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The Democratic Consequences of Climate Attitudes & Concerns

According to the 2023 report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, an estimated
3.3 to 3.6 bhillion people are exposed to climate risks (IPCC, 2023). The impacts are severe
and wide-ranging: reduced food security, increased water scarcity, substantial and partly irre-
versible biodiversity loss, and growing harm to human health, livelihoods, and critical urban
infrastructure.

Citizens are acutely aware of this. In 2023, 17% of Europeans mentioned climate change as
the single most serious global problem, on par with "poverty, hunger and lack of drinking
water' (20 %), and "armed conicts' (19%) (European Commission, 2023). According to the
European Social Surveyconcern about the impacts of climate change have risen strongly over
the last decade in almost all studied countries (European Social Survey, 2020, 2024). Data
from the German Socio-Economic Panel illustrates how climate concern levels remained stable
between 2010 and 2015, increased in the following years, and plateaued again in the 2020s
on a substantially higher level (g. 1.1). While current average climate (and environmental)
concern is superseded by concern about peace, it is much more prevalent than concerns about
the economy, crime, or immigration. In fact, it is comparable to immigration concern at the
height of migration into Germany in 2016, or economic concern following the nancial crises in
2002 and 2008.

Figure 1.1: Germans' Rising Climate Concern

Based onV40 of the Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP, 2025). Variables treated as numeric:
“not concerned at all' equaling 0, 'somewhat concerned' resulting in 1, and “very concerned'
corresponding to 2. Exact wording of concern items is provided in tab. B.1. Climate
concern only included since 2009.

European citizens are also overwhelming discontent with elected o cials. Roughly two-thirds
evaluate their respective governments' approach to climate action as insu cient (European
Commission, 2023). At the same time, climate change has become increasingly ideologically
polarized (Co é et al., 2024; Otteni & Weisskircher, 2022) with growing segments of society,
especially on the political right, fundamentally opposing further climate action. Of all studied
issues, Herold et al. (2023) nd that climate change, next to immigration, elicits the highest
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levels of issue-based a ective polarization across Europe.

Existing research, especially within the economic domain, demonstrates that salient societal
concerns and discontent with government performance can feed into democratic discontent
(Daoust & Nadeau, 2021; Nadeau et al., 2019, 2020) and diminish political trust (de Blok
et al., 2022; van der Meer & Dekker, 2011). Additionally, the literature on polarization broadly
shows a negative impact on the support and upholding of various basic democratic principles
(Carothers & O'Donohue, 2019; Graham & Svolik, 2020; Kingzette et al., 2021; Lelkes &
Westwood, 2017). While climate change checks all these boxes high salience, high concerns,
overwhelming negative performance evaluations from both proponent and opponents, a ective
and ideological polarization research on its democratic consequences is still lacking. Only
Isermann et al. (2024) show that stronger climate concern is correlated with a higher willingness
to transgress democratic norms in favor of more ambitious climate action.

The threat and political challenge posed by the climate crisis will be a de ning characteristic
of our political reality for the foreseeable future. Therefore, | believe a better understanding of
climate change's potentially eroding impact on citizens' political support is strongly necessary.
While wide-spread political support is a cornerstone of democratic stability (Claassen, 2020;
Dalton, 2006), an erosion of popular support or adherence to its norms and principles can foster
instability (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018; Norris, 2011). Evaluating the democratic consequences of
climate attitudes thus not only addresses an important scholarly gap. It may also provide in-
sights for civil society actors seeking to strengthen and safeguard democratic resilience. Within
this dissertation, | therefore aim to answer the following, overarching research question:

Do Climate Change-related Attitudes & Concerns erode Political Support?

In the following, | brie y sketch out the underlying argument, the outline of the dissertation, its
core ndings and contribution. Since this dissertation consists of three closely connected studies
that draw on strongly overlapping strands of literature and each include their own conclusions,

| keep this short to minimize redundancy.

.1 Underlying Argument

Governments have a primary duty to protect their citizens from harm. Additionally, Esaiasson
et al. (2020) introduce the idea of a "happiness contract', where governments are held responsible
to provide a satisfactory level of well-being.

Perceptions of political systems, in turn, strongly hinge on whether citizens believe that they
ful Il these duties. Most generally, declines in subjective well-being or perceptions of systematic
group relative grievances can reduce political system support (Esaiasson et al., 2020; Filsinger
& Wamsler, 2025). More speci cally, the literature cited above suggests a link between citizens'
concrete evaluations of government performance, especially regarding the economy, and their
political trust and support.

Ross Mittiga (2021) argues similarly that the “foundational' legitimacy of states rests on the
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assurance of the safety and survival of their citizens. He argues, when climate change threatens
these basic conditions, the “contingent' legitimacy that democratic values provide could be seen
as secondary and values might be justi ably sacri ced to safeguard citizens' lives. While Mit-
tiga approaches this question from the state's perspective, | advance the compatible argument
focusing on the individual.

The survey data introduced above shows consistently that citizens do not think governments
hold up their end of the “happiness contract' when it comes to climate change. They experience
widespread concern, and feel insu ciently protected against a looming threat and frustrated
with governmental responses. Psychological research suggests that climate change violates
citizens' basic psychological needs, including a need for control, certainty, or self-preservation,
by reminding individuals of their mortality and the limits of their personal control (Barth et al.,
2018; Fritsche et al., 2011, 2012). | thus simply argue the more climate concern and discontent
about climate action citizens experience, the more likely they should withdraw political support
from regimes that fail to mitigate these concerns. This main proposition is illustrated by the
central horizontal arrow of gure I.2.

Importantly, given the increased polarization inherent in the climate issue and the growing
opposition to climate action (Co é et al., 2024; Herold et al., 2023), | argue that a complete
account of the democratic consequences of climate attitudes needs to acknowledge both sides
of this emerging cleavage. | propose that discontent with “overreaching' governmental action
and concern about the potential impacts of climate policies, such as nancial costs and lifestyle
restrictions can trigger similar erosion of political support amongst the climate action opposi-
tion.

Figure 1.2: Conceptual Framework

Climate Salience

Satisfaction with Democracy
Concern - ﬂ
Climate Attitudes ~ Political Support
Political Discontent I Support for Democracy
& Democratic Norms

E cacy

Within political support, scholars commonly di erentiate between the more volatilespeci ¢ and

deeper, more stablali use support (Easton, 1965, 1975; Norris, 1999, 2011). Speci c support
is largely evaluative in nature, for example regarding short-term policy decisions or incumbent
politicians. Diuse support represents a more principled attachment to a regime, its values
and norms. While speci ¢ support is thus more susceptible to frequent uctuations, especially
di use support has been theorized and empirically validated as a foundation of democratic
resilience (Almond & Verba, 1963; Claassen, 2020; Dalton, 2006; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018).

Within my framework, support for democracy and the adherence to democratic norms opera-
tionalizes a very di use "Approval of Regime Principles' (Norris, 2011, p. 27), while satisfaction
with democracy can be understood as an evaluation of regime performance (Linde & Ekman,

4
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2003) located more towards the center of a speci c-di use continuum. The climate concern and
dissatisfaction with climate governance itself can be seen as deteriorations of the most speci c
types of political support.

Such speci ¢ deteriorations do not automatically translate into declines on the more di use
levels due to citizens' ‘reservoirs of goodwill' towards the regime that bu er principled support
against temporary dissatisfaction (Easton, 1965). However, these reservoirs are not endless and
sustained or strong discontent can drain them, ultimately leading to an erosion of increasingly
di use levels of support. Following this logic, | propose a mediation logic illustrated on the
right side of gure 1.2: Specic discontent within the climate issue might directly decrease
democratic satisfaction, but erosion of the more di use democratic support should only occur
mediated by these declines in satisfaction. Essentially, no one should withdraw support for
anything that they are not dissatis ed with in the rst place. While | test this proposition
explicitly in Study 2, this generally suggests that e ects on democratic satisfaction should be
more likely than e ects on di use democratic support.

| nally propose two moderations for the translation of speci c climate-related discontent into
declines of increasingly di use political support. Given that issue salience has been shown to
amplify other linkages of performance evaluations and political judgments (de Vries & Giger,
2014; de Blok, 2023; Fournier et al., 2003) and accessing salient issues is less cognitively chal-
lenging for citizens (Lavine et al., 1996), | expect the more strongly citizens care about the
climate issue, the stronger discontent impacts their political support. Contrary, a feeling of

e cacy and believe that citizens can enact meaningful change and potentially contribute to
“solutions' for their own discontent in the existing system should provide an additional bu er
against political support erosion.

In summary, my core argument builds on established theories on political support and evidence
from other issue areas. Climate change di ers from other policy domains as responsibility at-
tribution is more widely shared and ambiguous. A 202Burobarometer nds that Europeans
attribute roughly equal responsibility for climate action to the European Union, national gov-
ernments, and business and industry (European Commission, 2023). Hobolt and Tilley (2014)
shows that compared, to climate change, national governments are more exclusively held ac-
countable for issues like the economy or immigration. As responsibility attribution shapes the
link between performance evaluations and political trust (de Blok et al., 2022; Hobolt & Tilley,
2014), dissatisfaction in these areas may translate more easily into eroding political support on
a national level.

Additionally, while the IPCC (2023) documents that nearly half of the world's population faces
adverse climate impacts, these are most severely observed in Africa, Asia, and Latin America,
as well as among low-income households. In such contexts, the link between climate concern
and political support may thus be even more pronounced.

In sum, examining the democratic consequences of climate change attitudes in a comparatively
wealthy, West European case constitutes a relatively hard test for the underlying argument. If
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corroborated, its foundational intuitions should travel well to other political contexts and issues.

Beyond this fact, | speci cally focus in this dissertation on the understudied case of climate
change, as | belief it to bethe de ning challenge of the Anthropocene (European Environment

Agency, 2023). It is thus crucial to understand how climate-related concerns and attitudes
a ect citizens' political support and whether the climate crisis poses not only an environmental

and economic, but also a democratic threat.

|.2 Dissertation Outline & Core Findings

My dissertation investigates this topic through three closely connected studies. The studies all
investigate how climate change related attitudes a ect citizens' relationship with democracy,
but at di erent levels of political support, with distinct methods, operationalizations and data.
Taken together, they evaluate my argument in a stepwise manner: from establishing an initial
link between climate concern and democratic dissatisfaction, to probing its e ect on the more
di use regime support, and nally uncovering partially hidden preferences for undemocratic
climate governance.

The co-authoredStudy 1 constitutes the foundation of this dissertation. We apply random-

e ects within-between models to high-quality German data from theSocio-Economic Panel
[SOEP] (2010 2021) and nd that within-respondent increases in climate concern erode citizens'
satisfaction with democracy. This relationship survives very extensive robustness checks. Most
importantly, it is not confounded by within-respondent changes in other concerns, for example
about the economy, crime or immigration, or general mood swings. We additionally nd that
increases in climate concern only a ect democratic satisfaction in more recent waves, suggesting
that the relevance of the climate issue within society has increased over time. In line with the
idea that salient issues matter most for system evaluations, the eroding e ect is further ampli ed
for citizens with an arguably higher climate salience: stable partisans of the Greens and post-
materialists. In summary, Study 1 provides a very robust and credible establishment of the
core link hypothesized between climate concern and political support.

Study 2 closely follows the argumentation and logic of Study 1. It extends it temporally with
more recent data from the GermanSocial Cohesion Panel2021 2023) and conceptually by
jointly probing climate concern's e ects on both democratic satisfaction and di use support
for democracy. While declines in democratic satisfaction could still motivate “critical citizens'

to improve democracy, declining principled support is an even stronger warning sign. Applying
rst-di erence and asymmetrical panel models, | unexpectedly nd signi cant but reversed
associations compared to Study 1, largely driven by simultaneous decreases in climate concern
and both indicators of political support. Sensitivity analysis suggests a moderate potential for
omitted confounding. The nding might thus be explained by the broader polycrisis context
(Covid pandemic, Russia's invasion of Ukraine) simultaneously reducing climate concern and
democratic evaluations. Sub-group analyses show that these dynamics are concentrated among
speci ¢ electorates, older citizens, and those with generally lower concern and e cacy.
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Due to the availability of extensive time-varying control variables that allow for more extensive
robustness checks, | argue that, in their sum, the two studies should shift our belief towards
the fact that, yes, increasing climate concern can erode democratic satisfaction. But the diver-
gences between Studies 1 and 2 underscores the importance of situating analyses of political
support within broader political and crisis contexts and to investigate the considerable sub-
group heterogeneity identi ed in both.

So far, like previous research in general, | focused exclusively on one side of the climate cleavage.
Study 3 remedies this. Drawing on cross-sectional survey data, collected through a co-authored
module in the 2023SOEP-Innovation Samplel probe the demand for non-democratic climate
governance of both, climate action proponents and opponents. | show that stronger policy
discontent on both sides of the cleavage increases willingness to bypass various democratic norms
in favor of citizens' preferred climate political outcome. | also uncover a surprisingly ubiquitous
demand for technocratic climate governance. Two embedded original list experiments reveal
substantial social desirability by estimating much higher levels of hidden support for abstract
non-democratic climate action ( 35%) and action prevention ( 39%) than openly revealed.
Especially climate action opponents do not disclose their non-democratic attitudes openly.

.3 Contribution

The ndings of this dissertation demonstrate that climate attitudes and concerns can shape how
citizens evaluate their political system and the commitment to democratic norms on both sides
of the climate cleavage. The central contribution of this dissertation is thus the establishment
of climate-related concerns and the increasingly polarized climate cleavage more general as a
credible, emerging threat to citizens' political support and, by extension, to democratic stability
itself.

Beyond this core focus on the democratic consequences of climate attitudes, the dissertation
also advances broader debates in political behavior and democratic support. Study 1 shows
that increases in citizens' various concerns can exert parallel eroding e ects on satisfaction
with democracy. This highlights the cross-pressures under which democracies and civil society
actors operate and challenges the assumption that holding one salient concern suppresses the
political relevance of others. Study 2 adds to research on the dimensionality of political support
by showing that performance evaluations can impact theoretically related indicators such as
political trust and satisfaction with democracy di erently, and that these impacts are not
necessarily symmetrical for concern increases and decreases. These ndings call for a more
nuanced theoretical understanding of the distinct dimensions of political support, the respective
determinants of their erosion, but also their invigoration.

