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Global Climate Change is complex, both in attempting 
to understand the problem and also in understanding its 
potential solutions. The amount of information on the issue 
as reported in public and social media together with in depth 
reporting and publishing on the science, economic, energy, 
and political dimensions of the problem can be overwhelming.
My reflection, having engaged on this challenge over 
25 years, on how to better deal with this complexity, is to 
frame the Global Climate Change challenge as having two 
complementary but distinct narratives. There is the problem 
narrative and there is the solution space narrative. Think of 
these as two sides of the same coin. But each has a distinct 
language and has distinct implications in how we engage on 
the climate change issue.

Framing matters. When we combine the problem narrative 
with the solution space narrative, it often leads to widely 
divergent perspectives at best and at its worst it leads to 
polarization, gridlock, and judgmental discourse about whom 
to blame and about why actions in any form are never good 
enough. I often see both narratives being mashed together. 
Discipline is required to treat them as complementary but 
distinct.

The problem:
At its most fundamental level, rising concentrations of 
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere causes energy to be 
retained in what is known as the greenhouse effect. This 
energy in turn translates to changes in our climate. This 
manifests itself in many ways that are both predictable and 
unpredictable. Increased frequency of extreme weather 
events is most notable. Rising sea levels from more rapid 
loss glaciers is an additional significant risk with catastrophic 
consequences for island states and coastal regions. 

The concentration of greenhouse gases (GHG) in the atmosphere 
needs to be constrained. Levels of 450ppm are often cited as an 
important threshold. This in turn can be translated to a predicted 
amount of warming. Two degrees Celsius and now 1.5 degrees 
are cited as objectives to keep us within a manageable range of 
sea level rise and climactic change.

The problem based narrative leads to translation of GHG 
concentrations to current and future levels of GHG emissions. 
For CO2 this can be translated to carbon budgets and to GHG 
emission baselines and reduction obligations, whether by 
country, regions, or sectors. The narrative often includes the 
term “deep cuts” as being required and calls for the need to 
keep carbon in the ground, including coal, oil, and natural gas.

The mindset associated with the need for “deep cuts” requires 
anyone associated with GHG emissions, including both 
producers of carbon based energy and consumers of fossil 
fuels, to assume an equitable amount of reduction obligations 
that is often intended to be painful, punitive, or both. 

However, we have seen over the history of international 
negotiations up to the Paris Conference, that concluding 

negotiations based on “equitable allocation of pain” is a 
virtually impossible negotiation to conclude. The same reality 
has characterized Canada’s national climate policy efforts. 
Each province has a unique set of unique energy resources 
whether its hydro, coal, oil, natural gas, nuclear, or biomass. 
Reduction opportunities vary accordingly. There have been 
many failed attempts to land on a national view of equitable 
provincial contributions. Simply put, it is human nature that 
pain is something to be avoided. It is also true that equity 
in who allocates and who assumes pain is in the eyes of the 
beholder. 

Canada runs the risk post-Paris of falling into this same trap 
of trying to equitably allocate reduction obligations or of 
setting goals based on 2°C or 1.5°C that will be unachievable. 
It is appropriate to have a science-based aspiration for what 
we are trying to achieve over time. But it is inappropriate to 
use climate science-based outcomes as the basis for the 
architecture of public policy. Energy system-based outcomes, 
as discussed later in this article, allow for more effective 
translation of ambition to real actions.

My experience working within a corporate context, trying to 
engage management and employees who operate major facilities 
on how to take climate action, has lead me to realize that they 
do no understand how to achieve tonnes of GHG reductions 
from a baseline. Talking to employees or the general public about 
climate math simply does not empower them to act. If goals and 
outcomes centre on energy effi ciency improvements, production 
process improvements, technology choices, design standards, 
or behavioural changes, I could get them engaged.

