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T
he notion of emergency has become prominent in contem-
porary sustainability science and politics. Sustainability 
issues, especially climate change and biodiversity loss, are 

increasingly declared as society-wide emergencies by scientists, 
civil society groups, cities, national governments and interna-
tional organizations in an attempt to focus attention and accelerate 
action. Only five years after the first climate emergency declaration 
in 2016, almost 2,000 such declarations have been issued (https://
climateemergencydeclaration.org). At the same time, acute and 
unprecedented climate change-related impacts (for example, wild-
fires, droughts, floods) are occurring with increasing frequency and 
magnitude, creating sharply felt emergencies in specific locations, 
and anxiety about the futures they portend. An emergency frame 
is a sense-making lens that conveys the meaning that a given set 
of circumstances constitutes an emergency. However, the conse-
quences of using emergency frames in sustainability governance are 
complex, and, so far, not well understood. Moreover, the strategic 
deployment of emergency frames is contentious. While the urgency 
and irreversibility of unfolding global environmental changes are 
highlighted as justification, scholars disagree about the implications 
and merits of emergency frames for advancing collective action, and 
sometimes even strongly caution against it. Making sense of this 
contradictory picture requires a critical synthesis of the diverse pos-
sible effects of emergency frames to inform effective and politically 
astute responses.

The political effects of emergency frames may vary across differ-
ent times, places and issue domains, and depending on who mobi-
lizes this framing. For example, emergency frames may convey the 
urgency necessary to avoid further destruction of the environment 
and promote positive action1, thereby opening up new political pos-
sibilities for consensual sustainability action. But emergency frames 
may also polarize debates2, lead to public fatigue over time, trig-
ger political defensiveness or even enable power grabs. Different 
scholarly disciplines and fields identify various fragmented aspects 
of this picture, creating ambiguity and conflicting claims about the 
normative merit of emergency frames and, worryingly, their actual 

empirical effects. Therefore, whether emergency frames are condu-
cive or counterproductive to mobilizing sustainability action—and 
ultimately societal transformations—is not clear. Despite grow-
ing attention to the emergence of emergency frames, there is a 
lack of systematic understanding of their effects in sustainability 
governance, as well as their variation within and across contexts. 
Furthermore, experiences under the coronavirus disease 2019 
(COVID-19) pandemic give new impetus for understanding the 
range of effects that might arise under emergency involving govern-
mental, social and even military actions.

This Review synthesizes interdisciplinary insights concerning 
the political effects of emergency frames across diverse but frag-
mented disciplines. This material draws from: political science 
(22.1%), sustainability science (16.8%), policy studies (13.3%), soci-
ology (12.4%), human geography (10.6%), social psychology (8.8%) 
and others (including law and human rights, science and technol-
ogy studies, science communication; 15.9%) (Supplementary Note 
1). The focus is on emergency frames in the field of environmental 
sustainability, but also draws on insights from other substantive 
fields (for example, disaster/crisis, social justice, security studies, 
COVID-19) where this is particularly relevant for understand-
ing the political effects of emergency frames in sustainability. This 
enables an interdisciplinary review of the specific issue of emer-
gency in sustainability to uncover diverse insights on this topic and 
provide a foundation for future work.

The methodology involved: (1) an exploratory dialogue with 
a global interdisciplinary group of approximately 50 social scien-
tists at the 2020 Virtual Forum on Earth System Governance (16 
September 2020) to inductively identify key themes; (2) structured 
literature searches to identify relevant issues and debates; and (3) 
interpretive review3 among the interdisciplinary author team to 
identify key effects and debates. The material reviewed was evenly 
split between speculative work (that is, primarily conceptual and/
or opinion; 49.6%) and empirically informed work (that is, empiri-
cal using original data 28.7% or synthesis compiling existing data 
21.7%; 50.4%) (Supplementary Note 1). Our findings result in a 
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typology comprising five dimensions of variation in the political 
effects of emergency frames: (1) engagement among mass publics; 
(2) empowerment or disempowerment of social actors; (3) shifts 
in formal political authority; (4) reshaping of discourse; and (5) 
impacts on institutions. The overall implication is that sustainabil-
ity scholars, policymakers and civil society should not be too quick 
to embrace nor discard the notion of emergency, as its utility may 
vary across contexts (for example, in interplay with existing debates, 
and depending on the presence of safeguards against adverse conse-
quences) and over time (for example, short-term versus long-term 
role in stimulating and reinforcing societal transformations).

Emergency frames
This section first empirically profiles the attention on emergency in 
current sustainability debates, and then elaborates on the notion of 
an emergency frame and its attributes.

Emergency in contemporary sustainability. The use of emergency 
frames occurs in two distinct ways in contemporary sustainabil-
ity science and politics. First, emergency frames are employed in 
response to acute issues. Examples include the ‘day zero’ water cri-
sis in Cape Town in 20184, unprecedented wildfires in Australia in 
2019–20205, major wildfires in the Amazon (2019–2020) and the 
western United States (2020), and recent climate change-related 
disasters in India in 2018–2019, including a ‘day zero’ water crisis 
in Chennai and devastating floods in Kerala. Second, emergency 
frames are now being deployed as a strategic tool to mobilize atten-
tion, resources and effort to address an issue for which action is lag-
ging. Examples include climate emergency declarations issued by 
scientists6–8, social movements9–12, cities and municipalities13–15, and 
parliaments, and also recently declarations of a biodiversity emer-
gency1,16. The United Nations Environment Programme has been 
labelling both climate change and biodiversity as emergencies on 
its websites since 2019, and issued a report to “tackle the climate, 
biodiversity and pollution emergencies” in 202117. Furthermore, 
in a state of the planet address in December 2020, United Nations 
Secretary-General António Guterres declared a climate and biodi-
versity emergency, normalizing these frames within the multilat-
eral governance arena. Illustrative examples of these two ways of 
employing emergency frames are given in Table 1.