The overwhelming support for technocratic climate governance on both sides of the climate
cleavage also raises important new research questions. Combined with Amat et al. (2025)
who identify a technocratic turn as a long-term consequence of the Covid pandemic, this vast
support suggests that such an attitude shift might be a common product of highly polarized



The Democratic Consequences of Climate Attitudes & Concerns

crises, where citizens want to make sure that decision making is not in the oppositions' hands.
Lastly, the experimental evidence for "staged' democrats further exposes the fragility of demo-
cratic consensus and adds evidence to the crucial debate whether citizens' professed democratic
support re ects conformity rather than conviction (Bischof et al., 2023; Kaftan, 2024). The
results further illustrate that an erosion of political norms is also wide-spread within the climate
action opposition, just in an even more concealed manner. As large amounts of democrats-in-
name-only can be a risk for democratic stability (Valentim, 2024), these ndings are not only
scholarly relevant, but instructive for civil society actors to strengthen democratic resilience
amid growing issue-based polarization around climate change.

Taken as a whole, the dissertation underscores that climate change constitutes not only an
environmental and economic, but also an important democratic challenge in the twenty- rst
century. As societies navigate the twin pressures of climate change mitigation and issue-based
polarization, the ways in which citizens interpret and politicize governments' climate action will
increasingly determine not only support for policies or incumbents, but also their satisfaction
with and commitment to democracy itself. This dissertation provides novel and systematic
evidence to map these emerging dynamics. Its ndings are instructive not only for policymakers
seeking to safeguard democratic legitimacy amid climate transitions, but also for scholars who
should continue to deepen and extend this line of research.



Introduction

References

Almond, G. A., & Verba, S. (1963).The civic culture: Political attitudes and democracy in ve
nations. Princeton University Press.

Amat, F., Arenas, A., Falc6-Gimeno, A., & Mufioz, J. (2025). Pandemics meet democracy: The
footprint of covid-19 on democratic attitudes.Political Science Research and Methods
1 10. https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2025.10035

Barth, M., Masson, T., Fritsche, I., & Ziemer, C.-T. (2018). Closing ranks: Ingroup norm confor-
mity as a subtle response to threatening climate chang&roup Processes & Intergroup
Relations 21(3), 497 512. https://doi.org/10.1177/1368430217733119

Bischof, D., Allinger, T. L., Le Corre Juratic, M., & Frederiksen, K. V. S. (2023, May).(mis-
)perceiving support for democracy: The role of social norms for democracigBre-Print)
URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.31219/osf.io/dpq7w]. https://doi.org/10.31219/o0sf.io/
dpq7w

Carothers, T., & O'Donohue, A. (2019).Democracies divided: The global challenge of political
polarization. Brookings Institution Press.

Claassen, C. (2020). Does public support help democracy surviv@fierican Journal of Political
Science 64(1), 118 134. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1111/ajps.12452

Co é, H., Crawley, S., & Givens, J. (2024). Growing polarisation: ldeology and attitudes to-
wards climate changeWest European Politics 1 29.

Dalton, R. (2006). Citizen politics: Public opinion and political parties in advanced industrial
democracies CQ Press.

Daoust, J.-F., & Nadeau, R. (2021). Context matters: Economics, politics and satisfaction with
democracy.Electoral Studies 74, 102133.

de Vries, C. E., & Giger, N. (2014). Holding governments accountable? individual heterogeneity
in performance voting.Eur. J. Polit. Res., 53(2), 345 362.

de Blok, L. (2023). Who cares? issue salience as a key explanation for heterogeneity in citizens'
approaches to political trust. Social Indicators Researchl171(2), 493 512. https://doi.
0rg/10.1007/s11205-023-03256-w

de Blok, L., van der Meer, T., & Van der Brug, W. (2022). Policy area satisfaction, perceptions
of responsibility, and political trust: a novel application of the REWB model to testing
evaluation-based political trust.Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties32(1),
129 150. https://doi.org/10.1080/17457289.2020.1780433

Easton, D. (1965).A systems analysis of political lifeJohn Wiley.

Easton, D. (1975). A re-assessment of the concept of political suppo#British Journal of
Political Science 5(4), 435 457. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123400008309

Esaiasson, P., Dahlberg, S., & Kokkonen, A. (2020). In pursuit of happiness: Life satisfaction
drives political support. European Journal of Political Research59(1), 25 44.



The Democratic Consequences of Climate Attitudes & Concerns

European Commission. (2023). Climate change: Report. [Data available from: https://data.
europa.eu/data/datasets/s2954 99 3 sp538 eng?locale=en]. https://doi.org/10.
2834/653431

European Environment Agency. (2023)Exiting the anthropocene? exploring fundamental change
in our relationship with nature (EEA Brie ng) (Published 20 March 2023). European
Environment Agency. https://www.eea.europa.eu/en/analysis/publications/exiting-
the-anthropocene

European Social Survey. (2020). ESSS8 - integrated le, edition 2.2. https://doi.org/10.21338/
ESS8E02_2

European Social Survey. (2024). ESS11 - integrated le, edition 2.0. https://doi.org/10.21338/
essll1e02_0

Filsinger, M., & Wamsler, S. (2025). Democracy and disadvantage: How subjective group rela-
tive deprivation undermines democratic supportEuropean Journal of Political Research
1 22. https://doi.org/10.1017/s1475676525100029

Fournier, P., Blais, A., Nadeau, R., Gidengil, E., & Nevitte, N. (2003). Issue importance and
performance voting. Political Behavior, 25(1), 51 67. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:
1022940512746

Fritsche, 1., Cohrs, J. C., Kessler, T., & Bauer, J. (2012). Global warming is breeding social
con ict: The subtle impact of climate change threat on authoritarian tendencieslournal
of Environmental Psychology32(1), 1 10. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/].
jenvp.2011.10.002

Fritsche, 1., Jonas, E., & Kessler, T. (2011). Collective reactions to threat: Implications for
intergroup con ict and for solving societal crisesSocial Issues and Policy Revievb (1),
101 136. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1751-2409.2011.01027.x

Graham, M. H., & Svolik, M. W. (2020). Democracy in America? Partisanship, polarization,
and the robustness of support for democracy in the United StateAmerican Political
Science Reviewl114(2), 392 409.

Herold, M., Joachim, J., Otteni, C., & Vorlander, H. (2023).Polarization in Europe. An Anal-
ysis of Ten European CountriesMercator Forum Migration and Democracy (MIDEM).
Dresden.

Hobolt, S. B., & Tilley, J. (2014). Who's in charge? How voters attribute responsibility in the
European Union.Comparative Political Studies 47(6), 795 819.

IPCC. (2023). Summary for policymakers. In Core Writing Team, H. Lee, & J. Romero (Eds.),
Climate change 2023: Synthesis report. contribution of working groups i, ii and iii to the
sixth assessment report of the intergovernmental panel on climate charfgp. 1 34).
https://doi.org/10.59327/IPCC/AR6-9789291691647.001

Isermann, L., Gartner, L., & Schoen, H. (2024). Committed Democrats? How Trade-o0 Specic
Cues A ect Expressions of Support for Liberal and Democratic PrinciplesRolitische
Vierteljahresschrift, 65, 553 568. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11615-024-00540-3

10



Introduction

Kaftan, L. (2024). Lip service to liberal democracy in Western EuropeBuropean Political
Science Reviewl16(4), 521 538. https://doi.org/10.1017/s1755773924000079

Kingzette, J., Druckman, J. N., Klar, S., Krupnikov, Y., Levendusky, M., & Ryan, J. B. (2021).
How a ective polarization undermines support for democratic hormsPublic Opinion
Quarterly, 85(2), 663 677. https://doi.org/10.1093/pog/nfab029

Lavine, H., Sullivan, J. L., Borgida, E., & Thomsen, C. J. (1996). The relationship of national
and personal issue salience to attitude accessibility on foreign and domestic policy issues.
Political Psychology 17(2), 293. https://doi.org/10.2307/3791812

Lelkes, Y., & Westwood, S. J. (2017). The limits of partisan prejudicelhe Journal of Politics,
79(2), 485 501. https://doi.org/10.1086/688223

Levitsky, S., & Ziblatt, D. (2018). How democracies die.-Crown.

Linde, J., & Ekman, J. (2003). Satisfaction with democracy: A note on a frequently used
indicator in comparative politics. European journal of political research42(3), 391 408.

Mittiga, R. (2021). Political legitimacy, authoritarianism, and climate change American Polit-
ical Science Reviewl116 1 14. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055421001301

Nadeau, R., Arel-Bundock, V., & Daoust, J.-F. (2019). Satisfaction with democracy and the
American dream.The Journal of Politics, 81(3), 1080 1084.

Nadeau, R., Daoust, J.-F., & Arel-Bundock, V. (2020). The market, the state and satisfaction
with democracy. West European Politics 43(1), 250 259.

Norris, P. (1999).Ceritical citizens: Global support for democratic governanc®xford University
Press.

Norris, P. (2011). Democratic de cit: Critical citizens revisited. Cambridge University Press.

Otteni, C., & Weisskircher, M. (2022). Global warming and polarization. wind turbines and
the electoral success of the greens and the populist radical rigluropean Journal of
Political Research 61(4), 1102 1122.

SOEP. (2025).Socio-economic panel (soep), data from 1984 2023 (soep-core v40.1, eu edition

update) [DOI: 10.5684/soep.core.v40.1eu]. https://doi.org/10.5684/soep.core.v40.1eu

Valentim, V. (2024). Norms of democracy, staged democrats, and supply of exclusionary ideol-
ogy. Comparative Political Studies https://doi.org/10.1177/00104140241283009

van der Meer, T., & Dekker, P. (2011). Trustworthy states, trusting citizens? a multilevel study
into objective and subjective determinants of political trust. In S. Zmerli & M. Hooghe
(Eds.), Political trust: Why context matters (pp. 95 116). ECPR Press.

11



Il Empirical Studies

12



Study 1: How Growing Climate Concern Erodes Democratic Satisfaction

How Growing Climate Concern
Erodes Democratic Satisfaction

Jan Menzner & David Schweizer

Abstract. Citizens' satisfaction with democracy (SWD) has long been a topic of scholarly
interest as a key indicator of political support. However, while the climate crisis inten-
sies and climate change becomes an increasingly polarized and salient political issue,
its impact on political support remains understudied. Applying random-e ects-within-
between models to German panel data from 2005 to 2021, we nd that within-individual
increases in climate concern are linked to declining SWD. This e ect is driven by the
most recent survey waves, where it a ects democratic satisfaction stronger than changes
in economic concern. The relationship is ampli ed for citizens with an arguably higher
climate salience, namely, stable Green partisans and post-materialists. This shows that
the climate crisis can increasingly put pressure on citizens' democratic satisfaction.

Keywords. Climate Change, Democratic Satisfaction, Citizen Concerns
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In this contribution, we investigate whether increases in climate concern lead to an erosion
of citizens' democratic satisfaction. Generally, such an erosion has the potential to either
create critical citizens' aiming to reform and improve the democratic system (Norris, 1999,
2011) or to translate into decreasing di use support for democracy (Claassen & Magalhaes,
2022). As democratic support is prominently theorized as a major foundation of democratic
stability (Almond & Verba, 1963; Dalton, 2006; Easton, 1975), it is important to understand
the early origins of citizens' (dis-)satisfaction with their political system, especially against
the backdrop of wide-spread decreasing trust in representative political institutions such as
countries' parliaments and governments (V. Valgardsson et al., 2025).

From a citizen's perspective, concern about the consequences of climate change is on the rise
across Europe (European Social Survey, 2020, 2023a, 2023b, 2024). At the same time, we
can observe that ideological polarization around climate attitudes (Co € et al., 2024; Dunlap

et al., 2016; McCright & Dunlap, 2011) and climate policy (Otteni & Weisskircher, 2022) is
growing. Researchers have also provided evidence for a link between successful enactment or
presence of policies related to climate action in a broader sense and SWD (Alkon & Wang, 2018;
Halla et al., 2013; A. F. Wagner & Schneider, 2006). At the same time, the implementation

of climate policies has the potential to generate divergent political outcomes, including both
electoral backlash (Colantone et al., 2024; Stokes, 2016) and reward (Urpelainen & Zhang,
2022). In this context, we expect climate concern to play an important role in shaping citizens'
evaluations of how their political system functions. Against the backdrop of accelerating climate
change, it is surprising that the link between climate concern and democratic satisfaction has
been understudied.

We aim to address this gap by studying the relationship between climate concern and satis-
faction with democracy [SWD] using random-e ects-within-between [REWB] estimators and
German panel data ranging from 2005 to 2021. Related work focuses predominantly on eco-
nomic measures and citizens' retrospective evaluations (e.g. Daoust & Nadeau, 2021; Nadeau
et al., 2020) and future expectations (e.g. Loveless & Binelli, 2020; Nadeau et al., 2019) in this
iISsue area.

Empirically, we nd that increases in climate concern are related to decreases in citizens' SWD.
In fact, climate change concern is even more consequential for citizens' democratic satisfaction
than changes in citizens' economic concern in the latest sub-sample (2020 & 2021). While
climate change concern deviations are very important for SWD in the most recent data, it is not
robustly linked to SWD in earlier waves. This aligns with the fact that climate change salience
has increased during this time period. Fittingly, issue salience has previously been found to
moderate the relationship of government performance evaluations and trust in government (de
Blok, 2023). In the absence of direct salience measures in our data, we run two proxy moderator
analyses on the individual level investigating groups that should perceive climate change as
more salient than the average citizen: stable partisans of the Green party and post-materialists
(Inglehart, 1971, 1977). Both moderator analyses align with our general argument. First,
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increases of climate change related concern lower democratic satisfaction amongst respondents
always identifying with the Greens about 4 times as strong as amongst those who never identify
with them. Second, the negative e ect is strongest for "pure post-materialists’ and non-existent
for “pure materialists.

