents as a primary channel through which
constitutional norms gain traction. Particularly in the case of environmental literacy and
behavior, schools have become a key site of environmental knowledge transmission,
environmental citizenship, and civic engagement (Chawla & Cushing, 2007; Schild, 2016;
Youniss, 2011). World society literature has attempted to unpack the long diffusion thread of
INGO connections to pro-environmental behavior (Halder, 2017). In chapter two, I note that
EPICs, as hybrid instruments of world society and domestic contexts, are important predictors of
environmental behavior.

The words within EPICs are directed as much toward states as they are to citizens. For
example, nations from Yemen to the Democratic Republic of Congo to Croatia stipulate a duty
for citizens to ‘defend’ or ‘protect’ the environment (May & Daly, 2015). Schools are prime
institutions to help youth understand these civic duties. As they are written, these rights expect

citizens to not just know about the environment but to act in its best interest. However, schools
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struggle with the political and action dimensions of CCE and EE (Monroe et al., 2019). As
chapter three suggests, environmental learning discourses have dramatically changed even in
three decades from EE, to ESD, to CCE. Chapter four adds that youth activists primarily learn
about environmental issues in non-formal education spaces, like EMO participation or the media.
This dissertation suggests that better alignment between constitutional norms, education,
curricula, and teacher education can ensure education is well-equipped to teach this generation
and future ones how exactly to fulfill environmental constitutional duties.

This dissertation suggests that non-formal education spaces, such as EMOs and youth
political organizations, act as supplementary civic and EPIC learning spaces. In this way, EMO
education spaces serve a similar function as the Freedom Schools in the Civil Rights movement;
a civic learning space where students discuss inequality, citizenship, and constitutional rights in
the context of the greater social movement (Hale, 2011). Students have increasingly turned to
these spaces to exert political agency, generate networks, and explore the existential questions,
such as climate change and the nature crisis, that remain unanswered in their education (Kessler,
2023). In essence, environmental rights literacy and what EPICs aspire to be, emerges at the
intersection of schooling and movement education (Morrow & Torres, 2022; Niesz et al., 2018).
It's imperative that attention is paid to how youth occupy several institutions that make up their

civic identities and behaviors, particularly as it comes to the environment.

5.2.2 Legitimacy and the Ongoing Life of EPICs
Legitimacy plays an important part in the story of EPICs. Recall, for the past five

decades, countries have en masse adopted EPICs due to the normative alignment of
constitutionalism, environmentalization, and human rights (Gellers, 2017). Thus actors -

including bureaucrats, judges, lawyers, policymakers, and transnational activists - have used
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these norms to not only justify the adoption of EPICs but to mobilize them, as seen in chapter
three. Viewed from afar, the legitimacy of EPICs has extended beyond their adoption and now
into their endurance. The use of EPICs in policymaking and climate litigation sources legitimacy
from: 1) a political community which poses to collectively lose if their natural environment is
compromised, 2) a delineation of a shared cultural identity, and 3) the generational aspect of
environmental protection (Hiskes, 2009). As explored in chapter three, actors within state
institutions leverage the legitimacy of the constitution to embed the EE within education reforms
and curricula.

Youth climate activists have also ensured a life of EPICs beyond their adoption. By using
EPICs in climate litigation, they mobilize the cultural and symbolic meaning of the law
(Galanter, 1983) to hold governments and corporate actors accountable for environmental
damage, worsening climate change and, ultimately, compromising the future generations’ rights
to a healthful environment (Gonzalez-Ricoy & Rey, 2019; Wewerinke-Singh, 2024). In doing so,
youth have mobilized their own political marginalization in democracy and resources toward
legal mobilization. Using the case of Norway to understand the broader movement, youth
climate activists have rallied around the hypocrisy of being guaranteed rights to a healthy
environment while observing their planet being destroyed under the watch of governments and
international organizations that are meant to uphold them. Activists, in this context, function as
accountability agents, sustaining constitutional credibility from below (della Porta et al., 2006;
Ford, 2003). When the gap between constitutional promises and actual implementation widens,
there are grounds for contestation and, in this case, a critical civic revival.