Climate emergency frames are becoming especially prominent, as 
reflected in the results of a survey conducted by the United Nations 
Development Programme in 2020, which found that 64% of people 
around the world thought of climate change as an emergency18. The 
diffusion of emergency frames has multiple drivers, both scientific 
(for example, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC)’s Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5 °C in 20182,6) and 
socio-political (for example, social mobilization by climate move-
ments). Importantly, emergency frames have a history in domains 
beyond sustainability, most obviously in relation to the COVID-
19 pandemic19,20, but also in disaster management21–24, security25,26, 
migration27 and even colonialism28,29. The politics of emergency 
frames in sustainability is, therefore, unavoidably entangled with 
broader issues and debates.

Conceptualizing emergency frames. A ‘frame’ refers to an inter-
pretive lens, comprising symbols, categorizations and stories for 
delimiting and making sense of an issue by providing comprehen-
sion and suggesting responses30,31. The concept of frames emerged 
within multiple disciplines, including language studies, sociology, 
psychology and political science32. A frame conveys the essence 
of a controversy33, shaping how controversies are dealt with by 
highlighting certain features of an issue but obscuring others34. 
Framing influences attitudes and behaviours of individuals and 
groups on political issues35. As such, frame competitions can arise22, 
which may risk capture by political elites but can also afford new  

opportunities to comprehend problems through challenges to dom-
inant frames. However, any single frame can have varying effects on 
people, depending on, for example, their ideological affiliation36, as 
observed in climate policy37,38.

An emergency frame is a way of constructing a political issue as 
exceptional and urgent, which demands action to avoid catastro-
phe7,29,39. Frames have been found to play a key role in the politics 
of disasters/crises40, as various actors use frames to politicize events 
and assign or deflect blame41,42. Declarations of emergency may also 
enable the allocation of extraordinary powers and shifts in authority 
(including to unelected officials). Yet, defining what exactly consti-
tutes an emergency is not straightforward, especially for emergen-
cies that are more open-ended. For example, in climate emergency 
declarations, framing work involves ‘crisification’2, invoking specific 
qualities of unpredictability, irreversibility, rapid change and critical 
juncture43, but importantly also hope43 that action can lead to better 
outcomes. Recently, multiple emergency frames are being bundled 
(for example, climate and biodiversity as interconnected emergen-
cies44, climate change as a public health8,45 and human rights46 emer-
gency, links between climate change and racism47).

The notion of ‘emergency’ emphasizes a need for action or 
response to an acute threat or crisis. Yet, the very notion of emergency 
makes subtle assumptions about normalcy in the face of such threats. 
For emergency-as-reaction, the typical imperative is for a return to 
pre-existing conditions43. In contrast, emergency-as-strategy typi-
cally assumes the untenability of the status quo, where this status 
quo is ‘othered’ to observe its pathology and choose anew. In other 
words, emergency-as-strategy is about creating an exception to the 
norm as a political intervention to make an existing situation visible 
in a new way. Thus, despite emergency frames being central in both 
situations, the politics of emergency may be very different, particu-
larly since climate or biodiversity emergencies are open-ended and 
without quick resolution, suggesting ongoing political struggles and 
complex consequences. Nonetheless, emergency-as-reaction may 
also have potentially far-reaching consequences, as witnessed dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic with reconfigurations of legal author-
ity, expanded use of militaries in domestic tasks and expanded 
surveillance19,48,49.

Who is involved in defining an emergency is inherently political. 
This may involve networks of experts, the media, politicians and the 
general public. The construction of an emergency frame involves 
sense-making (that is, articulation and promotion of an explana-
tory narrative) within uncertain situations and incomplete infor-
mation50,51. From a social constructivist perspective, emergencies 
are not treated as objectively existing, but rather as co-constructed 
through shared experiences, perceptions and communications 
of threat and urgency24,52. Elite capture of such deliberations can, 
however, lead to a singular focus and reductive logic that overlooks 
trade-offs across diverse issues in heterogeneous societies, and also 
privileges centralized state responses over pluralistic responses that 
could ultimately be more effective53–55. Notably for climate emer-
gency, actors outside the mainstream (for example, youth move-
ments and small local governments13,15) have played a crucial role, 
often closely tied to cognate demands for justice and equality. These 
demands have been embedded in the ‘green (new) deals’ currently 
debated in Europe56 and North America57. Clearly power plays a 
role in framing emergencies, but this may be more complex than 
simply reinforcing pre-existing asymmetries, suggesting that power 
should be seen within a longer-term perspective of evolving politi-
cal struggle, that is, over which emergency, for whom and according 
to whom?