Summarized, our contribution illustrates the danger growing climate concern poses to citizens'
democratic satisfaction in general. By comparing the e ect of various concerns, we demonstrate
that a predominant focus on economic concern is short-sighted and instead point towards the
cross-pressure policy makers face to address various concerns held simultaneously by citizens.
Further research should investigate the applicability of our results to other, more principled
levels of political support and related downstream consequences.

1.1 Studying Satisfaction With Democracy

In his seminal work, David Easton (1957, 1965, 1975) di erentiates between speci ¢ and di use
political support. Speci ¢ support relates to citizens' evaluation of politicians' and governments'
acute performance. Di use support describes generalized support for a political regime and its
institutions. This typology was further divided up into ve categories by Pippa Norris (1999,
2011) situated along a continuum from most speci ¢ (approval of incumbents) to most di use
(patriotism and national identities) levels of political support.

Figure 1.1: Political Support after Norris (2011)
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Generally, the more speci c the level, the more volatile the support. In practice, it is impossible
for political actors to ful Il every expectation of every citizen. Disapproval with o ceholders or
speci ¢ government actions should thus always exist to a certain extent in a pluralist society and
does not immediately threaten system stability. To weather such periods of increased specic
dissatisfaction, Dalton (2006) argues that any political system requires a su cient amount of
principled, di use support. Easton (1965, p. 273) describes this as citizengservoir of good
will. A lack of di use support, in turn, could encourage protest politics through peaceful or
radical means, and, ultimately, [...] foster regime instability. (Norris, 2011, p. 37).

Our data allows us to study SWD, which is located towards the center of the speci c-di use
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continuum of political support. While the exact meaning and measurement of SWD has been
debated extensively (Canache et al., 2001; Linde & Ekman, 2003; V. O. Valgardsson & Devine,
2022), in this article, we understand it as a performance-based assessment corresponding to
how citizens evaluate their regime's performance. Thus, it represents the third and central
level of Norris' conceptualization (g. 1.1).

SWD has been studied extensively through the argument of political winners and losers of
elections as well as policy satisfaction and evaluation (Singh and Mayne (2023) provide an
encompassing review of this literature). Policy evaluation comes conceptually closest to con-
cern about an issue. The existing studies investigating citizens' evaluations and democratic
satisfaction have largely focused on the economy. For example, Christmann and Torcal (2017)
demonstrate that worsening sociotropic economic evaluations at the individual level cause de-
clining democratic satisfaction. They do not nd a corresponding e ect for egotropic economic
concern, corroborating Anderson and Guillory's (1997) insight that sociotropic economic eval-
uations are more consequential for democratic satisfaction. Recent studies also show that a
positive evaluation of the countries' past economic performance or holding more hopeful eco-
nomic expectations for the future is correlated with higher satisfaction with democracy (Daoust
& Nadeau, 2021; Loveless & Binelli, 2020; Nadeau et al., 2019, 2020). The ndings focusing on
citizens' perceptions align with those using objective economic indicators (Claassen & Magal-
haes, 2022; Quaranta & Matrtini, 2016).

In a notable exception to the economic studies, de Blok (2023) investigates multiple policy areas.
She shows that, across the board, issue satisfaction is positively correlated with political trust,
a di erent indicator of political support. This cross-sectional evidence supports our argument
that also concern about issues outside of the economy, climate change for example, could a ect
democratic satisfaction. Importantly though, we focus on the e ects of changes in concern over
time using panel data from 2005 to 2021 at the individual level. On the one hand, while we
expect similar e ects of concern and political evaluation on political support, we argue that they
are conceptually di erent. Concern is forward-looking in nature, re ecting expectations about
the future, whereas an evaluation implies a retrospective judgment about past performance. On
the other hand, our research design enables us to study within-respondent changes in climate
concern and a variety of other concerns instead of between-respondent di erences to better
understand antecedents of political support. A similar approach is taken by Christmann and
Torcal (2017), who investigate two-wave panel data from Spain. However, the authors focus
primarily on economic evaluations and aggregate evaluations of other policy areas such as
employment or immigration into a single index.

Further studies that claim to investigate relationships between citizens' concerns and demo-
cratic satisfaction in other issues, such as immigration, often rely on salience measures as proxy
operationalization for concern (e.g., Béhmelt et al., 2019; Claassen, 2023; Reher, 2015b). But
while issue concern and salience can be correlated, theoretically, citizens can be strongly con-
cerned about an issue without seeing it as very salient (Crawley et al., 2019). For example,
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people might say that they are very concerned about peace in the Middle East and only a
little concerned about in ation, but perceive the latter as the more pressing issue in their own
priority ordering.

1.2 Why Climate Change Concerns Should A ect SWD

The threat exerted by climate change is intensifying. More frequently occurring extreme
weather events and natural disasters such as oods or droughts increase the threat posed to
citizens' well-being, their livelihood, and lives. While there is information accessible that shows
potential solutions to the climate crisis, even more sources stress how destructive our current
state and trajectory are. Due to this permanent stressor, social psychologists have argued
that just as with terrorism threats and other crises, facing climate change may violate citizens'
very basic psychological needs, including a need for control, certainty, or self-preservation, by
reminding individuals of their mortality and the limits of their personal control (e.g. Barth

et al., 2018; Fritsche et al., 2011, 2012). Situations where individuals perceive situational low
self-control (e.g. Tiedens & Linton, 2001), low certainty of the outcome (e.g. Huddy et al., 2005;
Lerner & Keltner, 2001), and low external agency (M. Wagner & Morisi, 2019), can lead to
anxiety and worry (cf. Gu et al., 2020).

Given that citizens have reason to become (more) concerned about climate change, how does this
concern translate into an evaluation of the political system? Our expectation is straightforward:
In general, increases in any concern about a political issue can translate in lower democratic
satisfaction. Esaiasson et al. (2020) make a similar argument when investigating the e ect of
subjective well-being on political support. According to their happiness contract model, the
state is contractually obliged to provide its citizens a certain level of well-being. Ful liment
or violation of this contract predicts the level of support for the political system. Indeed,
the authors provide evidence that citizens' well-being is associated with political support. We
argue that the impact of being changes in concern operates similarly. However, our argument
assumes that citizens will attribute at least some responsibility for their climate concern to their
government or their national political system. While some policy elds such as crime or health
care are more clearly related to the national level, the ght against climate change often goes
beyond national borders. However, Hobolt and Tilley (2014) provide evidence that citizens
attribute equally high responsibility for climate change action to their national government
and a supranational body, the European Union. Therefore, despite its global nature, citizens
perceive climate change also as a national political issue.

Existing research suggesting a positive relationship between the successful enactment or pres-
ence of policies related to climate action and evaluation of governments and regimes further
supports such responsibility attribution. Alkon and Wang (2018) nd that e orts to reduce

air pollution is associated with better government evaluation. At the same time, polluted air
reduces these evaluations. Halla et al. (2013) and A. F. Wagner and Schneider (2006) provide
evidence that the more environmental policies there are in a country and the higher envi-
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ronmental expenditures, the higher SWD. Consequently, we formulate our rst hypothesis as
follows:

Hypothesis 1 An increase in individuals' concern about the consequences of climate change
lowers their satisfaction with democracy.

Figure 1.2 illustrates our empirical framework to test our hypotheses. The horizontal arrow
represents our rst, main hypothesis H1.

Figure 1.2: Empirical Framework

Individual-Level Saliencgq
(Value Orientation; Stable Green Partisanship)

~N S

Climate Concern, j ;

Age Category
Education Category
East Germany Dummy;
Female Dummy;
Party ID

Societal Salience

Visualization of our empirical set-up. Subscriptit represents individuali's values at wave
t; it it representsi's deviation from her mean valuet at wave t; and i represents time-
constant terms. The moderation by societal salience is tested indirectly.

1.2.1 Issue Salience as Moderator

Research has long established that individual and societal issue salience matters for citizens'
evaluations of the political sphere, for example, of prospective candidates (Rabinowitz et al.,
1982) and incumbent presidents (Edwards Il et al., 1995). While candidate evaluations repre-
sent rather speci ¢ measures of political support, salience is likely also an important moderator
regarding more di use levels of political support as citizens generally evaluate the output of
democratic systems based on their ability to address issues most salient to them (Reher, 2015a,
p. 177). De Blok (2023) demonstrates that the impact of perceived government performance
on citizens' political trust is moderated by the salience individuals attach to the issue for which
the performance is evaluated. That is, a bad performance regarding welfare policies does not
a ect political trust for people who do not consider welfare issues as important in the rst place.
Similarly, de Vries and Giger (2014) show that issue salience strongly a ects performance-based
voting. Here, the authors point to Lavine et al. (1996) for an explanation of the underlying
mechanism at play: The more salient an attitude, the more accessible and less cognitively
demanding it is for citizens to use as foundation for a judgment.

When aggregating this logic to a societal level, our proposition suggests that the more salient
an issue is on average in society, the larger its potential to erode political support to a relevant
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extent. This is supported by additional ndings of de Blok (2023) showing that the relational
strength between economic or welfare performance and political trust mirrors the share of citi-
zens who name the respective issue as most important in EU countries over time. In summary,
we argue that especially increases in concern about an issue deemed salient by many citizens
should give us cause for worry about its impact on political support.

Today, climate change is highly salient, especially in Western Europe. This constitutes a rather
recent phenomenon that can be traced back to a variety of developments: The rst in this series
of impactful events is arguably the signing and rati cation of the Paris Climate Agreement in
2015. However, climate change only became a highly visible and contested issue in media
and public discussion when Greta Thunberg started the rst school strike in 2018. This was
followed by an enormous climate movement all over the world, leading to the rst global climate
strike in 2019. A few months later, the European Parliament declared the climate emergency.
In Germany speci cally, Fridays For Future constitutes one of the largest re-occurring protest
movements and its most prominent faces are regularly invited to prime time talk shows and
other public events. Climate protests continued even during the Covid-19 pandemic and kept
climate change on the political agenda. This ongoing support for the protest movement was
re ected in over 250.000 people participating in the 2023 global strike throughout Germany,
according to the activists' own estimates. The continuous protests generated a lot of media
attention, and thus likely contributed to an increased issue salience. Furthermore, these climate
protest also increased concerns about climate change (Brehm & Gruhl, 2024).

In Germany, public attention was raised again in the 2021 election year when constitutional

complaints against the German Federal Climate Change Act were partially successful. This
marked a signi cant response to climate change from the German Constitutional Court openly

criticizing the government's performance and demanding changes to the legislation. In addition,
one of Germany's most severe oodings in decades put climate change mitigation and adaptation
even more on the public agenda. Garside and Zhai (2022) and Hilbig and Riaz (2024) nd
evidence that the German oods contributed to increased salience of climate change in the
short-term (see Damsbo-Svendsen (2025) for similar evidence from Denmark).

Based on these considerations, we formulate a rst conditionality to our main hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 The main e ect (H1), on average, manifests more strongly during time periods
with higher societal climate change salience (i.e., post 2018).

1.2.2 Individual E ect Conditionalities

Additionally, climate change salience undeniably di ers between individuals. This is not only
true between, but also within countries (Crawley et al., 2021). In this article, we propose two
measures within this article that should capture higher climate salience for individuals: their
value orientation and long-standing green partisan attachment.

Building on the work of Inglehart (1971, 1977), we assume that individuals with a post-
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materialist value orientation are more likely to pay attention to and prioritize post-materialist
issues such as environmental protection and climate change mitigation. Empirically, evidence
shows a positive correlation between a post-materialist value orientation and the belief that
the e ects of global warming have serious consequences (Kvalgy et al., 2012). We therefore
argue that the stronger the post-materialist value orientation of citizens, the greater salience
they should attach to the issue of climate change. Since we expect higher salience to positively
moderate the main e ect, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 3 The main e ect (H1) is stronger for individuals with a post-materialist value
orientation, compared to those with a materialist value orientation.

Further, we expect stable green partisanship to amplify the salience of climate change as parties
can in uence their electorate's opinion (Druckman et al., 2013; Fuller et al., 2025; Slothuus &
Bisgaard, 2021; Slothuus & De Vreese, 2010). Indeed, Green party supporters are on average
more climate conscious than other citizens in Western Europe, even when controlling for left-
right placement and political values (Fisher et al., 2022). Importantly, parties can also a ect
their supporters' issue salience by selectively emphasizing an issue (Neundorf & Adams, 2018).
It comes to no surprise that green parties take pro-climate positions and put more issue emphasis
on climate change compared to other party families (Farstad, 2018). In the German case, this
position in the political spectrum is taken up by the Greens, who were part of the governing
coalition following the 2021 election.

While individuals might identify with di erent parties at di erent points in time, those who
exclusively identify with a party over a longer period are arguably more prone to subscribe
to their parties' positions and salience attribution as well as more susceptible to this parties'
cues. In a similar vein, Ray (2003) shows that the e ect of party positions on citizens' opinions
Is strongest for those with a high partisan attachment. Thus, we argue that stable partisan
attachment with the Greens should make individuals, on average, more sensitive to the cli-
mate issue than compared to individuals with changing partisan attachment. Therefore, we
hypothesize:

Hypothesis 4 The main e ect (H1) is stronger for individuals with a stable partisan attach-
ment to the Greens.

1.3 Research Design

We test our hypotheses using the high quality German Socio-Economic Panel [SOEP] (Goebel
et al.,, 2018, 2023). Data from the European Social Survey [ESS] illustrates that German's
average democratic satisfaction is very stable over time (see g. A.2). Comparatively, it ranks
at the upper quartile of surveyed European countries. Simultaneously, a majority of Germans
self-report as extremely or very concerned about climate change in both the 2020 and 2023
ESS (see g. A.1l). This is the highest share of all 31 countries participating and a strong
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increase from a previous survey round in 2016. Between 2016 and 2020 the share of those
extremely concerned doubled from 7.2 to 14.8 per cent.