The problem narrative by its nature is based on a negative 
vision. It centres on avoidance of the catastrophic 
consequences of climate change impacts. While catastrophic 
consequences are real and should be avoided, negative 
visioning does not inspire people to being their best efforts 
forward. Martin Luther King in the midst of racial prejudice and 
injustice could have chosen to make his famous Washington 
speech an “I have a nightmare” based moment. He could have 
appropriately assigned blame and shame. Instead he chose “I 
have a dream” as a positive and inspiring vision in the face of 
this daunting problem. Choosing a positive versus a negative 
vision in the face of daunting problems is very difficult for 

leaders. It can seem naïve or counter to the dominant fear 
based and negative tone of public discourse. 

In the corporate world, imagine if a company adopted a vision 
that centred on avoidance of bankruptcy. Yes, it is a terrible 
outcome to be avoided, but it certainly would not motivate 
and inspire employees to bring their best efforts and talent to 
achieve success of the firm or to help it realize its full potential. 
And it sure would not recruit and inspire investors. I can see 
the CEO now at the AGM declaring, “We have successfully 
avoided bankruptcy for another year.” 

The problem-based narrative and mindset also causes even 
the Paris agreement to be met by criticism for not being 
suffi cient to meet the 2°C or 1.5°C outcome. While this is also 
true, in the spirit of any journey, it must start with achievable 
milestones and with as many global participants as possible to 
ensure success. In this regard, Paris as a milestone is certainty 
worthy of major praise and we would have major regrets if 
Paris had not declared an important journey that all nations 
agree to. The 5-year review period allows for learning by 
doing, adopting new best practices, and for correction where 
results are not occurring at the pace or scale anticipated.

The fi rst step on any epic and challenging journey that we have 
never done before is the hardest. Yes, we need a directional 
guidance on climate-based outcomes because it is the true 
purpose. We would not have convened the Paris Conference or 
allocated any effort for something that was not a real, urgent, and 
material threat to the planet and all of us on it. But milestones 
on this journey need to be achievable, pragmatic, and defi ned 
by real policies, actions, and steps forward. Perfection in the 
form of certainty of climate outcomes cannot be the enemy of 
doing good, in the form of the right actions done by countries and 
regions and cities and sectors and ultimately by each of us as 
individual citizens.

The solution space:
Given that the problem is rising GHG concentrations in the 
atmosphere and its consequences, the solution space to the 
problem is in changing how we produce, transform, transport, 
and use energy. This can be thought of as changing our 
energy system at a variety of scales; from local, to regional, to 
national, and ultimately at the global scale of impact. 

Energy transition or transformation is at the heart of this 
narrative. By its nature it can be a positive vision where we 
spend almost no time blaming one another for past choices 
of the 19th and 20th centuries. Those legacy choices to 
use hydrocarbon-based fuel - including coal for power, and 
gasoline, diesel, and jet fuel for mobility - were made with 
sound intentions and they have supported all of us to achieve 
a quality of life that we all appreciate today. But, we designed 
our current energy system without a view to constraints or 
consequences like climate change or of other undesired air 
quality and health consequences. The environment and the 
atmosphere have been largely treated as a free repository for 
wastes. Regulations have driven emissions controls in many 
jurisdictions but not all. Economists would say that we have 
not fully accommodated for externalities associated with our 
current energy system. 

But also imagine that those historic choices, such as the 
choice made by Henry Ford to use the internal combustion 

engine in his Model T, were disruptive replacements of horses 
and buggies for mobility. In their time the shift to cars from 
horses and buggies resulted in major improvements to local 
conditions in cities where manure was creating health, waste, 
and water issues on a massive scale. So just like framing 
matters, so does context. As the context for choices changes, 
it causes us to have to make different decisions, to design 
choices, and to innovate in new ways in order to create the 
future that fits the new and emerging conditions of the time. 
And we have to reduce or mitigate the undesired impacts 
of our legacy choices to the extent we can. But like good 
architects, we spend almost no time beating ourselves up for 
our legacy designs. Real change is only possible by what we 
do going forward. 

Energy transition or transformation is a positive vision in 
the sense that we need to attract capital and human talent 
to create this energy future. And the energy future we create 
can be more productive, with less waste, enhanced quality of 
life, and it can stabilize and reduce atmospheric greenhouse 
gases. It can be designed to create energy for all households 
and people in the world that lifts their quality of life and allows 
them to reach their full potential.