Also bound up in the notion of emergency are claims about 
the pace and scale of response. Emergency frames imply a need 
for rapid and substantive action that matches the scale of threat. 
For emergency-as-reaction, responses often attempt to overcome 
immediate danger, although doing so may require transformative 
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action to address root causes of vulnerability58. There are also wide-
spread examples of responses to emergency-as-reaction being used 
to advance the political goals of powerful incumbent actors (for 
example, public education reforms in New Orleans post-Hurricane 
Katrina)59. For emergency-as-strategy, the deployment of emer-
gency frames is geared towards stimulating urgency (for example, 
speed) and increased ambition of action in the absence of immedi-
ate danger. Thus, a key difference between emergency-as-reaction 
and emergency-as-strategy is that the former centres on a response 
to impacts that have manifestly occurred, whereas the latter stra-
tegically aims to avoid impacts in the future. These stances can 
become enmeshed, as shown in the cases of the Australian wild-
fires and water-related crises in India (Table 1) where specific cri-
sis events came to support the strategic deployment of emergency 
frames, through locating the source of crises within broader narra-
tives about climate emergency.

Variation in political effects
The political effects of emergency frames were found to vary across 
five key dimensions (Fig. 1): (1) engagement among mass publics, 
including affect, emotions and arousal, motivations, and behav-
iours; (2) empowerment or disempowerment of actors, includ-
ing ability to accomplish tasks, influence over others and patterns 
of inclusion/exclusion; (3) exercise of formal political authority, 
including effects on rule of law, consent/legitimacy and democratic 
accountability; (4) reshaping of discourse, including effects on pub-
lic attention, political imaginaries and embedding of new ideas (for 
example, transformation); and (5) impacts on institutions, includ-
ing strengthening or weakening existing institutions, and new 
mechanisms of steering. This typology enables systematic analysis 
of variation in effects, both within individual cases and compara-
tively as illustrated in Boxes 1–3, which can support the derivation 
of contextually grounded policy implications.

Table 1 | Illustrative empirical cases of emergency frames in sustainability

Case Nature of emergency Context Key actors

Emergency-as-reaction

‘Black Summer’ wildfires 
in Australia (2019–2020)

• Major wildfires with 
unprecedented impact and 
duration
• Formal state of emergency 
declared several times by state 
and territory governments
• Discursively linked by some to 
climate emergency98

• 2019 was the hottest and 
driest year on record
• Fires now being attributed to 
climate change111

• Increase in public concern 
about climate change112

• Governments (state/territory, national)
• Rural fire service (voluntary)
• Australian Defence Force
• Public health system
• Communities
• Local businesses

Floods in Kerala and ‘day 
zero’ drought in Chennai, 
India (2018–2019)

• Record floods in Kerala in 2018 
and severe drought in Chennai in 
2019 placed spotlight on climate 
impacts and risks
• Climate emergency invoked by 
some actors, but also debated 
due to other vulnerabilities 
(for example, development, 
regulatory, preparedness)

• Emergency somewhat 
normalized due to frequent 
disasters and losses
• Emergency arrangements 
evolving over time from colonial 
origins
• Climate vulnerability 
increasingly recognized 
rhetorically but policy changes 
typically small
• Governance failures (for 
example, violations of 
regulations113)

• Governments (local, state, national)
• Specific agencies (for example, State Disaster 
Management Authority)
• Non-governmental organizations (local and 
international)
• Civil society initiatives (for example, fishermen)
• Private actors (for example, water providers)

Emergency-as-strategy

Climate emergency 
declarations 
(2016–present)

• Climate emergency declared by 
an increasing number of actors in 
response to mismatch between 
scale/pace of policy action and 
climate risks identified by science
• Aim to stimulate rapid and 
ambitious action to avoid future 
impacts and changes

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

• Scientists
• Governments and/or parliaments (local, national, 
supranational)
• United Nations
• Social movements (for example, Fridays For Future, 
Extinction Rebellion)
• Professional associations (for example, engineers, 
architects)
• Businesses
• Educational bodies

Biodiversity emergency 
declarations 
(~2019–present)

• Biodiversity emergency 
articulated by scientists in 
response to accelerating rates 
of ecosystem destruction and 
biodiversity loss
• Sometimes framed as a twin 
emergency of biodiversity and 
climate change, drawing attention 
to human health and well-being16

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

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

• Scientists
• United Nations Environment Programme and United 
Nations Environmental Assembly
• National governments (Ireland)
• Social movements (for example, Extinction Rebellion)
• Professional associations (for example, architects, 
construction)

NATURE SUSTAINABILITY | VOL 4 | OCTOBER 2021 | 841–850 | www.nature.com/natsustain 843

http://www.nature.com/natsustain


REVIEW ARTICLE NATURE SUSTAINABILITY

Engagement among mass publics. Emergency frames typically aim 
to increase the engagement of mass publics by generating attention 
and political activism, changing perceptions of urgency and risk, 
and building support for action. This can have complex psycho-
logical and cognitive consequences, involving affect (that is, state of 
mind and bodily experience), emotions and psychological arousal 
(for example, distress, excitement), which influence motivation for 
action. Engagement may increase or decrease, and vary for different 
individuals and groups.