Past scholarship frames this moment as an iteration of ‘legitimacy crisis’ whereby the

public loses trust in democratic government to do its very function of governance (Kriesi, 2013;
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Thomassen & van Ham, 2017). In these environments, ‘constitutional rot’ is ever more
pronounced, where constitutional provisions and rights are mere window dressing as they go
unused in the face of matters that concern them (Balkin, 2017; McClain & Fleming, 2021). This
legitimacy crisis is an undercurrent of the fourth chapter, where youth question the role of EPICs
if they appear only to be symbolic. Thus, generating circumstances for youth to take political
matters into their own hands (Pickard, 2022). As such, youth appeal to regional and international
governance structures in the climate movement to keep their own governments accountable

(Daly, 2022; Tsutsui et al., 2012).

5.2.3 Environmental Rights as Public Participation

Constitutions are not only legal documents but civic blueprints that express what a nation
values and how citizens ought to relate to one another and the environment. EPICs communicate
ethical commitments that become woven into civic life. Chapter two demonstrates how EPICs
function as beacons of international and domestic civic consensus, signaling normative
expectations about environmental responsibility for state institutions and citizens alike. Gellers &
Jeffords’ (2018) findings suggest a similar link between procedural environmental rights and
environmental justice by focusing on how these rights can foster democracy and environmental
justice. Likewise, chapters three and four illustrate how the civic dimension of EPICs acquires
practical force. In chapter three, policy actors translate the EPIC into education policy,
embedding environmental responsibility into curricular aims. In chapter four, youth interpret the
EPIC through a civic lens, suggesting their use of the courts and the lack of the government
delivering the right were partially the reason for their climate activism. Across these cases,
constitutions emerge as sites of social meaning, where civic ideals are affirmed, contested, or

reclaimed.
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These findings can be situated within Versteeg and Chilton’s (2020) debate as to whether
and how constitutional rights matter in modern times that continue to challenge them or render
them meaningless. The authors suggest the adoption of rights does little to guarantee actual
protection of rights. Yet, the conversation as to whether the right is working, or under what
conditions it might work, or fighting for its actualization, is part of the process of its civic role in

action.

5.3 Reflections on Study and Limitations

The proposal written for this dissertation in January 2024 laid out a plan which guided
the dissertation presented within these pages. These limitations do not undermine the
contribution of the dissertation, but they do contextualize its scope and provide guidance for
future work.

My original design included interviews with both activists and non-activists to engage
scholarship on collective identity (Bernstein, 2005; Flesher Fominaya, 2010; Poletta & Jasper,
2001) and examine how identity formation shapes legal consciousness and mobilization. While
in Norway, several university lecturers kindly invited me to speak in their classes to facilitate
recruitment. I followed up through email and course listservs. Despite these efforts, this strategy
yielded only two non-activist participants, far too few for meaningful comparison. Ultimately, I
shifted my focus to youth who identified as climate activists, which limited my analytical scope.

Similarly, I originally intended to compare youth in Oslo and Stavanger. I selected
Stavanger as it is the ‘petroleum capital’ of Norway, to explore whether activists and non-
activists would understand the EPIC differently given the presence of the petroleum industry.
While prior research has examined climate activism in Stavanger (Lautrup, 2022; Serensen,

2023), comparative work across regions remains limited, presenting an opportunity my study
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aimed to address. Recruitment, however, proved difficult. After trying to recruit participants
from the area two months before my time in the country, I was only able to meet with two youth
activists from that region of Norway. As a result, I had to abandon this component of my
research design.