To be successful, we need goals and outcomes to be defined, 
with supportive public policies, such as placing a price on 
carbon that drives better decisions and behaviours, and 
we need human and financial resources to be allocated to 
solutions and a transition. Change of the scale and pace 
of this energy transition will create winners and losers. But 
businesses creating and adapting to change is what drives 
opportunity and value creation. Joseph Schumpeter coined 
the term creative destruction. We will see creative destruction 
at a large scale. 

The majority of legacy energy companies involved in 
hydrocarbons like coal and oil know that the world going 
forward is not the same world we have experienced in the 
past. The least plausible scenario is one where the future is 
an extension of the past. Leaders among them know they 
have the ability to be part of the solution going forward and 
can transition to new products and services that will thrive. 
They are investing in renewable energy and emerging energy 
technologies that will create the future. Those that do not will 
be at high risk of failure. This is all part of engaging on a 
change journey that is inspiring and purposeful. 

Expert Analysis: CMC Research Institutes 
“Climate Change: Framing Matters”
by Gordon Lambert, Chair of the Board

Each province has a unique 
set of unique energy resources 
whether its hydro, coal, oil,
natural gas, nuclear, orbiomass. 
Reduction opportunities vary 
accordingly.

Given that the problem is
rising GHG concentrations
in the atmosphere and its 
consequences, the solution 
space to the problem is in 
changing how we produce, 
transform, transport, and
use energy.
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A call for action:
Looking forward post Paris, we collectively have a major 
global project to take on. It involves re-designing and building 
a new energy system for the 21st century and beyond. Each 
country, region, community, household, and individual in the 
world will have its own unique choices. Some of these choices 
are available now at a commercial scale and include the 
increased use of solar and wind energy along with phase-out 
of coal for power. Biomass at certain scales is a possibility. 
Electricity for mobility and zero net energy buildings and 
homes are within reach.

New solutions will also need to be conceived and invented. 
The pace and scale of technology and innovation efforts and 
progress need to be accelerated dramatically. This will require 
that we inspire our next generation leaders and young people 
to develop the skills needed. We need them to lead on this 
energy transition journey. Polarizing behaviour and gridlock 
would be a tragic choice. It is a very real risk in a polarized 
world, that the more anxiety and fear that gets created over 
the problem, the more it seems likely we could default to 
conflict and blame. 

This brings me back to why we need to be precise in our 
framing of the narrative. Leaders across all segments of 

society need to ensure we place inspired human energy 
towards a solution-oriented effort. We can legitimately be 
concerned and anxious about the problem, but leaders across 
all of civil society have to absolutely reinforce and invigorate 
the solution space narrative.

If we default to the problem narrative as our dominant 
mindset, it leads to blame and gridlock. Imagine a metaphor 
of road cycling as in the grand tours like the Tour de France. 
If you adopted a mindset of “you win by making others lose” 
as we often seem to do in many climate campaigns, you 
would simply throw wrenches into the spokes of fellow riders. 
It makes for more drama and attracts media attention with 
crashes and injuries, but as riders, you quickly lose sight of 
the race you are in. 

In contrast, the culture of the road cycling riders in what is 
known as the “peloton” is that it is both highly competitive 
and deeply collaborative. There is a common goal to get to the 
finish line as a goal and achieve it as quickly as possible. They 
encourage breakouts, they highly value diversity of skills, but 
absolutely discourage and have zero tolerance for free riders. 
They take turns leading and following to drive the optimum 
collective performance from their best use of human energy.
On a daunting challenge like global climate change and 
particularly with the spirit at play among countries following 
the Paris conference, lets be bold enough to imagine and 
declare a peloton approach to working collaboratively to 
create our energy future together for the 21st century and 
beyond. Paris is Stage 1 of a grand staged race to create 
a new energy future and to limit the risk of climate change. 
There will be mountain stages ahead but it is the race of our 
time and we have to be successful for our children and for 
future generations.

note: These remarks are the personal reflections of the author.

Businesses creating and
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drives opportunity and
value creation.
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