Emergency frames can be energizing, as witnessed by the diffu-
sion of climate emergency declarations and school student strikes, 
which can imbue inspiration, hope43 and a sense of efficacy60. But 
emergency frames can also be emotionally draining and create 
exhaustion, anxiety, guilt and fear2,11,61,62. Fear can have ambiguous 
and sometimes counterproductive effects on motivation to act63,64. 
Research on climate change and fear reveals that existential threats 
can “increase commitment to one’s worldview, self-esteem, and rela-
tionships, and increase defence of these entities when threatened”65. 
In such situations, people are likely to cling to existing thoughts, val-
ues and ideology, regardless of necessary action to address the cri-
sis. Existential fear can also trigger increased commitment to action 
from those already concerned about certain issues, such as protest 
or the pursuit of goals that outlive individuals (for example, change 
in legislation, new infrastructure)66. Recently, some scholars have 
questioned whether concerns about fear-based messaging are over-
stated67, suggesting the need to strike a balance between animating 
a sense of urgency and triggering denial or inaction2.

Typically, the notion of emergency is associated with a threat 
to survival or health, triggering heightened states of psychological 
arousal (for example, distress, excitement). However, arousal is a 
threshold property, and overwhelming this threshold closes down 
the capability to respond68. In cases of emergency-as-reaction, 
arousal is important to address an immediate threat. In cases of 
emergency-as-strategy, arousal will be difficult to sustain and could 
risk overwhelming some people with distress even while animat-
ing others. Arousal is related to the sense of urgency invoked by 
emergency. Yet, there is ambiguous evidence regarding the effect of 
time pressure on behavioural responses, including risk of inaction 
caused by optimism bias67,69 or increased willingness to cope with 
risk70. Under COVID-19, frustrations with sustained restrictions 
have emerged, even where initial solidarity was present. This sug-
gests that motivation for collective action in response to sustained 
crises may erode over time (although evidence here is ambiguous71). 
Mismatches between rhetoric and action could also have adverse 
motivational consequences for mass publics (for example, disap-
pointment, resignation), which could undermine the potential for 
future public ambition—what if the measure of last resort has been 
exhausted without the desired effects?

The deployment of emergency frames is underpinned by an 
assumption that recognizing emergency will promote radical 
responses, including individual behaviour change, norm following 
and policy support. While this could occur for emergency-as-reaction 
where behavioural responses are temporary, scholarly literature is 
mixed as to whether emergency-as-strategy will have similar effects. 
For example, despite widespread apocalyptic language in climate 
communication, policy interventions rarely move beyond techno-
cratic, incremental interventions72. Dystopic imagery appears to 
have limited ability to change individual actions64,73,74. Elsewhere, a 
‘boomerang effect’ has been observed in areas such as health and 
anti-littering campaigns, where psychological reactance or asser-
tions of freedom increases the behaviour that is intended to be 
reduced75. Conversely, exposure to emergency frames (for example, 
as measured by familiarity with Greta Thunberg) may increase the 
propensity to engage in climate activism60. This suggests a complex 
range of possible consequences for engagement among mass pub-
lics, and variation among social groups (for example, based on gen-
der and cultural worldview)76.

Empowerment or disempowerment of actors. Empowerment 
or disempowerment of actors refers to shifts in power that either 
increase (empower) or decrease (disempower) the power of a par-
ticular actor relative to others. This centres on the ‘power to’ accom-
plish tasks, as contrasted against ‘power with’ (that is, cooperation) 
or ‘power over’ others (that is, domination)77. Emergency frames 
may have different consequences for different actors, relating to the 
ability to accomplish tasks, level of influence over others and pat-
terns of inclusion/exclusion.

Empowerment/disempowerment is shaped by the type of emer-
gency frame deployed. For example, different combinations of 
actors and goals are involved in the emergency-as-reaction and 
emergency-as-strategy cases in Table 1. Emergency-as-reaction may 
empower those with existing responsibility for emergency response 
(for example, emergency services, certain government agencies, 
non-governmental organizations) through the wielding of formal 
powers and moral authority. The pressure to ‘return to normal’ may 
disempower those seeking ambitious changes or a radical break with 
the past. Emergency-as-strategy may empower new actors seeking 
to claim authoritative status (for example, scientists) and influence 
other actors (for example, social movements), or create a mandate 
for decisive action (for example, governments/parliaments). This 
approach also seeks to disempower those opposing radical action 
(for example, certain businesses, lobbyists, politicians).

Through mobilizing climate emergency frames, new actors 
seek influence in climate debates. Perhaps most prominently, 
Fridays For Future has elevated school students as a new category 
of actors through claiming (moral) power of youth, undermining 
that of existing leaders10. Extinction Rebellion has also become 
prominent in some countries. These actors argue that a climate 
and biodiversity emergency warrants extraordinary mobilization of 
attention and resources7. While they have received public attention 
and made some political gains (for example, creation of a UK citi-
zen’s climate assembly), it is unclear whether they have mobilized 
necessary resources or power to create systemic political change. 
Furthermore, there have been struggles over empowerment. For 
example, in Australia, the credibility and authority of ‘youth’ has 
been challenged by actors holding formal authority (for example, 
the prime minister)78.