While the ICCS dataset provides robust cross-national insights, the sample is weighted
toward European and Latin American countries. Findings may not generalize to regions with
different constitutional traditions or educational governance structures, such as Sub-Saharan
Africa or South Asia. Future research should include a broader set of countries to capture diverse
institutional contexts. I suggest future directions to address this limitation in section

The cross-sectional design limits causal inference. Although EPIC presence correlates
with higher opportunities for environmental learning and eco-citizenship, I cannot conclude that
constitutional rights directly cause these outcomes. Other factors — such as political culture or
curriculum mandates — may mediate this relationship. Longitudinal studies or quasi-experimental
designs could strengthen causal claims.

The qualitative component relied on purposive and snowball sampling, which may
overrepresent highly engaged policy actors and activists. Perspectives from less visible
stakeholders—such as rural educators or non-affiliated youth—are underrepresented. This bias
may amplify narratives of legal mobilization while overlooking everyday civic learning

experiences.

5.4 Agenda for Future Research

The results obtained from this dissertation and their limitations offer promising
opportunities for future research. I propose five research agendas that address some of the

limitations. First, this study only sourced data from ICCS 2016 and focused on OTLEI and eco-
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citizenship as dependent variables. It also only included 22 countries; most located in Europe and
Latin America. This research captures one point in time and analyzes two of many kinds of
environmental learning or behavioral outcomes that may be influenced by the presence of an
EPIC. Social science research would benefit the study of EPICs and whether they influence
environmental behavior and learning outcomes from longitudinal agendas by adding additional
data from other rounds of ICCS (2000 [CIVED], 2009, 2016, and 2022) and robust data available
from other large-scale learning assessments (e.g. PISA and TIMMS). Additionally, several
EPICs, like Norway’s, have been amended within the timespans of ILSA rounds, which may
capture outcome variation before and after the amendment.

Second, the HLM models I estimated in chapter two only consider control variables at the
country and student level. This presents a limitation as to whether additional mediating factors
between EPICs and students matter. Future research can address this in two ways. First, more
complex HLM models may be able to consider three levels of nested data (e.g.
Country/School/Student or Country/Classroom/Student). Future research would benefit from
control variables, including the presence of national environmental education plans (see data
from the Monitoring and Evaluation of Climate Change Project). Second, within ICCS and other
ILSA are data on teachers, principals, and parents. Comparing patterns between students and
family members or students and teachers would help explore broader EPIC and pro-
environmental outcome relationships. This would support past research on the importance of
family and school environment on environmental and climate literacy and action (Madden et al.,
2025; Vaughan et al., 2003).

Third, the field of institutional theory would benefit from replicating the study in chapter

three in other countries. There are several directions that researchers may be interested in. First,
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looking at other countries that adopted an EPIC and whether policy actors utilize the right in
education policymaking. Similarly, research would benefit in better understanding if script
interactions involving EPICs are rare or common occurrences in policymaking. Further,
understanding which scripts inhibited or amplified EPICs and other pro-environmental norms are
worth investigating. Second, conducting a similar study in countries that do not have an EPIC
would help understand what other tools are used by policy actors to justify institutionalizing
environmental education. Lastly, environmental constitutionalism, in some cases, has come into
conflict with indigenous sovereignty and stewardship of the environment (Brondo, 2013; Eimer
& Bartels, 2020). Future research seeking to explore how EPICs in their institutionalization
become sites of contestation would be of worth to engage with anthropocentric claims of
environmental constitutionalism (Amirante & Bagni, 2022).