Due to the rather stable average satisfaction with democracy, we argue Germany represents a
relatively hard test for our proposed mechanism. E ects identi ed in Germany should replicate
reasonably well in other countries where democratic satisfaction is less consolidated and might
thus be more susceptible to erosion. At the same time, Germany is a suitable case for our speci c
climate focus, due to the substantial recent increases in climate concerns and the previously
illustrated overall high climate salience.

1.3.1 Data

Our main analyses rely on four unequally spaced panel waves (2010, 2016, 2020, and 2021)
the only ones jointly including our dependent (SWD) and core independent variable (climate
concern). This allows us to examine long-term and recent short-term e ects.

We rst drop every observation with missing values in the variables used in our models. We then
exclude respondents participating in only one wave, since no within-change can be estimated for
them. This results in 65.409 observations distributed over four waveBbl {10 = 12:346 Nog16 =
18575 Nypo = 19:448 Nygp; = 15:040. Table A.1 shows the respondents' participation
history in more detail. Tables A.7, A.8 and A.9 provide descriptive statistics for all variables
used in the analysis and robustness checks. Moreover, table A.9 underscores that throughout
the waves, there is no discernible pattern of panel attrition as distributions regarding sex, age,
and education remain fairly stable. The data resembles the German public well regarding sex
and age, while East Germans and more educated individuals are over-represented (see table
A.2). Our analysis results are robust to re-running our climate concern models with survey
weights.

To facilitate sub-sample analyses, we create separate data sets for each pair of consecutive
waves (Nigg1s = 23.846; Niggoo = 28.006; Noogo1 = 28.400). In 2005, climate concern was
not surveyed, but satisfaction with democracy and other concerns were. So we create another
sub-sample Nosg10 = 24.986) to run models providing additional context.

Main (In)Dependent Variables

All exact item wordings, variables with their original scales, and performed recodings are listed
in tables A.4 & A.5.

SWD is measured on an 11-point scale and treated as continuous. All concerns, including
that about the consequences of climate change, are captured on Likert scales ranging from
‘not concerned at all' over 'somewhat concerned' to "very concerned. Since we are interested
in within-respondent e ects, our main predictor is respondents' deviation from their average
concern levels over all waves at wawe We generally treat these measures as continuous. Still,
we re-run our core models treating climate concern as categorical, producing signi cant, robust,
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and fairly linear coe cients.

Interaction Variables

We use two time-invariant moderators to test H3 and H4: individuals' value orientation and the
stability of their partisan attachment to the Greens. First, (post-)materialist value orientation is
measured on a 4-point ordinal scale using the classical measure pioneered by Ronald Inglehart
(1971, 1977). This measure is time-invariant, because during the study period it was only
included in the 2016 wave. Although period e ects might in uence value orientations, Inglehart
(1971, 1977) argues that they are shaped by formative years and resistant to short-term shocks.
Figure A.3 leverages previous measures from 1996 and 2006 corroborating said stability.

Second, we code "Stable Green Partisanship' as a categorical variable. Respondents are sepa-
rately classi ed as always, sometimes, or never identifying with the Greens within each sub-
sample. Someone identifying with the Left in 2010 but the Greens in 2016, 2020, and 2021 is
thus coded as Sometimes Green in the main data, and Always Green in the 20/21 sub-
sample.

Control Variables

Finally, our empirical framework (g. 1.2) contains a selection of time-invariant and time-
varying control variables. We always control for the following socio-demographics to improve
model precision: sex, East vs. West German residence, age, and education. Women (Hansen &
Goenaga, 2021), East Germans (Welsch, 2022), older (Zilinsky, 2019) and less educated (An-
derson & Guillory, 1997) citizens are generally expected to be less satis ed with democracy.
We enter respondents’ place of residence when surveyed and their self-reported sex as theoret-
ically time-varying dummy variables. In practice, both measures are time-invariant for most
respondents. Additionally, age and education are captured at each wave. Age is recoded in six
levels ranging from below 26 to above 65 years in ten-year intervals. Education is recoded ac-
cording based on to the ISCED 1997 standard. Following the recommendation of the European
Commission (Eurostat, 2023) the nal variable re ects low, medium, and high educational at-
tainment. Robustness check models using education and age as numeric variables do not alter
our results meaningfully. Additionally, Aldrich et al. (2020) show that partisan attachment is
associated with higher democratic satisfaction. We thus also control for individuals' partisan
identi cation at each survey wave. Beyond improving the model precision, conditioning on
time-varying partisan attachment at wavet accounts for an eventual confounding e ect on our
main relationship of interest. Note that our results are robust to the inclusion or exclusion of
any of the control variables.

1.3.2 Modeling Strategy

We employ linear REWB models with wave xed e ects and random intercepts for each respon-
dent. Speci ed this way, REWB models are a less restrictive version of the common two-way
xed e ects [TWFE] approach (Bell & Jones, 2015; Bell et al., 2019; Mundlak, 1978). As

a robustness check we also specify our main analyses as TWFE models, producing essentially
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equal results throughout. The general form of our REWB models (adapted from Bell and Jones
(2015) and Bell et al. (2019)) can be expressed as follows:

Yi= o+t 1 Xij+ 2 (Xig Xj)+ 3 Wi+ 4 Zi+ 5 T+ + i

Here, Y is respondenti's satisfaction with democracy at wavda. Our independent variable of
interest is decomposed into a respondems mean concern over all observationsX() and her
deviation from said mean at wavd (X X;). The former estimates between- and the latter
within-respondent relationships which we focus on for our hypothese®/; then stands for all
time-varying variables measured for each respondentn wavet (e.g., party identi cation). Z;
stands for all time-invariant variables measured for each respondeint T; represents the xed
e ects for each survey wave.v; are normally distributed respondent-level random intercepts
[i N(; 2], and ; represents the normally distributed residuals | N (0; ?)].

The REWB models prevent confounding by time-invariant respondent-speci ¢ measures and
account for general time trends. As such, it also controls for any exogenous events between
waves that uniformly a ect our sample in the same way. In addition, we run multiple robustness
checks and extreme bounds analyses to make our inferences more robust regarding potential
time-varying confounders. Importantly, REWB models do not identify a causal direction. All
descriptions of the order of causes and e ects are thus purely theoretically motivated.

1.4 Analysis

Figure 1.3 describes respondents' average concern levels since 2009, highlighting a steady rise
in climate-related concern. While average climate concern consistently exceeds the somewhat
concerned level, it strongly spikes in 2019. This coincides, for example, with the emergence
of the Fridays For Future movement. By 2021, average concern about climate change registers
higher than any other surveyed concern. Throughout the years, average environmental concern
closely follows that of climate concern. To trace the other concerns' developments going back
to 1984, see gure A.4. Table A.6 additional shows the change pattern of respondents’ climate
concern between subsequent panel waves (2010, 2016, 2020, 2021). Generally, approximately
60 per cent of respondents report the same concern level in waves and t. Less than 3 per

cent switch between being “very' or "not at all' concerned.

Democratic satisfaction, our dependent variable, also increases over time (g. 1.4). While
the upswing is rather incremental in the beginning, a more substantial jump occurs between
2020 and 2021. We trace this back to the extraordinary situation surrounding the Covid-19
pandemic, as Bol et al. (2021) identify that lockdowns positively impacted trust in government
and SWD. Importantly, the SOEP collects its data throughout the whole year. Thus, the
impact of lockdown policies on respondents’ democratic satisfaction and concern levels likely
depends on their interview date. Indeed, monthly averages of democratic satisfaction in 2020
varied signi cantly (see upper panel of gure A.5). Due to this strong intra-wave variance,
we later re-run our climate concern models using monthly instead of wave xed e ects as a
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Figure 1.3: Concern Averages over Waves

Concern averages since inclusion of the concern about the consequences of climate change.
"Not concerned at all' equals 0, 'somewhat concerned' equals 1, and “very concerned' equals
2. Based on raw data fromSOEP V38 (Goebel et al., 2023). For a plot of the other
concern averages dating back to 1984, see gure A.4.

Figure 1.4: Average Satisfaction with Democracy over Waves

Boxplot shows median and inter-quartile range satisfaction with democracy. Averages are
written in white. Whiskers extend to 1.5 the IQR. Overimposed points identify the
distribution and outliers. Based on the full data set (2005, 2010, 2016, 2020, 2021) based
on SOEP V38 (Goebel et al., 2023) with described data transformations.
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robustness check corroborating our results.

1.4.1 The E ect of Increasing Concern on Democratic Satisfaction

Figure 1.5 visualizes the e ects of hypothetical within-respondent concern increases on demo-
cratic satisfaction for nine concerns based on the fully controlled REWB models. Black co-
e cients are based on the main data set (2010 2021). Blue-shaded coe cients relate to the
various two-wave sub-samples.

Climate Concern Can Decrease Satisfaction With Democracy

We nd that a hypothetical within-respondent climate change concern increase by one point

relates to a signi cant 0.14 point decrease in democratic satisfaction in the main model. This

initially supports our hypothesis H1. We further demonstrate that increasing concerns about

other issues are likewise related to declining democratic satisfaction. With very few exceptions,
sub-sample analyses prove signi cant as well.

Figure 1.5: Concern Coe cients Visualized

Black coe cients based on "Full' REWB models, controlling for age, education, sex, East
vs. West Germany, and partisan attachment, using main data set (tables A.10 A.18) &
blue-shaded ones on “Full' REWB sub-sample models (tables A.19 A.24). Note, there

is no coe cient for climate concern for the 05/10 sub-sample, as this concern was not
included in the 2005 survey. Based on 5 waves (2005, 2010, 2016, 2020, 2021) of the
SOEP (Goebel et al., 2023) with the described data transformations.

These results illustrate how focusing primarily on economic concerns clearly misses the full
picture, both from the perspective of scholars and policymakers. Overall, concerns about im-
migration and crime in Germany are consistently related to the strongest declines in democratic
satisfaction, with weaker e ects for concern about maintaining peace, respondent's health, and
violence against foreigner Compared to the other concerns under study, the e ect of climate
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concern is medium-sized and di ers from the other concerns in two meaningful ways.

First, comparing the fully controlled betweenrespondent coe cients from tables A.10 A.18,
only average climate concern exhibits a signi cant positive correlation with SWD. Citizens who
are, on average, very concerned with climate change exhibit a 0.26 points higher democratic
satisfaction than those who are, on average, not concerned at all. For comparison, those either
consistently very concerned about crime, immigration, the economy, or their nancial situation
are, on average, at least two points less satis ed with democracy than those consistently not
concerned about these issues.

Second, the e ects of most concern deviations remain stable throughout the study period,
or, in case of the economic concerns, the relationship even weakens over time. For climate
concern deviations, gure 1.5 clearly shows a weak relationship with SWD in the earlier sub-
samples, even though it still is statistically signi cant in the 10/16 sub-sample. However, the

e ect size increases strongly to -0.21 and becomes statistically signi cant in the latest sub-
sample (2020 & 2021) revealing a strong relationship in line with our framework. For one,
this pattern supports H2, suggesting that climate concern increases have a greater negative
e ect on democratic satisfaction in times when climate change is arguably more salient. It
also underscores the importance of studying and understanding the impact of growing climate
concerns on democratic satisfaction. On the other hand, it demonstrates how the overall e ect
is driven by the most current survey waves thus weakening support for and prohibiting a full
acceptance of H1.

Environmental Concern Similar Trends, Di ering Salience Levels

Over time, the closely related environmental concern follows a similar, albeit much less pro-
nounced, pattern which grants additional plausibility to our estimates. However, unlike climate
concern, deviations in environmental concern signi cantly impact SWD in every sub-sample.
Regarding our main argument, this suggests that environmental protection was a su ciently
salient issue throughout the study period, while the more speci c issue of climate change only
recently gained enough political relevance. By now, however, increases in climate change con-
cerns are at least as important for citizens' democratic evaluations as those in environmental
concerns.

Climate Concern beats Material Concern

While the e ect of environmental and climate concern changes has recently risen, the impact of
changes in concern about Germany's economy as a whole and concern about respondents' own
nancial situation on democratic satisfaction has declined (g. 1.5). Indeed, in the most recent
data, both material concerns are less consequential for citizens' evaluation of the democratic
system than changes in climate and environmental concerns.

Coe cients for increases in both concerns more than halved since the earliest available sub-
samples. While a hypothetical one-point increase in sociotropic economic concern meant a
substantial 0.4-point drop in SWD in the 05/10 sub-sample, this shrinks to 0.35 (0.1) in the
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10/16 (16/20) sub-samples. For the 20/21 sub-sample, we even nd a counter-intuitive signi -
cant positive e ect suggesting increasing concern about the economy raises SWD. However, this
can be traced back to monthly intra-wave co-variance with SWD, likely caused by the Covid
pandemic (g. A.5).1 Contrary to earlier results from Christmann and Torcal (2017), our data
suggests that egotropic nancial concerns are more consequential for SWD than sociotropic
concerns about the economy as a whole.

The Climate Concern E ect's Robustness

We thoroughly probe the robustness of the results underlying the hypotheses testing. Overall,
they remain stable across all robustness checks regarding direction, magnitude, and statistical
signi cance.

First, re-running a balanced model with 5.032 respondents who participated in all waves rules
out bias from sample composition or panel attrition (tab. A.19). Second, adding age, education,
or both as numeric predictors does not change results (tab. A.30 - A.32). Third, results
further hold when using two-way xed e ects (tab. A.34). Fourth, treating climate concern

as categorical variable yields similar results (tab. A.33). For example, in the 2020/21 sub-
sample, a hypothetical shift from "not concerned' to 'somewhat concerned’ decreases democratic
satisfaction by 0.17 points, and to "very concerned' by 0.41 points. This aligns well with the
corresponding main model estimates (-0.21 and -0.42, tab. A.10). Fifth, we create survey
weights via iterative proportional tting and the anesrakepackage (Pasek, 2018) to make our
sample re ective of the German population at each wavé and thus evaluate the external
validity of our results. Table A.3 shows that for these weighted models, every single sub-sample
coe cient is actually statistically signi cant, while their size only changes minimally.