Further insights regarding emergency-as-strategy arise in the 
context of racism, colonization and violence. Black Lives Matter 
activists deployed the idea of emergency to draw attention to the 
normalization of ordinary violence in the context of institutional-
ized racism. Here, “naming a state of emergency is to recognize and 
interrupt an already existing condition of existence that mixes the 
endemic and evental”43. The act of declaring an emergency is used 

Emergency frames

in sustainability

Engagement among mass publics

• Affect, emotions, arousal
• Motivations
• Behavioural responses

Empowerment or disempowerment

• Ability to accomplish tasks
• Level of influence over others
• Patterns of inclusion/exclusion

Impacts on institutions

• Strengthen existing institutions
• Weaken existing institutions
• Mechanisms of steering action

Exercise of formal political authority
• Rule of law
• Consent/legitimacy
• Democratic accountability

Reshaping of discourse
• Public attention
• Political imaginaries
• Embedding new ideas

Fig. 1 | Emergency frames in sustainability. The political effects of 

emergency frames vary across five key dimensions.
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to build recognition of unendurable conditions of life that have long 
been ignored or denied. Indigenous studies scholars have criticized 
the deployment of emergency frames that rely on settler colonial 
social structures and deny the legacy of violence and loss experi-
enced by Indigenous peoples79. These insights show that the poten-
tial for empowerment/disempowerment through emergency frames 
is contingent on broader social structures (for example, institution-
alized racism, histories), but also the possibilities for society-wide 
action that may arise through naming long-ignored circumstances.

Relatedly, emergency frames may also resonate with longer-term 
patterns of inclusion/exclusion. Emergency frames demanding 
sweeping action by government could afford political coverage 
for unpopular actions and overcome veto points59. Yet, poor and/
or minority communities may lose voice if emergency frames are 
oriented towards quick fixes53. For example, within international 
development, emergency frames have been criticized for poten-
tially undermining developing states’ sovereignty and reinforcing 
inequalities80. This suggests tensions between emergency frames 
that empower certain actors while disempowering others.

Exercise of formal political authority. Exercise of formal politi-
cal authority refers to instances where governments compel other 
actors to take action, through formal or normative authority. While 
this dimension partially overlaps with empowerment/disempow-
erment (which focuses on the relative balance in power between 
actors), the exercise of formal political authority relates to the use or 
intensification of power by a particular (core) actor: government. It 
thus centres on ‘power over’ others (for example, domination, exer-
cise or threat of violence)77, relating to issues of rule of law, consent/
legitimacy and democratic accountability.

Emergency-as-reaction may bolster the political authority of 
governments in a particular crisis. However, this is unlikely to be 
straightforward as seen, for example, by the Brazilian government’s 
recent efforts to downplay major fires in the Amazon and associ-
ated resistance to emergency action. On the other hand, the unprec-
edented imposition of restrictions within COVID-19 pandemic 
responses across many areas of social life (for example, gathering, 
work, travel) shows that swift and radical action is possible. Yet, 
over time the legitimacy of these restrictions may erode. In rela-
tion to emergency-as-strategy, governments may resist adopting cli-
mate emergency stances to avoid expectations for swift and strong 
action. For example, despite the unprecedented scale and impact 
of the Australian wildfires in 2019–2020, the national government 
has resisted calls for climate action (Table 1) and dismissed students 
declaring climate emergency (see previous section). Under condi-
tions of emergency, such as COVID-19, governments may extend 
authority into new areas (for example, surveillance), which may be 
in tension with liberal values48. Moreover, a legitimacy gap could 
arise if actions in response to a declared emergency are not pro-
portionate to the scale of the threat—a dynamic already becoming 
visible where these declarations have been made by governments.

Many scholars express concerns over the democratic implica-
tions of emergency frames. A frequently raised issue is threats stem-
ming from rapid decisions that foreclose democratic deliberation, 
fast-track action, and remove normal checks and balances29,39,49. 
Some argue that this can lead to new forms of control, potentially 
advancing securitized or militarized responses81. Within secu-
rity studies, emergency governance is associated with overcoming 
constraints of the rule of law. This raises questions about the use 
of emergency frames, particularly under extended or permanent 
states of emergency25,29, and where emergency tools extend into 
non-traditional domains25,26 such as sustainability. Scholars in the 
‘Copenhagen School’ draw attention to the ways in which speech 
acts can lead to an issue being portrayed as a security threat and 
‘securitized’, thereby permitting extraordinary measures to be 
taken82. Emergency powers can enable state control over issues 
through means of violence, for example, to repress insurgencies 
or unrest. A historical perspective on states of emergency reveals 
the appropriation of the concept by capitalist and colonial states 
to repress class struggles and quell popular mobilization29. This 
legacy underlies many concerns regarding emergency declarations 
adopted as a state-led political strategy, due to tensions with liberal 
democratic values19,49. Nonetheless, while framing climate change as 
an emergency is viewed as an indicator of securitization by some83,84, 
others find limited evidence of this85.

Similar concerns in sustainability have arisen about whether the 
narrow framing of ‘climate emergency’ empowers a technocratic 
elite and undermines a plurality of goals and political creativity 
necessary to address justice and well-being concerns bound up in 
sustainability53,54. Deploying emergency-as-strategy could normal-
ize a pre-emptive logic that could “close down debate and legitimize 
otherwise unpalatable options”86. Conversely, declarations of emer-
gency that emerge from civil society may be viewed as a democra-
tization of governance within gridlocked political systems. A recent 
review of climate emergency declarations by municipalities found no 
tendency towards authoritarian governance. Rather, participation 

Box 1 | ‘Black Summer’ wildfires in Australia (2019–2020)

In 2019–2020, Australia faced unprecedented �re conditions. 
Following the hottest and driest year on record, the �re season 
started two months early and ended with major �res across 
the southeast burning 24 million hectares. �irty-three peo-
ple died as a direct result of �res and an estimated 400+ more 
from smoke-related respiratory issues. Over 3,000 homes were 
destroyed with over AUS$10 billion in �nancial impacts, and 
nearly 3 billion animals were killed or displaced. �e scale and 
magnitude of Black Summer �res was unparalleled, triggering 
multiple declarations of a state of emergency. Emergency man-
agement in Australia is the remit of the states and territories, but 
these events placed substantial pressure on the federal govern-
ment to respond. �e military was called in to support evacua-
tion and response.