Fourth, there remains substantially more to learn about the intersection of EPICs,
education, and youth activism. This study presents an initial foray into unpacking the
relationship between youth, rights, education, and the struggle for environmental and climate
justice, but several promising research avenues extend beyond what the data could fully support.
One direction concerns the influence of family members and intergenerational relationships on
youth climate activism (Kessler, 2023; Theodorou, 2023; Trott, 2024b) as well as the dynamics
of rural youth activism (Fincher & Panelli, 2001; Suppers, 2023; Taft, 2011; Walker, 2021), both
of which may shape how young people understand rights, responsibility, and legality. Relatedly,
adding law to the literature on youth activism and emotions would help how youth not only
understand but feel toward environmental law (Kieres & Wettergren, 2017; Pickard, 2021).
Teachers have played a role in past social movements (Alridge, 2020) and future research could

explore the role of teachers in aiding students’ navigation of activism, climate concern, and civic
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participation (Hytten, 2017; Niesz, 2021). Creating education interventions to work with teachers
and local education governance to hear the concerns of youth climate activists and how to patch
the gap of climate knowledge to action would begin to address the growing rift youth activists
are feeling when it comes to their environmental and climate education.

Fifth, the growing trend of youth turning to climate litigation as a social movement tactic
deserves additional research. While activists who participated in this dissertation research were
not part of the court proceedings, there are a growing number of youth climate activists who
have been involved in these cases for several years. Understanding this population's perspectives
on the role of law and participation in these cases would be important to explore their view on
legal mobilization as a tactic. Also, exploring how digital transnational activist networks are used
to learn best practices from these cases would be of interest to social movement scholars keen to
learn more about how youth climate activism tactics may spread through digital movement

networks (Hall, 2022).

5.5 Contribution to Scholarship

This dissertation advances scholarship in comparative education, socio-legal studies, and
world society theory by demonstrating how constitutional environmental rights operate beyond
courts and environmental performance indicators, shaping educational systems and civic life.
First, it contributes theoretically by showing that EPICs matter not merely as legal provisions but
as institutional commitments whose significance emerges through interpretation,
institutionalization, and civic mobilization. By tracing EPICs from constitutional adoption to
policy reform and youth political action, the dissertation reframes environmental constitutional

rights as living instruments that structure learning, citizenship, and accountability.
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Second, it contributes to world society theory by introducing the concept of script
interaction, demonstrating how global environmental and educational norms converge, compete,
and evolve across political moments. Rather than assuming direct effects of global norms, this
research shows that EPICs exert influence through their institutional embedding in policy and
their activation by social actors, offering a more nuanced account of norm sedimentation,
legitimacy, and endurance.

Finally, this dissertation contributes to socio-legal and youth studies by showing how
EPICs shape legal consciousness and civic learning among young people. It highlights how
youth deploy constitutional rights as moral, political, and educational resources—while
simultaneously critiquing law’s limits—thereby illuminating how constitutional rights can foster
civic engagement, democratic resilience, and intergenerational claims-making in the context of
the climate crisis. Together, these contributions demonstrate that EPICs are not simply
constitutional text; they are educational, civic, and political infrastructures through which

societies learn to govern environmental futures.
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Appendix A: EPICs in Countries Participating in ICCS 2016

Belgium (1831; rev. 2014)

Title II, Art. 23(4): “Everyone has the right to lead a life in keeping with human dignity . . .
[including] the right to the protection of a healthy environment.”

Bulgaria (1991; rev. 2015)

Ch. 2, Art. 55: “Everyone shall have the right to a healthy and favorable environment
corresponding to established standards and norms. They shall protect the environment.”

Chile (1980; rev. 2015)

Ch. III, Art. 19(8): “The Constitution guarantees all persons . . . [t]he right to live in an
environment free of contamination. It is the duty of the State to ensure that this right is not
jeopardized and to promote the preservation of nature. . . .”

Colombia (1991; rev. 2015)

Title 11, Ch. III, Art. 79: “Every individual has the right to enjoy a healthy environment.”
Dominican Republic (2015)

Title 11, Ch. I, Sec. IV, Art. 67(1): “All people have the right, both individually and collectively,
to the use and sustainable enjoyment of natural resources, to live in an environment that is
healthy, ecologically balanced, and adequate for the development and preservation of the
different forms of life, scenery and nature.”