Sixth, REWB models' within-respondent coe cients can, by design, only be biased by omitted
time-varying, but not time-invariant variables. While we already control, for example, for
party identi cation at wave t in all models, it is plausible that there are other time-varying
confounders not considered in our previous analysis. For example, time-varying deviations in
multiple concerns could interact with each other to determine citizens' SWD. For one, variation

in citizens' concern about their own nancial situation might confound our main e ect as it
could a ect both their satisfaction with democracy and climate concern levels. Untangling
these interactions is not the focus of this contribution. Still, we aim to rule out omitted
variable bias as best as possible. We thus perform extreme bounds analyses (Leamer, 1985;
Sala-1-Martin, 1997) to test the main e ects' sensitivity to multiple confounding in uences.
Figure A.6 and table A.35 illustrate the strong robustness of the climate concern e ect to the
inclusion of the other concern deviation measures. Table A.36 shows the same for a series of
measures that capture life satisfaction and respondents’ mood during the month before the
survey. This ensures that our results are not driven by respondents' more general mood swings

1 Re-estimating our models with monthly xed e ects corrects the counter-intuitive e ect to a non-signi cant
0.01 (tab. A.28). As a robustness check, we also re-estimate our climate concern models with monthly
xed e ects (tab. A.29). As average climate concern remained rather stable throughout the year ( g. A.5),
this does not meaningfully change the model results.
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between survey waves. Summarized, while the weak 2010/16 sub-sample coe cient proves to be
rather sensitive to control strategies, the overall and 2020/21-e ect remain robustly signi cant
throughout. Section A.3 describes the EBA procedure in more detalil.

Even though this is not de nite evidence, the EBAs demonstrate the identi ed relationships'
robustness to a wide range of possible confounders which strengthens our con dence in their
causal nature. Of course, future studies will be needed to tease out this causality and its
direction, for example in form of (natural) experiments. For our contribution, the EBAs and
adjacent robustness checks support our partial acceptance of H1 and full acceptance of H2.

1.4.2 Salience Heterogeneity: Post-Materialists & Green Partisans

Our framework suggests that concern deviations are more relevant for respondents with higher
issue salience. For the present case, we proxy individuals' climate salience via post-materialist
value orientations (H3) and stable Green partisan attachment (H4).

Figure 1.6: Moderated Climate Concern

Coe cients show linear combinations for the interacted main e ect. Black coe cients are
based on “Full' REWB models using the main data set, blue-shaded ones on "Full' REWB
sub-sample models (tables A.37 & A.40). Based on 4 waves (2010, 2016, 2020, 2021) of
the SOEP-Panel SOEP V38 (Goebel et al., 2023) with described data transformations.

Figure 1.6 shows linear combinations based on the full sample models that illustrate how a
hypothetical one-unit climate concern increase impacts SWD dependent on the moderator
values. Figure 1.7 additionally depicts respondents’ predicted democratic satisfaction based
on the 20/21 sub-sample models for an easier substantial interpretation. Predicted democratic
satisfaction is derived using statistical simulation (King et al., 2000), following the observed
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value approach recommended by Hanmer and Ozan Kalkan (2013). Points represent the average
predicted satisfaction across di erent scenarios, where all respondents share the same moderator
value and hypothetical climate concern change at poirtt with all other variables held at their
observed values.

(Post-)Materialism Moderates 20/21-E ect

The upper panel of gure 1.6 shows that, as expected, climate concern deviations do not
a ect SWD for pure materialists in any model. For all other groups, climate concern increases
signi cantly lower satisfaction with democracy in the full sample model. Again, these e ects
are driven chie y by the 2020/21 sub-sample, while we nd mostly (narrow) null-e ects in both
other sub-samples.

In line with H3, the dierence between pure post-materialists and pure materialists is sta-
tistically signi cant in the full sample model (tab. A.37). In the 2020/21 sub-sample, post-
materialists even di er signi cantly from pure and rather materialist respondents. Here, a
one-unit increase in climate concern decreases democratic satisfaction by 0.42 units for post-
materialists. Rather materialist individuals still lose 0.19 units, while the e ect completely
vanishes for pure materialists.

The left panel of gure 1.7 translates these model results into predictions of respondents’
democratic satisfaction. Here, we only show predictions for concern deviation values that are
actually present in the data. Across value orientation groups, concern deviations follow similar
distributions with roughly % of respondents exhibiting no deviation in climate concerns between
the 2020 and 2021 waves (tab. A.39). Absent a deviation from respondents' average concern
levels (X = 0), predicted SWD hovers around the model average of 6.9 for all four value
orientation scenarios. While predicted SWD is the highest in the pure post-materialist case, it
surmounts that of the pure materialist case by less than 0.1 points.

In scenarios with stronger hypothetical deviations from respondents' average climate concern,
an X-shape emerges. Materialist scenarios defy the general trend of decreasing SWD under
higher concern conditions. On the far left we can compare how satis ed with democracy
citizens are predicted to be assuming that their climate concern has decreased by one unit (e.g.,
from being 'somewhat' to "not at all' concerned). If respondents were pure post-materialists,
our model predicts a 0.58-points higher SWD compared to a scenario in which respondents are
purely materialist (7.31 vs. 6.73). Contrary, assuming a hypothetical one-unit concern increase,
pure post-materialists' predicted SWD falls 0.45 units below than that of pure materialists (6.48
vs. 6.93).

In line with H3, di erences in predicted SWD are most pronounced assuming the post-materialist
scenario. Assuming respondents experience a one-unit increase or decrease in climate concern
amounts to a di erence 0.83 points on the satisfaction scale. This corresponds to roughly 0.4
standard deviations in the underlying sample. In summary, we nd strong support for a value
orientation moderation in the latest sub-sample, but not over the entire study period.
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Figure 1.7: Simulating Predicted Satisfaction with Democracy

The plots present predicted satisfaction with democracy and corresponding 95-percent
con dence intervals based on an observed value simulation. Figure A.7 provides a more
detailed explanation. Based on fully controlled interaction models (tables A.40 & A.37)
with the 20/21 sub-sample created fromSOEP V38 (Goebel et al., 2023). Horizontal
lines indicate average measured SWD in observations used for respective analysis.

Stable Green Partisans Consider Climate Most

We nd more consistent evidence for our moderation hypothesis regarding stable Green parti-
sanship. Across all models, rising climate concern leads to the greatest decline in democratic
satisfaction among stable Green identi ers (g. 1.6). Note that in the 10/16 sub-sample, the

e ect amongst this group is only statistically signi cant on a 0.1 -level and the comparison
between those "always' and "never' identifying with the Greens does not reach statistical sig-
ni cance and (tab. A.40). In the 16/20 sub-sample comparing never' and sometimes' Greens
also reaches only a 0.1-level while all other interactions are signi cant and substantial.

For example, in the latest sub-sample a hypothetical one-unit increase in climate concern lowers
democratic satisfaction by copious 0.68 points for consistent Green identi ers. The SWD of
those identifying with the Greens in only one wave declines by 0.27 points, while those never
identifying with the Greens lose 0.17 points. This smallest e ect itself is, however, still statisti-
cally signi cant (g. 1.6). The magnitude of the interaction coe cients obtained from the full
sample analysis closely resemble those from the most recent sub-sample.

Next, we examine the simulations under the three partisanship scenarios in the 20/21 sub-
sample (right panel of g. 1.7). Assuming no deviation from respondents' average concern
levels (X = 0), "always' and "'sometimes' identi ers are predicted to be substantially more sat-
is ed with democracy (7.39 & 7.26) than "never' identi ers (6.94). In all partisan scenarios, a
hypothetical decrease in climate concern (X 0) raises democratic satisfaction, while an in-
crease (X> 0) lowers it. Here, it should be noted that amongst stable identi ers approximately

% of respondents report the same concern level in both waves, compared to 0§1I§bf ‘never'
identi ers (tab. A.42)
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Overall, gure 1.7 emphasizes that predicted democratic satisfaction is in uenced by climate
concern changes across all Green attachment levels. However, in line with our overarching
salience argument, the changes in predicted SWD are, by far, the strongest in the "Always
Greens' scenario. This also applies when comparing them to any of the previously discussed
changes conditioned on value orientations. Assuming respondents always identify with the
Greens, the predicted SWD di ers by 1.35 units comparing if they experience a hypothetical
one-unit increase or decrease in climate concern (8.07 vs. 6.72). This corresponds to more than
0.6 standard deviations in the underlying sample. Also consider that throughout the ESS data
collection from 2002 to 2023, Germans' average democratic satisfaction never di ered by more
than one unit (g. A.2). This illustrates how strongly changes in climate concern could a ect
democratic satisfaction for those who likely care strongly about the issue. Given the stronger
robustness of this nding compared to the value orientation moderation, we fully accept H4,
while we only partially accept H3.

Taken together, these results grant credibility to the underlying argument that increased issue
salience strengthens the e ect of concern deviations on democratic satisfaction. Since stable
green partisans and post-materialists might also di er systematically from the remaining sample
in other ways, we still encourage future research to directly re-evaluate our salience argument.

We investigate other potentially moderating factors respondents' age, education, region
(East/West Germany), sex, and party identi cation at point t in an exploratory fashion.
Regression models and more detailed discussion are provided in section E of the appendix.
Overall, the probed socio-demographic variables do not moderate the relationship between ris-
ing climate concern and democratic satisfaction in a consistent manner. However, models based
on the most recent data hint at some heterogeneous e ects. For example, the relationship be-
tween climate concern and democratic satisfaction is stronger for West (vs. East) Germans and
for more highly educated respondents. These patterns warrant further empirical analyses by
researchers.

1.5 Conclusion

Our article provides rst empirical evidence that growing climate concern threatens democratic
satisfaction. Within the 2020/21 sub-sample, a hypothetical change from being not at all
concerned to being “very' concerned decreases satisfaction with democracy by.41 scale
points or about% of a standard deviation (tab. A.33).

Through two proxy analyses we further provide credible support for our underlying argument

of heterogeneous issue salience as a moderator of this e ect. This adds to the evidence for issue
salience as an important moderator of evaluations of the political sphere (e.g. de Vries & Giger,
2014; de Blok, 2023). In the 2020/21 sub-sample, the reduction of democratic satisfaction
caused by a hypothetical one-unit increase in climate concern is roughly four times as large for
stable Green partisans compared to respondents that never identify with the Greens (-0.68 vs.
-0.17). The same sub-sample also provides evidence in line with the value orientation hypothesis
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H3: Pure post-materialists lose 0.42 points on the democratic satisfaction scale for any one-unit
increase in climate concern, whereas the e ect vanishes completely for pure materialists. While
this moderation is not robustly identi ed throughout the whole study period, the stable Green
partisanship hypothesis H4 is corroborated in various sub-sample models.

We argue that our results should replicate in countries with similar contexts. In Germany,
climate salience and concern levels are comparatively high and have increased strongly in recent
years. According to ESS data from 2016, 2020 & 2023 (tab. A.1l), European countries with
either similar climate concern levels or similarly strong increases over the last years include
Spain, the UK, Slovenia, or Czech Republic.

Beyond climate concerns, we provide evidence that a variety of societal concerns reduce citi-
zens' political support in the form of democratic satisfaction. This nding contributes to and
expands the research investigating the relationship between economic evaluations and SWD
(e.g., Anderson & Guillory, 1997; Christmann & Torcal, 2017) as well as the evaluation-trust
literature (e.g. de Blok, 2023; de Blok et al., 2022). Beyond academia, it illustrates the cross-
pressures faced by policy-makers today to address multiple concerns simultaneously to uphold
democratic satisfaction.

More speci cally, we robustly identify very strong negative relationships with SWD for in-
creases in concern about immigration or crime in Germany, and weaker ones for concern about
maintaining peace, xenophobia or one's health. While the negative e ect of climate and en-
vironmental concern increases grows over time, the initially strong impact of material concern
increases declines in recent waves. So much so, that changes in climate and environmental
concern have become more consequential for citizens’ SWD than changes in the two material
concerns.

Our contribution empirically focuses on establishing the link between increasing climate con-
cerns and declining democratic satisfaction. Declining SWD, however, could only be a pre-
cursor to the even more foundational erosion of di use democratic support. Empirically,
Claassen and Magalhdes (2022) show that even though the relationship between both types
of political support is somewhat reciprocal, SWD has a larger impact on di use support than
vice versa. Theoretically, Easton (1965, p. 273) used the analogy of a citizerservoir of good
will to explain why short-term uctuations in democratic satisfaction do not deterministically

a ect support for democratic rule. But as citizens accumulate and eventually generalize their
evaluations of the system's performance onto the system itself (Mauk, 2020, p. 20) this reservoir
might still get drained. Declining democratic satisfaction can thus be seen as an early warning
sign for a withdrawal of principled support for democracy. Contrarily, Norris (1999, 2011) ar-
gues that declining democratic satisfaction might even bene t democracies if individuals turn
into “critical citizens. She argues that declining satisfaction despite strong di use support
could motivate citizens' to ‘repair' the democratic system instead of dismantling it. A similar
thought is posited by Klingemann (1999), who labels these unhappy but democracy-committed
citizens “dissatis ed democrats. While the present data does not allow us to investigate these
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very di erent potential downstream consequences empirically, we encourage future research to
address this important question.
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From Dissatisfaction to Disapproval?
Climate Concern's Impact on Political Support

Jan Menzner

Abstract. Democratic endurance fundamentally depends on citizens' di use political
support. Identifying threats to this principled support is thus crucial in times of
democratic backsliding. Meanwhile, an escalating climate crisis is threatening adverse
a ects on billions of humans. Surveys attest that European citizens view climate change
as a very serious problem and exhibit increasing concern about its impacts, while
simultaneously judging government action as insu cient.