�e intensity of the �res111 and lack of national leadership on 
climate change triggered fractured political debates concerning 
climate policy, hazard reduction burning and the extent to which 
the �res were exacerbated by ‘pro-environmental’ policies. 
�e �res increased concern among Australians about climate 
change112, and led to widespread protests and growing calls for 
the declaration of a climate emergency98. Government rhetoric 
on climate change shi�ed to emphasize resilience and adaptation 
but with limited discussion concerning mitigation112.

�is case demonstrates both emergency-as-response and 
emergency-as-strategy. In multiple cities, people became 
aware of health impacts of smoke, leading to calls of a ‘health 
emergency’ under climate change115, and increasing public 
support for action112 (engagement). Despite its reluctance, the 
Australian Defence Force was used for humanitarian and disaster 
relief, giving the military an increased role81 (empowerment). 
�e emergency declaration powers of the national government 
are likely to increase following a post-disaster inquiry that 
recommended such powers would assist with signalling the 
severity of a crisis and making actions more transparent5 
(political authority). �e national government sought to re-focus 
attention on resilience, adaptation and forest management rather 
than climate mitigation81,112, for example, by excluding the latter 
from the post-disaster inquiry. While the long-term e�ects are 
not yet known, public anger, frustration and trauma could create 
shi�s in public discourse (discourse). �e post-disaster inquiry 
recommended various institutional changes relating exclusively 
to emergency response capacity, such as new advisory bodies, 
and a review of the role of the defence force (institutions).
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was shaped by the history of engagement, type of political system 
and role of civil society in shaping political outcomes85. Moreover, a 
key question for emergency frames in sustainability is whether they 
are expected to usher in new modes of decision-making, or simply 
faster decision-making using existing political authority.

Reshaping of discourse. Discourse involves broad sets of ideas and 
conceptual schema by which meaning is communicated, which 
are reproduced or transformed through social practices87. While a 
frame is a specific interpretive device, discourse refers to the broader 
landscape of ideas and practices within which specific frames are 
situated. An emergency frame might reinforce or conflict with a 
dominant discourse, or influence the relationship between compet-
ing discourses (for example, directing public attention, introducing 
new imaginaries, embedding new ideas).

Emergency frames may contribute to reshaping dominant dis-
courses (for example, business as usual), but this is not guaran-
teed. For emergency-as-reaction, such frames may fail to reshape 
existing discourse if they simply focus on returning to normal 

(see the Australian and Indian cases in Table 1). In contrast, 
emergency-as-strategy seeks to disrupt discursive stability, although 
it also contends with open-ended issues that lack a clear beginning 
or end and may not fit typical public understandings of an emer-
gency. For example, ‘crisification’ of climate change may have been 
a key factor influencing discourse informing the Paris Agreement88. 
But policy scholars have long observed that public attention is 
ephemeral89, and argued that emergency involves struggle over 
meaning90. Thus, emergency frames may require ongoing political 
work to sustain discursive effects. Whether this will occur for cur-
rent claims about climate and biodiversity emergencies is unclear 
because discourse change takes time.

Emergency frames can also introduce new imaginaries. These are 
(largely subconscious) images of the past or future imbued with mean-
ing, narrative and norms about a community91, which make sense of 
changes beyond immediate experience92,93. Emergency-as-strategy 
has been criticized for reflecting technocratic53,54 and even apocalyp-
tic94 imaginaries, which fail to generate alternative ideas about the 
future. The language “depicts the future to be both utterly uncertain 
and yet eschatological…[where] The next catastrophe is certain, 
but until it will have happened one cannot predict anything about 
it”95. Emergency frames risk obscuring root causes (for example, 
capitalism, viewing nature as an inexhaustible resource) through 
imaginaries involving rapid solutions that perpetuate the status quo, 
potentially fostering a depoliticized discourse that is void of imagi-
nation79,96. Yet, emergency can also invoke imaginaries that break 
with the past and create hope for the future43,97.

A key question is whether emergency frames usefully embed new 
ideas in prevailing discourse. For example, emergency-as-strategy 
could instil greater imperative for climate action in sluggish politi-
cal systems, or open up new rhetorical strategies to avoid the easy 
dismissal of climate action98,99. But it could also prematurely close 
down discursive space in the search for concrete solutions94, and 
even trigger counterdiscourses (for example, charges of alarmism 
or reactionary conservatism) that stall action and reinforce polar-
ization. Whether emergency is accommodated in sustainability 
discourse may, therefore, rest on the creation and acceptance of 
new notions of emergency that go beyond technocratic manage-
ment and embrace normative directionality about the future. For 
example, the notion of a ‘long emergency’100 provides impetus for 
such an approach. This might also be an important step towards 
governance in the Anthropocene where deep time horizons become 
a key concern101.