Latvia (1922; rev. 2016)

Ch. VIII, Art. 115: “The state shall protect the right of everyone to live in a benevolent
environment, by providing information about environmental conditions and by promoting the
preservation and improvement of the environment.”

Mexico (1917; rev. 2015)

Title One, Ch. I, Art. 4: “Any person has the right to a healthy environment for his/her own
development and well-being. The State will guarantee the respect to such right. Environmental
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damage and deterioration will generate a liability for whoever provokes them in terms of the
provisions by the law.”

Norway (1814; rev. 2016)

Section E, Art. 112: “Every person has a right to an environment that is conducive to health and
to natural surroundings whose productivity and diversity are preserved.”

Peru (1993; rev. 2021)

Title I, Ch. I, Art. 2(22): “Every person has the right . . . to a balanced and appropriate
environment for the development of his life.”

South Korea (1948; rev. 1987)

Ch. II, Art. 35(1): “All citizens shall have the right to a healthy and pleasant environment.”
Russia (1993; rev. 2014)

Section One, Ch. 2, Art. 42: “Everyone shall have the right to a favourable environment, reliable
information on the state of the environment and compensation for damage caused to his (her)
health and property by violations of environmental laws.”

Slovenia (1991; rev. 2016)

Section III, Art. 72: “Everyone has the right in accordance with the law to a healthy living
environment.”
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Appendix B: ICCS 2016 OTLEI and Eco-citizenship Variables

Opportunity to Learn About Environmental Issues:
1. At school, to what extent have you learned: How to protect the environment?
Scale — 4. To a large extent 3. To a moderate extent, 2 to a small extent, 1. Not at all

2. At school, have you ever done: participating in an activity to make school more environmentally
friendly?

Scale- 3. The last twelve months 2. More than a year ago 1. No, I have never done this
3. Have you ever been involved: An environmental action group or organization?

Scale- 3. The last twelve months 2. More than a year ago 1. No, I have never done this
Eco-Citizenship
How important is the following behaviour: Taking part in activities to protect the environment?

Scale — 4. Very important 3. Quite important , 2. Not very important, 1. Not important at all
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Appendix C: Policy Maker Interview Protocol

1. What is your current role and how long have you been in the role?

2. What past professional roles have you held that have prepared you for this current role?

3. From what sources do you get your information about the state of the environment?

a. In your own formal education, can you describe a memorable experience learning
about the environment or climate change?
b. Do you think it impacts your work today? How so?

4. How would you describe Norway's commitment to addressing environmental degradation
and climate change? Given the interconnectedness of our world, could you address its
commitments on sub-national regional, national and international levels?

5. Could you tell me a bit about Norway's commitment to addressing environmental
degradation and climate change through education?

a. There is a debate in my field about the current state of youth civic engagement.
Some say that youth are becoming more apathetic while others are saying their
ways of civically engaging are changing, what do you think?

6. From your perspective, how well do you think Norway is doing in protecting its natural
environment?

a. What are particular policies or programs in Norway that you consider are doing
well when it comes to informing the public on the state of the environment?

7. To your knowledge, what is the history of Norway’s adoption of Article 112 or Norway's
constitutional environmental right?

a. How do you understand this right?

b. Who or what ensures that this right is being protected?

c. What is the relationship between your work on the environment and this right?
d. Policy-wise, where do you see this right being implemented?

8. We know that climate change is primarily caused by human behavior, how do you think
about Norway's environmental constitutional right in guiding citizen behavior?

a. What impact do you see this right making in policy making in Norway, if at all?

9. What does environmental citizenship mean to you?

a. What knowledge, skills, or behaviors are essential for citizens who are prepared to
protect Norway’s environment?
b. How do you describe environmental activism?
i.  What do you make of the rise of youth environmental activism globally
and in Norway?
ii. How would you describe their core demands?
c. Can you identify three major roadblocks that stand in the way of Norway
achieving its Nationally Determined Constitutions?