Against this backdrop, | draw on the German Social Cohesion Panel (2021-2023)
and rst-dierence models to investigate whether within-respondent increases in
climate concern can erode not only democratic satisfaction but also democratic
support. Contrary to expectations and previous evidence, results indicate a positive asso-
ciation between changes in climate concern and both democratic satisfaction and support.

Asymmetrical panel models reveal that this association is largely driven by jointdecreases
in concern and democratic evaluations. As sensitivity analyses indicate moderate poten-
tial for omitted confounders, the ndings may re ect the broader polycrisis context of
the Covid-19 pandemic and Russia's invasion of Ukraine simultaneously reducing climate
concern and democratic satisfaction. Sub-group analyses further show that the relation-
ship manifests primarily among speci c electorates, older citizens, and those with lower
average climate concern and e cacy. Together, these ndings add to the literature on
political support and highlight the need to closer investigate the identi ed sub-groups and
political contexts in which climate concern meaningfully threatens democratic attitudes.

Keywords. Satisfaction with Democracy, Support for Democracy, Climate Change
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Democratic resilience rests on citizens' political support (Claassen, 2020; Dalton, 2006). Clas-
sic work distinguishes between volatilepeci ¢ support such as evaluations of incumbent actors
and short-run performance and the more inert endorsement of regime institutions, norms and
principles labeleddi use support (Easton, 1957, 1965; Norris, 1999, 2011). Political support
strengthens democratic endurance (Claassen, 2020), whereas an erosion invites system insta-
bility (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018; Norris, 2011).

To protect contemporary democracies during times of potential backsliding (Coppedge et al.,
2024; Foa & Mounk, 2016), it is crucial to understand the determinants of and threats to
political support. With few outliers (de Blok, 2023; de Blok et al., 2022), existing research
has predominantly focused on economic evaluations and concerns as predictors of democratic
satisfaction (Armingeon & Guthmann, 2013; Daoust & Nadeau, 2021; Nadeau et al., 2019,
2020). This study contributes new evidence by instead examining the democratic consequences
of climate concern.

Climate change is an escalating crisis, already threatening adverse impacts on more than 3
billion people world wide (IPCC, 2023). Public opinion mirrors this salience. A majority of
Europeans view climate change as a serious problem and deem government action as insu cient
(European Commission, 2023), while concern about its impacts has strongly increased since
2016 (European Social Survey, 2020, 2024).

Still, we know relatively little about how climate concern a ects political support. So far,
Isermann et al. (2024) show that stronger climate concern leads to a higher willingness to
transgress democratic norms in favor of more ambitious climate action. Study 1 suggest that
within-respondent increases in climate concern predict declines satisfaction with democracy.
This study expands on this literature in multiple ways.

Compared to Isermann et al. (2024), | analyze within-person change duse support for
democracy, reducing bias from stable traits. Without a policy-for-democracy trade-o, | also
conduct a stricter test of whether increased concern reduces democratic support without in-
strumental gains. | expand on Study 1 byjointly studying democratic satisfaction and sup-
port. Theoretically, declines in only democratic satisfaction do not deterministically undermine
democracy. They may instead produce dissatis ed democrats or critical citizens who re-
main committed to democratic norms while seeking system improvement (Klingemann, 1999;
Norris, 1999, 2011). Following, Easton (1965), citizens can draw on a reservoir of goodwill'
protecting di use regime support from short-term speci c discontent. Depletion of the more
inert and consequential di use democratic support, on the other hand, mandates a more dire
prognosis. The present study thus constitutes an even harder and more impactful test whether
climate concern poses a threat for democracies.

This way, | also contribute to the broader political support literature. Previously, Claassen
and Magalhaes (2022) found thabbjectivegovernment performance in the economy and crime
domains a ects both democratic satisfaction and support, with the latter mediated through
the former. | extend this logic by focusing on citizenssubjectiveperceptions of climate change,
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expecting rising concern to directly decrease democratic satisfaction and, mediated through
these declines, indirectly decrease di use support for democracy. | further expect climate issue
salience to strengthen the eroding e ect of rising concerns, while higher e cacy should attenuate
it as high-e cacy citizens at least feel empowered to ameliorate their own concerns.

| probe these hypotheses using two waves (2021,2023) of the Gernsatial Cohesion Panel
(Gerlitz et al., 2024). | estimate rst-di erence models, that di erence out all constant charac-
teristics, to study within-person changes. Due to data availability, my moderator hypotheses
are tested using time-invariant measures.

Counter to expectations and previous evidence, changes in climate concern are signi cantly
positively associated with changes in democratic satisfaction and support and only a small
component of the e ect on democratic support follows the proposed mediation path. | run
extensive additional analyses to circumscribe this unexpected e ect more precisely.

Sensitivity analysis suggests moderate potential for omitted variable bias, but suggests it is
not competing economic concerns that are "'missing' from my models. Instead, the presence
of other crises (Covid-pandemic and Russia's invasion of Ukraine) during the study period
might have simultaneously suppressed climate concern and created dissatisfaction with the
democratic system. Indeed, asymmetric panel models show that the overall e ect is more
strongly driven by joint decreasesn concerns and political support. Sub-group analyses reveal
that the relationship only manifests robustly for some sub-groups speci cally for SPD-, Union-

, and (in part) AfD-voters, citizens over 65 years old and those with an overall lower level of
climate concern and e cacy. Future investigations should thus begin with these individuals.

Taken together my analyses paint a complicated picture. They contribute to the broader politi-
cal support literature by corroborating that intra-individual changes in democratic satisfaction
and support are related. | also show that citizens' attitudes can have direct and di ering im-
pacts on various political support levels. Most importantly, as climate change will remain a
pressing political challenge of our time (IPCC, 2023), my analyses and results have revealed
important further research questions, provided novel evidence and can inform future research
into the increasingly important climate-democracy nexus.

2.1 Specic & Diuse Political Support

Conceptually, the literature on political support builds upon foundational work by David Easton
and Pippa Norris. First, David Easton (1957, 1965, 1975) di erentiates between two types of
political support: speci c and di use. Extending Easton's dichotomous typology, Pippa Norris
(1999, 2011) works out ve separate support indicators aligned on a latent dimension ranging
from most speci ¢ (top) to most di use (bottom):

1. Approval of Incumbent Politicians
2. Con dence in Regime Institutions

3. Evaluations of Regime Performance
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4. Approval of Regime Principles & Values
5. National Identities

Speci c support relates to citizens' evaluations of aspects of the current system and politi-
cians' performance regarding current demands. Di use support stands for a more abstract and
principled support for a political regime, its institutions and core values.

In pluralist democracies, no regime can fully satisfy all citizens at all times. Hence, frequent
changes in approval of incumbent parties, ministers, policy decisions or other measures of
speci ¢ support can be expected. Moving towards the di use side of the political support
spectrum, this volatility should decrease. For instance, support for regime principles freedom
of speech, separation of powers, universal voting rights or democracy in general are expected
to be more resistant to short-term political developments.

This protection against rapid changes is important, as di use support has been empirically
shown to improve the endurance of democratic systems (Claassen, 2020). To sustain, any
democracy requires a decent measure of citizens' commitment to its norms and values (Ginsburg
& Hug, 2018; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018). Political support especially the di use variety is
thus a major foundation for the resilience of democratic systems (Almond & Verba, 1963;
Claassen, 2020). Dwindling political support, on the contrary, encourages protest politics
through peaceful or radical means, and, ultimately, [...] regime instability. (Norris, 2011, p.
37). In summary, political systems, including democracies, require a su cient amount of di use
support to withstand the expected uctuations in volatile speci ¢ support (Dalton, 2006).

Easton (1965) illustrates this dynamic with the analogy of a ‘reservoir of goodwill. This
reservoir allows citizens' speci ¢ support to vary, for example following dissatisfaction with
a policy or election outcome, without immediately losing di use support for the underlying
principles of a regime. But these reservoirs are not in nite. Each speci c disappointment
lowers their metaphorical water level, while positive experiences could also help replenish them.
Devine and Valgardsson (2023) show, for example, that political trust may reduce following
speci ¢ negative evaluation, but tend to recover in the medium-long run.

Figure 2.1: Cascading Reservoirs of Goodwill
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Figure 2.1 visualizes the reservoir-analogy adapted to Norris' ve latent indicators. If dissatis-
faction, negative evaluations or concerns open the valve at the bottom, this leads to an overall
reduction in support levels, but the e ect is felt rst in the upmost, most speci ¢ reservoir.

There are a number of studies investigating linkages between government or policy evaluations
and singular levels depicted in gure 2.1. Scholars are especially interested in the e ect of
economic evaluations on satisfaction with democracy which can be understood as an "Eval-
uation of Regime Performance' (Linde & Ekman, 2003). They show that negative evaluations
of countries' past economic performances, citizens' perceptions of their own economic stance,
and pessimistic expectations for future economic development are consistently related to lower
satisfaction with democracy (Christmann & Torcal, 2017; Daoust & Nadeau, 2021; Nadeau et
al., 2019, 2020). Dissatisfaction with the economy has also been linked to lower political trust
(van der Meer & Dekker, 2011), which can be considered an operationalization of ‘Con dence
in Institutions’. Summarized, especially negative evaluations within the economic domain have
been shown to be able to "open the valve' and to decrease di erent levels of political support.
Beyond that, de Blok et al. (2022) and de Blok (2023) show that performance evaluations and
policy satisfaction across other issues can also a ect individuals' political trust.

Studies linking multiple, more di use support levels are rare. Claassen and Magalhdes (2022)
show that government e ectiveness regarding economic performance and violent crime signi -
cantly a ects citizens' democratic satisfaction, while support for democracy, a possible opera-
tionalization of the more di use "Approval of Regime Principles' (Norris, 2011, p. 27) remains
comparatively impervious. In line with the implied order of the reservoir-analogy, the authors
nd that any impact on democratic support only occurs mediated through declines in the more
speci ¢ satisfaction with democracy.

Another stand-out exception is the integrated explanatory model of regime support provided
by Marlene Mauk (2020). She uses multilevel structure equation models to demonstrate that
incumbent support, democratic performance, and positive system evaluations all relate to higher
di use democratic support. In line with the reservoir-analogy, she concludes that citizens
accumulate singular negative experiences and eventually generalize them onto the system itself
(Mauk, 2020). Implicitly, this describes citizens as a type of Bayesian updater. They hold a
di use support level for the political system they live in and update this belief based on new
information they observe such as (dis-)satisfaction with policy outcomes or politicians.

Taken together, the existing literature identi es that di erent, but foremost economic evalu-
ations and concerns can a ect indicators of more speci ¢ support: trust in institutions and
democratic satisfaction [SWD]. As suggested by Easton (1965), the more di use support for
democracy [SFD] remains rather impervious. Still, declines in SFD are possible following sus-
tained dissatisfaction (Mauk, 2020), and mediated through declining democratic satisfaction
(Claassen & Magalhaes, 2022).
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2.2 Climate Concern and Political Support

Given the foundational nature of political support for system stability (Almond & Verba,
1963; Claassen, 2020; Dalton, 2006), a better understanding of its determinants and threats is
crucial to ensure democratic resilience. With this paper, | contribute to this understanding by
investigating the democratic consequences of climate change, a highly salient but understudied
issue. Speci cally, | investigate the impact of intra-individual changes in climate concern on
SWD and SFD as well as the interplay of the two indicators of political support.

2.2.1 The Importance of Climate Change

In 2023, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change estimated that 3.3 to 3.6 billion people
live in contexts highly vulnerable to climate change (IPCC, 2023). Climate change has reduced
food security, strained water supplies, caused substantial damages and increasingly irreversible
losses of biodiversity, and has in icted serious harms on human health, livelihoods, and critical
infrastructure in urban areas. Taken together, the IPCC's report strongly underscores that
climate change is not a distant threat but a present and escalating danger to both societies and
ecosystems worldwide (IPCC, 2023).

Figure 2.2: Comparative Survey Data on Climate Attitudes

(a) Climate Concern Levels (b) Perceptions of Climate Change & Action

Panel (a) based on waves 8 (2016) & 11 (2023) of thEuropean Social Survey(European
Social Survey, 2020, 2024). Percentages show respondents who report feeling “very' or
“extremely' concerned about climate change. Panel (b) based on aggregated Eurobarom-
eter Data provided by the European Commission (2023).

The relevance of climate change is also re ected in public opinion surveys. Comparing the
2016 and 2023 waves of thEuropean Social Surveyllustrates a substantial Europe-wide rise

in climate concern (g. 2.2a). Across the 19 countries participating in both waves, the share
of citizens who are “very' or “extremely' concerned about climate change increased from 27.8
to 38.4 percent. The same year BEurobarometer asked about the single-most serious problem
facing the world (European Commission, 2023). Here, climate change was named by 17% of
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respondents, behind only “poverty, hunger and lack of drinking water' (20 %), and "armed
conicts' (19 %), but surpassing, for example, respondents’ economic situation (11%).

In the sameEurobarometer respondents rated how serious the problem of climate change is on
a scale from 1 (not at all) to 10 (extremely), and whether their national government is doing
“enough’, "not enough' or 'too much' to ght climate change. Overall, abou% of respondents
perceive climate change as a very serious problem (7-10), wt@lethink their government is
not doing enough to prevent it (European Commission, 2023). In most countries, both these
groups constitute majorities (g. 2.2b).

Taken together, climate change is not only an empirical reality that threatens lives, prosperity
and biodiversity (IPCC, 2023). Instead, the opinion data clearly illustrates that climate change

is a highly salient issue with wide-spread related concerns in many European democracies. A
clear majority of Europeans see climate change as an important problem and are dissatis ed
with a lack of governmental action.

Circling back, this dissatisfaction with national governments constitutes a decline on the most
speci ¢, most volatile level of political support. Within this study, | evaluate whether this
decline feeds into an erosion of more diuse and inert political support levels, speci cally
democratic satisfaction and support. As climate change is set to remain a de ning political
challenge in the foreseeable future, it is essential to understand how the climate crisis puts
pressure on attitudes that underpin democratic resilience. Such knowledge can help scholars
and civil society actors identify and address potential fault lines in the foundations of democracy.