Impacts on institutions. Institutions refer to “rights, rules, and 
decision-making procedures that gives rise to a social practice, 
assign roles to the participants…and guide interactions among 
occupants of these roles”102. Thus, institutions stabilize social expec-
tations and provide frameworks within which complex social and 
political activity becomes possible. While institutions are both for-
mal and informal, we focus on the more readily observable formal 
aspects. Emergency frames may work within existing institutions 
(for example, constitutions, resource governance arrangements) or 
seek to disrupt them (for example, calls for extraordinary action or 
new mechanisms of steering action), raising questions about the 
consequences for existing institutions (for example, strengthening, 
weakening).

Emergency frames could strengthen policy portfolios core to 
state sovereignty, such as essential services, homeland security, 
intelligence, military and finance, but perhaps also others linked to a 
particular emergency (for example, health, infrastructure). Military 
involvement is now used in situations of emergency-as-reaction to 
extreme climate impacts (for example, hurricanes, floods, fires), 
which may increase as climate change threatens national secu-
rity83,103. While proponents of climate and/or biodiversity emer-
gency frames may hope that emergencies elevate sustainability 

Box 2 | Floods in Kerala and ‘day zero’ drought in Chennai, 
India (2018–2019)

In 2018–2019, India experienced a series of disasters that led 
many actors to invoke notions of climate and water emergency. 
�e southern state of Kerala received above-normal rainfall dur-
ing the summer monsoon 2018. �e ‘monsoon fury’ was one of 
the worst state disasters in almost a century, killing nearly 500 
people, displacing more than a million and causing estimated 
economic losses of over US$3.8 billion116. Chennai, a port city 
with a population of over 8 million, experienced an acute wa-
ter crisis in 2019, triggering discussion of a ‘day zero’ declaration 
among city o�cials117. Some short-term institutional changes at 
di�erent levels of governance emerged, but the disasters did not 
motivate long-term structural changes.

In both cases, ill-planned development (for example, 
infrastructure in ecologically fragile areas), violation of laws 
and regulations, inadequate emergency preparedness and poor 
natural resource management exacerbated the impacts of climate 
change118. For instance, in Chennai, social disparity in water 
access and unplanned urbanization shaped the severity of the 
‘day zero’ crisis. Hence, governance failure is commonly blamed 
for disasters in India.

�e dynamics giving rise to emergency frames were short-lived 
and quickly led to normalization—what used to be extreme 
was soon considered the ‘new normal’. In both cases, a climate 
emergency was invoked, particularly by student-led groups, 
but other narratives gained more traction (discourse). Both 
emergencies highlighted the lack of preparedness of government 
agencies, even in providing early warning to citizens. �ey also 
revealed actors taking on new roles, such as �shermen acting as 
‘�rst responders’119 (empowerment). While these events created 
opportunities for greater involvement of citizen groups and civil 
society organizations, the response focused on technocratic 
solutions that reinforced existing governance gaps and social 
inequalities (disempowerment). Narratives have shi�ed as 
these and other disasters cumulatively encouraged scientists 
and authorities to recognize climate change as a potential cause 
for annual �ooding events116. Yet, despite several changes (for 
example, strengthening water policy and state-level disaster 
management authority), emergency frames have not yet ushered 
in major reform. �e Indian government is reluctant to adopt 
climate emergency declarations or net-zero emissions targets 
due to a paucity of technology and �nance (institutions).
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policy portfolios, it seems equally likely that these will be subor-
dinated to areas critical to state security. At an international level, 
emergency frames could strengthen institutional arrangements 
around specific issues. For example, biodiversity emergency could 
strengthen the fragmented global assemblage of assessments, trea-
ties and agreements. Climate emergency could accelerate the for-
mation of new assemblages around geoengineering particularly 
through re-appropriating demands for urgent action86,104.

Emergency frames may precipitate new mechanisms of steering 
action. For example, disaster/crisis scholars observe that ‘focusing 
events’105 (such as disasters106) may generate new frames that drive 
policy change. Public inquiries following disasters/crises may also 
lead to policy or legislative change. For open-ended emergencies 
(for example, climate, biodiversity) this is less clear. Institutional 
effects may depend on pre-existing capacities, such as the capac-
ity to learn from experience and public inquiries107 and anticipate 
future problems. Municipalities declaring climate emergency may 

establish new mechanisms to influence planning and infrastructure 
decisions, such as citizens’ assemblies85. Yet, hopeful expectations 
should be tempered by the typically slow nature of institutional 
change due to path dependencies, inefficient adaptation to new cir-
cumstances, ‘lock-in’ of institutions with technologies and behav-
iours, and ephemeral opportunities for deliberate change108.

Implications and next steps
It is clear that emergency frames can have diverse effects in sustainabil-
ity science and politics. It also seems likely that the use of emergency 
frames will persist, given growing disruption of the Earth system and 
public demand for ambitious action on issues such as climate change 
and biodiversity. This Review provides a foundation for future work 
to systematically examine the political effects of emergency frames, 
and builds a shared vocabulary for comparative analysis.