10. What role do you think youth should be playing in supporting Norway in achieving its

environmental goals?
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a. What do you think youth should be learning in schools to protect the
environment?
11. What role do you think local municipalities/governance play in delivering environmental
rights?
12. Are there factors or actors that benefit or inhibit their direct or discursive effects?
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Appendix D: Activist Interview Protocol

1. How long have you been a college student? (if a college students)

2. Tell me about yourself and your family?

3. Are you or have you been part of any environmental social movement organizations or
environmental non-governmental organizations?

1. If so, what was your experience and how did you participate?

2. What moment/experience led you to join the environmental social movement
organization or environmental NGO?

3. Why did you decide to become involved? What keeps you involved?

4. In what ways do you think your participation is having a positive impact on
protecting the environment?

4. How do you think Norway is doing in terms of protecting the environment?

1. Locally

2. Nationally

5. What is an environmental activist?

1. Do you identify as an environmental activist?

2. In what ways do you participate in environmental activism?

i.  What does it mean for you to be an environmental activist?

6. How have you seen Norwegian policymakers care about the environment and climate
change?

7. When you think about your education in Norway, how were you educated about the
environment?

1. What do you think is important for students to learn to protect the environment?

2. Can you describe a time when you had a formative experience in nature? What
happened and why was it meaningful?

3. Norway has a constitutional right to the environment. What do you know about
the right? (If the participant hasn’t seen it or would like a refresher of its contents,
the interviewer will show them the EPIC on a piece of paper).

i. Have you learned about it in school or elsewhere?

ii. In what ways have you seen the EPIC in action, directly or more in the
spirit of the right?

iii. Do you feel like this right is protected for all Norwegian people?

4. Who do you think should be primarily responsible for protecting the environment
in Norway? Currently, who do you think does the most to protect the environment
in Norway?

8. Norway is considered one of the greenest countries in the world with ambitions.
environmental goals. In what ways do you feel responsible for supporting the country to
achieve its environmental goals as a Norwegian citizen?

9. We hear a lot about the rise of youth environmental activism, in what ways have you seen
this kind of activism in Norway? Do you think it is effective?
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10. We know that education is not uniform, and many factors influence what students learn.
What three factors do you think would make the most difference between two
individuals’ environmental education in Norway?
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Appendix E: IRB Approval

TEACHERS COLLEGE
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

Teachers College IRB Exempt Study Approval

To: Darren Rabinowitz
From: Justin Brown, Research Compliance Manager
Subject: IRB Approval: 24-358 Protocol
Date: 06/27/2024

Thank you for submitting your study entitled, "Environmental Provisions in Constitutions (EPICs) to Citizenship Action: Do National
Environmental Rights Matter in Education and Activism?;" the IRB has determined that your study is Exempt from committee review (Category
2) on 06/27/2024.

Please keep in mind that the IRB Committee must be contacted if there are any changes to your research protocol. The number assigned to
your protocol is 24-358. Feel free to contact the IRB Office by using the "Messages" option in the electronic Mentor IRB system if you have any
questions about this protocol.

Please note that your Consent form bears an official IRB authorization stamp and is attached to this email. Copies of this form
with the IRB stamp must be used for your research work. Further, all research recruitment materials must include the study's IRB-
approved protocol number.

As the Pl of record for this protocol, you are required to:

e Use current, up-to-date IRB approved documents

« Ensure all study staff and their CIT| certifications are on record with the IRB

« Notify the IRB of any changes or modifications to your study procedures

« Alert the IRB of any adverse events

You are also required to respond if the IRB communicates with you directly about any aspect of your protocol. Failure to adhere to your
responsibilities as a study Pl can result in action by the IRB up to and including suspension of your approval and cessation of your research.

You can retrieve a PDF copy of this approval letter from Mentor IRB.
Best wishes for your research work.

Sincerely,

Justin Brown,

Research Compliance Manager
irbomanager@tc.columbia.edu
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