2.2.2 Climate Change & Democracy

Despite its relevance, empirical studies into the nexus of climate change attitudes and democ-
racy are rare. A contribution by Isermann et al. (2024) examines how, back in 2020, climate
concerns shape German citizens' willingness to accept democratic norm violations that are
explicitly framed as serving ambitious climate action for instance, curtailing the ability to
challenge climate policies in court or justifying coercive measures against major emitters. Com-
pared to their abstractnorm support, this contextualizationreduces support by 5 (legal process)
to 25 (parliamentary oversight) percentage points for strongly concerned individuals (Isermann
et al., 2024). Generally, stronger concern about climate change is related to less contextualized
support of all studied democratic norms. The evidence of my Study 1 further suggests that
increases in within-respondent climate concern levels are linked with democratic dissatisfaction,
especially for long-time Green party identi ers or post-materialist respondents.

Both of these studies support the proposition that increased climate concern can pose a threat
to di erent levels of political support: Study 1 corroborates that within-respondent increases
in climate concern can translate into worsening "Evaluations of Regime Performance’ (i.e. sat-
isfaction with democracy). Isermann et al. (2024) show that between-respondent di erences in
climate concern can a ect the more di use "Approval of Regime Principles' (i.e. democratic
norm support).
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The present research extends on this existing evidence in four ways: First, contrary to Isermann
et al. (2024), using longitudinal data allows me to study within-respondent e ects of climate
concern changes on changing "Approval of Regime Principles' (i.e. democratic support). This
promises more robust insights because it isolates intra-individual dynamics over time, ruling out
confounding in uences of stable characteristics such as personality, or socio-demographics that
may otherwise bias cross-sectional associations. Second, unlike Isermann et al. (2024), | do not
frame the withdrawal of democratic support as a trade-o that enables more ambitious climate
action. The absence of such incentives arguably makes this a stricter test, since respondents
have no immediate "gain' from expressing lower support for democracy.

Third, | examine the climate democracy nexus with novel, more current panel data from 2021
to 2023. This not only o ers more up-to-date evidence but also situates the analysis within a
period characterized by overlapping crises. Alongside the escalating climate emergency, these
years were shaped by soaring in ation, the tail end and aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic,
and Russia's invasion of Ukraine. My study therefore also evaluates whether previously observed
e ects persist during a polycrisis.

Fourth, | jointly consider both previously studied political support levels by integrating demo-
cratic satisfaction and support in one study. This matters as the declining democratic satisfac-
tion identi ed in Study 1 is not deterministically a bad sign. It could also lead to the formation

of so-called "dissatis ed democrats' or “critical citizens' who are committed to democratic norms,
but want to change and even improve the democratic system (Klingemann, 1999; Norris, 1999,
2011). Declining support for democracy, on the other hand, is a more unequivocal warning sign
for the stability of democratic rule. Given that democratic support is supposedly less volatile
than democratic satisfaction and more consequential for system stability, the present study
provides a harder test of the threat climate concern poses for democracies.

The joint investigation further probes how di erent levels of political support are intercon-
nected, adding to the literature on political support more broadly. Whereas much of the existing
literature, including the encompassing work by Mauk (2020), relies on cross-sectional designs,
using panel data allows me to identify within-respondent dynamics. Previously, Claassen and
Magalhédes (2022) examined howabjectiveindicators of government e ectiveness regarding eco-
nomic performance and crime levels shape satisfaction and support. | instead focus on citizens'
subjectiveperceptions of a di erent, highly salient issue: climate change. Building on Claassen
and Magalhdes' (2022) empirical ndings and the theoretical ordering implied by the political
support reservoir model, | expect that any e ects of rising climate concern on the more di use
level of democratic support will occur mediated through changes in democratic satisfaction. In
summary, this yields the following two main hypotheses, that are also illustrated in gure 2.3.

Hypothesis 1 An increase in individuals' concern about climate change lowers their satisfac-
tion with democracy.
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Hypothesis 2 An increase in individuals' concern about climate change indirectly lowers their
support for democracy through decreases in satisfaction with democracy.

2.2.3 Climate Salience and E cacy as Moderators

While the two main hypotheses are visualized through the horizontal arrows, gure 2.3 also
shows two variables that | expect to moderate the main e ect: respondents' climate salience,
and e cacy.

Figure 2.3: Framework

Climate Salience

Climate Concerny j 1

Dem. Satisfaction 1

Dem. Support; i :

Internal E cacy

Subscriptit it ! represents individuali's change in a variable between wavesandt 1;
i represents time-constant terms.

According to Lavine et al. (1996), the more salient an attitude is for citizens, the easier it is to
recall and use as a basis for judgment as it reduces cognitive e ort in forming an opinion. In
general, citizens are thus expected to base evaluations of their respective political system on
what is most salient to them (Reher, 2015). In line with this idea, early research has shown that
iIssue salience a ects assessments of candidates and sitting presidents (Edwards Il et al., 1995;
Rabinowitz et al., 1982). More recently, scholars found that the e ect of important predictors

of vote choice such as government performance evaluations (de Vries & Giger, 2014; Fournier
et al., 2003) and issue ownership (Bélanger & Meguid, 2008) are moderated by the varying
salience voters ascribe to the issues under consideration.

But its not only political decisions that are moderated by issue salience. Both the linkages
of policy satisfaction (de Blok et al., 2022) and government performance evaluations (de Blok,
2023) with political trust have been found to be conditional on issue area salience. This suggests
that salience can also moderate e ects on citizens' political support levels, as political trust
relates to the more specic level of "Con dence in Institutions. Moreover, Study 1 provides
initial support for the idea that issue salience moderates the relation of climate concerns and
democratic satisfaction. But where Study 1 had to resort to salience proxies such as Green
partisanship, the present data allows for a more direct test.

Hypothesis 3 The e ect hypothesized in H1 is stronger for individuals with a high climate
salience.

Meanwhile, political e cacy describes the feeling that political and social change is possible
and that the individual citizen can play a part in bringing about this change (Campbell et al.,
1954, p. 187). Due to data availability, |1 focus exclusively on respondentsiternal e cacy.
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Going back to Converse (1972) scholars relataternal e cacy to individuals' con dence in
their own abilities to a ect social change. Its counterpart that should be incorporated in future
work, external e cacy, represents the judgment of the political responsiveness of a regime, or
to what extent it allows input by its citizens.

Research on e cacy is focused predominantly on two mechanisms: explaining e cacy levels
through di erences in democratic processes or institutions (Boulianne, 2018; Karp & Banducci,
2008; Morrell, 2005; Valentino et al., 2008), and relating it to political participation and voting
behavior (Finkel, 1985, 1987; Ikeda et al., 2008).

Less is known about its connection to political support levels. Regardirdjrect relationships,

a study focusing on a single federal state in Germany identi es a weak negative correlation
between internal e cacy and democratic satisfaction (Vetter & Brettschneider, 2023). Mean-
while, Morrell (2003) nd no direct relationship between internal e cacy and political trust at

all. Incorporating e cacy into my framework thus generally sheds light onto a fairly unexplored
relationship. | am, however, chiey interested in e cacy's moderating impact on democratic
evaluations:

Imagine two citizens whose climate concerns have increased substantially. Citizen A has high
levels of e cacy. She believes to be absolutely capable to a ect social change, for example
through means of demonstrations or voting. Meanwhile, citizen B feels powerless and beliefs
that he can have no impact on any social developments. As he feels incapable of working
towards a solution to alleviate his increased concerns, the concerns' negative e ect on political
support should more pronounced than for citizen A.

Hypothesis 4 The e ect hypothesized in H1 is attenuated by a higher internal e cacy.

2.3 Research Design

2.3.1 Case Description: Climate Attitudes in Germany and Europe

To evaluate my hypotheses, | focus on citizen opinions in Germany captured between 2021
and 2023. In 2021, climate change was at the center of German politics: The German Con-
stitutional Court decided in a landmark case that the governments' Federal Climate Change
Act was unsatisfactory and needed revising. A devastating ood in the Ahr valley contributed

to an increased salience of climate change and short-term support increases for the Green
party (Garside & Zhai, 2022; Hilbig & Riaz, 2024). Finally, in autumn the Greens achieved
their strongest national election result ever and became part of a new three-party government
promising stronger climate action.

Despite the parallel crises of the Covid-19 pandemic, the Russian invasion of Ukraine and
increased in ation, pro-climate protests byFridays for Future and civil disobedience by the.ast
Generation kept climate change on the agenda. In April 2023, a quarter 8feutschlandTREND
respondents placed it in their two most important issues. The same year, over 250.000 people
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throughout Germany participated in Friday for Future's global strike.

Comparatively, a majority of Germans reported being at least "very' concerned about climate
change in the 202Furopean Social Survey g. 2.2a) which constitutes the highest proportion
amongst surveyed countries (European Social Survey, 2024). Like in most countries, this pro-
portion has grown substantially since it was rst queried in 2016. As climate concern is wide
spread as has increased over the last decade, the proposed consequence of eroding political
support could apply for a substantial share of the population. This make Germany a promising
and relevant case for my study.

At the same time its, at least comparatively, low dissatisfaction with the government climate
action make Germany a harder test for my propositions. While a majority of Germans (52%)
think that their government is not doing enough, this proportion is well-below the EU average
(g. 2.2b). Negative downstream e ects become arguably more likely with increased dissatis-
faction on the speci c political support level (i.e. approval of current climate action) as this
implies already more depleted ‘reservoirs. For example in Italy, France, Portugal or Spain,
between 70 and 80 % of citizens deem government climate action as unsatisfactory (European
Commission, 2023, see g. 2.2b). | thus expect e ects identi ed in Germany to replicate in
those countries.

2.3.2 Data

My analyses draw on novel data from thé&ocial Cohesion Panetun by the Research Institute
Social Cohesionn Germany (Gerlitz et al., 2024; Groh-Samberg et al., 2023). | mainly rely on
the 15t (07.09.21 03.04.22) and'3 (12.05.23 04.09.23) waves, which jointly include repeating
measures of climate concern and democratic attitudes (SWD & SFD).

| drop every observation missing any of these three measures or any of the major control
variables (life satisfaction, social class self-placement, fairness perception, vote intention). |
exclude respondents with inconsistent age or education level combinations (e.g. younger in
later waves). | exclude those with missing age, sex or state of residence measures, as | use those
to evaluate survey weights. | exclude likely inattentive respondents exhibiting straightlining
behavior in an 11-item institutional trust battery included in waves 1 and 3. Similarly, | drop
respondents who illogically perceive all major German parties exhibiting the same stance on
climate action on a 10-point scale in wave 2.

After these exclusions, | create a balanced panel of 4.191 remaining respondents who are ob-
served in both waves.

Dependent Variables

| employ two dependent variables: satisfaction with democracy and support for democracy. In
the 15t and 3¢ wave, democratic support was elicited rst, by asking whether democracy is
the system that suits respondents’ society best. Answers are captured on a ve-step Likert
scale ranging from full disagreement to full agreement. Democratic satisfaction is surveyed
directly after democratic support on an 11-point scale. | treat both variables as continuous and
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calculate respondents' changes between the two waves.

Main Independent Variable

My main predictor is an item from the Bt and 3¢ wave asking respondents how concerned they
are about climate change on a ve-step Likert scale ranging from "not at all' to “extremely"

| again treat this variable as continuous and calculate respondents' change between the two
waves.

Interaction Variables

| enrich my data with two time-invariant moderators that are only elicited in the 2¢ wave to
test H3 & H4: individuals' climate change salience and their internal e cacy.

Climate salience is captured on a ve-step Likert scale ranging from "not at all' to “very'
important. Internal e cacy is measured using two ve-step Likert items ranging from “disagree
completely' to "agree completely’. One focuses purely on the individual respondent and the
other on citizens as a collective. | treat all measures as continuous. For my main models, |
combine both e cacy items by taking respondents’ mean, but | run additional models using
the singular items.

The wording and original scales of all (in)dependent and interaction variables are provided in
table B.1, applied recodings in table B.2, distributions of raw measures in tables B.3 & B.4,
and distributions of recoded measures in tables B.5 & B.6.

2.3.3 Modeling Strategy

To test my hypotheses, | rely on a rst-di erence (FD) approach estimated via ordinary least
squares. FD provides a straightforward way to rule out confounding in uences by all ob-
served (e.g., gender, education) and unobserved (e.g. personality) time-invariant respondent
characteristics. Doing so, these models reveal the relationship of intra-individual changes in
(in)dependent variables instead of between-individual di erences. As my core data covers only
two survey waves (2021 & 2023), | estimate a simple linear regression model using the changes
in the (in)dependent variables between waves as its input. Equation (2.1) represents the mod-
els to investigate changes in democratic satisfaction, equation (2.2) represents the additionally
necessary models to investigate changes in support for democracy:

SWD;
SFD;

o+ 1 Climate Concern+ >, W+ ; (2.1)
o+ 1 Climate Concern+ , SWD;+ 3 W, + ; (2.2)

In the two-wave setting, uniform time-trends between 2021 and 2023 are captured by the
intercept o, though heterogeneous sub-group changes, or other time-varying variables could
still bias estimates. In both cases W, thus stands for the changes in a set of time-varying

control variables that are again treated as continuous: respondents’ generalized life satisfaction,
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their self-placement in a societal hierarchy and whether they perceive to receive “their fair share'.
Life satisfaction and subjective perceptions of group relative deprivation have previously been
shown to negatively a ect democratic evaluations (Esaiasson et al., 2020; Filsinger & Wamsler,
2025). With a similar intuition, | control for W, to rule out that identi ed relationships
between climate concern and democratic attitudes are spurious and confounded by changes in
citizens' general, unrelated grievances.