The question of whether emergency frames enhance or reduce 
prospects for mobilizing ambitious action defies straightforward 
answer. Evidence is ambiguous and sometimes conflicting, and 
different combinations of effects may occur in different contexts. 
Our illustrative cases (Table 1 and Boxes 1–3) provide at best lim-
ited evidence that emergency frames lead to new forms of ambi-
tious and/or transformative action in the short term. Although this 
does not mean that indirect or longer-term effects (for example, 
enduring shifts in discourse or institutional change) will not occur. 
Over time, emergency frames could generate new discourses that 
draw attention to irreversible consequences of inaction and exis-
tential imperatives for action, or at least increase public aware-
ness. Yet, emergency frames could legitimate new repertoires of 
action not intended by proponents, such as geoengineering86,109,110. 
Deployment of emergency frames also risks triggering exclusion-
ary responses due to prioritization of urgency over deliberation. 
Current literature shows concerns over technocratic forms of 
knowledge and decision-making that run counter to calls to plural-
ize knowledge and action in response to diverse social, ecological 
and political concerns53. Long-term mobilization for issues such as 
climate change and biodiversity loss (for example, ‘long emergen-
cies’100) begs the question of how long emergency frames can be 
credibly and meaningfully sustained.

A key next step is to look in depth within specific bodies of lit-
erature (for example, disciplines covered here, as well as particu-
lar fields such as disaster/crisis management and securitization) to 
draw out further conceptual and comparative insights. In doing so, 
it will be important to return to a broad view of multiple politi-
cal effects as highlighted in Fig. 1. Another next step is to system-
atically review each of the five dimensions of the typology. Current 
evidence is diverse, patchy and sometimes contradictory. Our focus 
here has been on an interdisciplinary synthesis of evidence to iden-
tify points of agreement/disagreement and map the overall con-
tours of the problem. Systematic evidence assessment within each 
effect dimension would be a valuable next step to generate hypoth-
eses and identify scope conditions that can help to disentangle this 
complex picture.

Emergency frames are both an empirical claim about the world 
and a political intervention. As a strategy for generating collective 
action, this approach is complicated by existing ideas and practices 
connected to the notion of emergency, even though declarations of 
emergency by non-state actors may seek a new type of emergency 
politics that foregrounds ethical concerns. Commonly, emergency 
frames initiated by governments have an uncomfortable relation-
ship with governing practices that have historically been used to 
exercise transgression of liberties, and even violence and oppres-
sion. Newer emergency frames advocated by civil society have come 
to be seen as a tool of political struggle towards sustainability and 
justice. Scholars frequently view government-initiated emergency 
with caution or even cynicism, but emergencies called by civil soci-
ety challenge us to think about emergency in a new light, potentially 

Box 3 | Climate emergency declarations by governments and 
civil society

Responding to campaigns of environmental movements, the city 
of Darebin (Australia) became the �rst local government in the 
world to declare a climate emergency in 2016. Other local gov-
ernments emulated the move throughout 2017. In 2018, the trend 
gained momentum through the release of the IPCC’s Special Re-
port on Global Warming of 1.5 °C and the �rst wave of school 
student strikes for climate action (Fridays For Future). By 2019, 
over 1,500 climate emergency declarations had been adopted 
by governments and jurisdictions in 29 countries. �e majority 
were issued by local governments, mostly in English-speaking 
countries in the Global North.

Climate emergency declarations re�ect a logic of 
emergency-as-strategy, but sometimes invoke experienced or 
expected impacts (for example, the declaration by the Maldives 
in response to existential threat). Yet, the e�ects so far are less 
spectacular than activists had imagined. �ey appear to have 
increased awareness and potentially increased belief in political 
activism60 (engagement). School strikes have strengthened the 
voice and moral authority of young people, evidenced through 
Greta �unberg speaking at major political gatherings (for 
example, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, Davos). �e long-term e�ects remain unclear, but the 
rise of the youth movement has changed the political landscape 
and discourse (empowerment), possibly weakening the voice of 
climate sceptics (disempowerment). �e declarations imply action 
within existing rules (for example, policy-making processes, 
constitutions) and, so far, do not show evidence of authoritarian 
politics. In many cases, they emerged from negotiations between 
grassroots movements, elected o�cials and even individuals85 
(political authority). Climate emergency declarations strongly 
reinforce science-based, pro-action discourses (discourses). 
Yet, in municipalities and national governments, they point to 
incremental rather than transformative action agendas85. �ey 
appear to reiterate previous policy positions (institutions). 
Very few declarations have been accompanied by new steering 
mechanisms (for example, plans and targets, participatory 
procedures, new administrative bodies) and allocation of 
resources85. However, the declarations may build solidarity at 
multiple levels of governance and demonstrate the possibilities 
of collaboration. �ere may also be indirect e�ects, such as the 
Fridays For Future movement increasing the ambition of the 
European Green Deal, although further assessments are needed 
to establish causal links between advocacy and ambition.
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even re-theorizing the very notion as a potential tool of emancipa-
tion within a longer-term perspective of societal transformations.

Scholars, policymakers and civil society should not be too quick 
to embrace nor discard emergency frames, as they may have dif-
ferent implications depending on time frame and context (Box 4). 
Some contexts may be able to absorb the risk of adverse conse-
quences (for example, robust democracies), whereas others may be 
less well placed to do so48 (for example, those with authoritarian ten-
dencies or strong political polarization). In the strategic deployment 
of emergency frames, there is a delicate balance between maintain-
ing discomfort, but not overwhelming people and decision-makers. 
Such productive friction probably requires balancing critical calls 
for radical change with concrete (even if imperfect) actions, and 
positive or hopeful messages side by side. This balance will of course 
be challenging to navigate, will differ across societies and will  

continuously evolve. Within this mix, emergency frames may have 
a key, but probably only partial, role to play—relying entirely on 
emergency frames to motivate collective sustainability action may 
risk seizing up the gears of society and politics rather than lubricat-
ing them.
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