While these models are the basis for my main inferences, | run additional analyses also con-
ditioning results on respondents' reported vote decision in each wave (Vaig & Voteogys).
Together, this should strengthen the robustness of my ndings. Still, it is important to note
that FD models can neither establish a causal direction nor “prove' causality itself. As before,
the wording, original scales, applied recodings, and distributions of these control variables are
provided in tables B.1 B.6.

To improve external validity, | leverage weights provided by theResearch Institute Social Co-
hesionfor the 1t wave data. These sophisticated weights are a combination of design weights
accounting for unequal selection probabilities, participation probabilities calculated via non-
response analyses and extrapolation based on o cial population statistics (Gerlitz et al., 2024).
As | have excluded various respondents, | re-estimate how well my unweighted and weighted
sample corresponds to microcensus population statistics from 2022 with regards to sex, age and
state of residence in table B.7. Generally, the weighted sample still very closely corresponds
to the German population. Compared to the unweighted sample, it especially improves geo-
graphical representation, as th&ocial Cohesion Panebver-samples East German respondents.
While | interpret unweighted model results as indicative for patterns within the underlying
sample, | thus base my main inferences on the weighted models.

To test the mediation hypothesized in H2, | rely on themediation package inR (Imai, Keele,
Tingley, & Yamamoto, 2010; Tingley et al., 2014). The rst-di erenced model of democratic
satisfaction (eq. 2.1) serves as the mediator equation, while the rst-di erenced model of sup-
port for democracy (eq. 2.2) serves as the outcome equation. Based on the procedures described
by Imai, Keele, and Yamamoto (2010) and Imai et al. (2011)nediation then calculates the
direct, indirect, and total e ects of  Climate Concern on SFD and easy to interpret con-
dence intervals via a quasi-Bayesian approximation with 1.000 Monte Carlo draws. Due to
the strong underlying assumptions necessary to interpret these mediation estimates as causal
(VanderWeele, 2016), | only interpret them as correlational evidence to evaluate my theorized
underlying structure.

To test the moderation e ects hypothesized in H3 and H4, | interact respondents' measurements
of climate change salience and internal e cacy with Climate Concern. Since the moderators
were only captured once (in 2022), the interactions identify whether the e ects of climate
concern changes di er between respondents with varying levels of salience or e cacy, but they
cannot capture how within-individual changes in these moderators alter the relationships.
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2.4 Analysis

To begin the analysis, | contextualize what the measured “climate concern' entails for respon-
dents. In the 29 wave, respondents answered additional items on a ective reactions to climate
change, perceived impacts, and climate politics. Figure 2.4 displays bi-variate correlations
between nine items and the main climate concern indicator ( rst column).

Figure 2.4: Climate Concern Contextualized

Unweighted bi-variate correlations, based on &d wave of the Social Cohesion Panel(Ger-
litz et al., 2024). CCI stands for “climate change impact';CP for “climate politics' Cre-
ated using ggcorrplot (Kassambara, 2023). Question wordings provided in table B.8.

Climate concern seemingly represents an a ective stance. It is most strongly associated with
fear of climate impacts, anger about political inaction and (negatively) with a perception that
climate change is not as dangerous. Substantively, it correlates with concern about more
frequent natural disasters and a loss of biodiversity, but has little to no association with concerns
about climate change-induced migration or social conicts. Meanwhile, concerns about the
impact of climate politics on the German job market and respondents’ standard of living show
only weak negative associations. In conclusion, my independent variable captures the extent to
which respondents view climate change as a personal and environmental rather than a societal
or economic threat.

2.4.1 Patterns of Change

Figure 2.5 illustrates the three main variables' changes between th& and 3¢ wave. A majority
of respondents report stable levels of climate concern (57.8 %) and democratic support (65 %)
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and nearly% even exhibit consistent SWD on the more ne-grained 11-point scale. Otherwise,
incremental changes are much more frequent than fundamental changes of opinion and there
is a declining tendency in all three measures. On average, climate concern decreased by 0.23,
SFD by 0.08, and SWD by 0.51 points. Decreases are twice as common as increases (48.2 vs.
23.9 %) for democratic satisfaction and three times as common (30.7 vs. 11.5 %) for climate
concern.

Figure 2.5: Changes between Waves in Key Variables

(a) Changes in Climate Concern (b) Changes in Democratic Support

(c) Changes in Satisfaction with Democracy

2.4.2 Climate Concern, Democratic Satisfaction & Support

In the aggregate, climate concern, democratic satisfaction and support all decline, but what
about the individual level? Moving towards hypothesis testing, table 2.1 shows the model
results evaluating the proposed link between intra-individual changes in climate concern and
democratic satisfaction.
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Table 2.1: Climate Concern and Democratic Satisfaction (H1)

Bi-Variate Full Parties
Climate Concern 0 :15 0:15 0:15 0:17 0:15 0:18
(0:04) (0:04) (0:04) (0:04) (0:04) (0:04)
Constant 0:47 0:44 0:43 0:41 0:37 0:40
(0:03) (0:03) (0:03) (0:03) (0:14) (0:16)
Weights X X X
Life Satisfaction X X X X
Fair Share X X X X
Social Ladder X X X X
Voteosgo, X X
Voteosgos X X
Observations 4,191 4,191 4,191 4,191 4,191 4,191
Adjusted R? 0.003 0.003 0.02 0.02 0.04 0.04

* (**,***) shows p < 0.05 (0.01, 0.001)

Contrary to the expectations posited in H1, | nd a signi cant, positive relationship between
changes in climate concern and SWD across all model speci cations. A change in climate
concern by one unit unexpectedly predicts a 0.15 - 0.18 unit change in democratic satisfaction
in the same direction This contradicts the earlier ndings of Study 1 which demonstrates a
robust, and nearly as strongnegativerelationship in an earlier study period (2010 - 2021).

Regarding the mediation hypothesis, table B.9 rst corroborates that intra-individual changes
in democratic satisfaction signi cantly predict changes in democratic support in the same di-
rection. Despite the unexpectedly reversed main e ect, the underlying logic of H2, namely
that any resulting changes in democratic support should be mediated by changes in democratic
satisfaction still warrants inspection.

Table 2.2: Mediation Analysis (H2)

Est. Lower ClI Upper ClI p-Value

Mediated E ect | 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.00
Direct E ect | 0.06 0.03 0.09 0.00
Total E ect | 0.07 0.04 0.10 0.00
Prop. Mediated | 0.16 0.07 0.30 0.00

Computed via the mediation-package (Tingley et al., 2014) using the # model of table
2.1 as mediator equation and the # model of table B.10 as outcome equation. The
table shows thedirect e ect of within-respondent climate concern changes on SFD, the
mediated e ect through changes in SWD, the combinedtotal e ect and the proportion
owing through the mediation path.

Table 2.2 contains the results of the mediation analysis for my preferred model speci cation
using the provided weights and all general grievance controls (V;). However, table B.11
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illustrates that results are robust across all speci cations. Substantively, table 2.2 shows that
limited evidence for a mediation logic in line with H2. While the models show that a signi cant
positive e ect is mediated by changes in SWD (qnegiation = 0.01), the simultaneous direct e ect

is about six times as strong (giect = 0.06).

2.4.3 Moderation Models

The two moderation hypothesis essentially need to be rejected outright, as their underlying
main e ect acts opposed to expectation. However, it can still be instructive to learn about
potential moderations in an attempt to understand this unexpected nding.

For individuals' climate salience, as measured in the"2wave, | nd no signi cant interaction

e ect in any model speci cation (tab. B.12). Contrary, respondents' e cacy, again measured in
the 2"¢ wave, signi cantly and strongly moderates the relationship between changes in climate
concern and SWD. This holds true for both their sense of individual e cacy (tab. B.14) and
their perception whether citizens as a collective can in uence politics (tab. B.15).

Figure 2.6: Visualization of E cacy Interaction Models

(a) Marginal E ects (b) Predicted SWD

Based on the 4 model of table B.13. Marginal e ects calculated via marginale ects

(Arel-Bundock et al., 2024), SWD  predictions estimated usinggge ects (Ludecke, 2018)

in R. For predictions, co-variates are set to their means (Life Sat. = -0.38; Fair Share
=-0.03; Social Ladder = 0.14).

The left panel of gure 2.6 illustrates that the counterintuitive positive relationship between
climate concern and SWD changes occurs most strongly for respondents with neutral or negative
e cacy. For respondents who feel at least somewhat e cacious, the relationship becomes
insigni cant. The right panel translates these patterns into predictions of changes in democratic
satisfaction. We see, for example, that a decrease in climate concern by one unit predicts a
decline in democratic satisfaction by about 1.25 units for respondents without any feeling of
e cacy (-2), compared to nearly no change in SWD for those feeling very e cacious (+2).
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Summary of Con rmatory Hypotheses Testing

In summary, none of the four hypothesized relationships could be corroborated (see tab. B.16
for an overview). Still, there are some important take-aways from these results:

First, despite the unexpected directionality of the e ect itself, the analysis suggests that changes
in citizens' concerns can potentially a ect democratic support directly and independently from
changes in democratic satisfaction. Combined with the evidence that within-respondent de-
clines in the speci ¢ democratic satisfaction signi cantly predict declines in the di use demo-
cratic support (tab. B.9) these results add to the growing and important literature on the
underlying structure of political support, its determinants and threats.

Second, the moderation analysis provides no evidence for issue salience strengthening the link
between climate concern changes and democratic satisfaction, which contrasts earlier evidence
that issue salience strengthens the evaluation-satisfaction link (e.g. de Vries & Giger, 2014; de
Blok, 2023). Most speci cally, we nd in Study 1 that proxy measures for climate salience
strongly amplify the identi ed negativelink between climate concern increases and declining
democratic satisfaction. The diverging nding in this study raise important questions about
the conditionality of issue salience's impact on democratic evaluations.

Third, the strong e cacy moderation constitutes a rst step towards understandingwho drives

the counterintuitive average relationship between changes of climate concern, SWD and SFD.
It is especially those perceiving low individual and collective agency whose climate concern and
democratic satisfaction change in unison.

In the following, | conduct additional analyses to shed even more light on the origins of this
positive relationship, identify the groups driving it, and assess its sensitivity to modeling choices.

2.4.4 Making Sense of Unexpected Findings

Omitted Confounders and Competing Concerns

First, it is important to note that while rst-di erence models remove overall time trends,
omitted time-varying confounders may still bias results. In Study 1, we demonstrate that
the negativee ect of climate concern changes on SWD remains robust across extensive model
speci cations, including additionally controlling for time-varying concerns about the economy,
personal nances, crime, and immigration.

My panel lacks these repeated measures. Instead, | thus conduct a sensitivity analysis to
estimate how strongly a confounder must relate to SWD and Climate Concern to overturn
results (Cinelli & Hazlett, 2020). | nd that any variable explaining more than 2.87% of the
residual variance of both variables would su ce to render results insigni cant (tab. B.17).
This threshold is not implausibly high. But, for comparison, results still remain robust if the
relationships between the omitted confounder and the two main variables were 10 times as
strong as that of Fair Share.

As additional visualization, | simulate 5,000 confounders with varying correlations to SWD
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and Climate Concern and re-estimate the main model. Figure 2.7 displays how coe cients
for Climate Concern respond, indicating the level of correlation a confounder would require
to nullify or reverse the relationship. | then draw on the Socio-Economic Panel (Goebel et al.,
2023) to compute correlations between changes in economic and nancial concerns, SWD, and
climate concern from 2020 to 2021, as this was the last time all measures were jointly included.
Adding these to gure 2.7 suggests that if including an omitted variables that exhibits a similar
relationships hardly a ects the model results.

Figure 2.7: Sensitivity Analysis: Simulated s of Climate Concern

Confounder values simulated using thesimstudy-package inR (Goldfeld & Wujciak-Jens,
2020). Coe cients based on adding the respective confounder to the controlled and
weighted 4" model in table 2.1. Black dots visualize empirical correlations based on
changes between the 2020 and 2021 SOEP waves for concern about the economy and
concern about respondents' own nancial situation. All concerns in the SOEP (including
about climate change consequences) queried on a three-point Likert scale.

Lastly, even though controlling for time-invariant measures does not address the omitted vari-
able problem, it can help understand whether citizens who hold more or less (competing)
concerns display di erential relationships between climate concern and SWD. | thus interact
the main e ect with four additional measures included in the 2 wave. Given the context

of high in ation and the previously established link between economic and climate attitudes
(Bohmelt & Zhang, 2023; Kenny, 2019), this includes respondents' concern about the economy
and their personal nancial situation. Additionally, | consider concerns that climate politics
may destroy jobs or reduce respondents’ living standards. Table B.18 shows, however, that all
four interactions with competing concerns are insigni cant in the controlled, weighted models.

Contrary, | nd signi cantly diverging e ects based on an interaction with respondents’ climate
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concern levelsaveragedacross the three waves (tab. B.18). As gure 2.8 shows, the positive
relationship is substantially stronger for citizens with a comparatively low average climate
concern, while it becomes non-signi cant for those with comparatively high concern.

Figure 2.8: Diverging E ects based on Average Climate Concern Levels

Marginal e ects calculated via marginale ects (Arel-Bundock et al., 2024). Based on the
5" model from table B.18. Average climate concern represents respondents' mean across
all three waves. Histogram shows average climate concern distribution (in %). Marginal

e ects not plotted for respondents with averages of O or 4, as this implies no change
throughout.

In summary, the sensitivity analysis indicates that a confounder would need to explain “only'
2.87% of the residual variances in climate concern and SWD changes to nullify the results.
At the same time, it does not appear likely that time-varying economic concerns are driving
substantial omitted variable bias. Nor do respondents' absolute competing economic concerns
moderate the e ect, which manifests most strongly for those with overall low levels of cli-
mate concern. Still, unprecedented times like the Covid-19 pandemic or Russia's invasion in
Ukraine may have generated a strong enough confounding in uence by simultaneously suppress-
ing climate concern, especially for those already comparatively less concerned, and reducing
democratic satisfaction. Future research should examine whether this constitutes a case of con-
founding or whether the backdrop of broader political developments meaningfully conditions
the actual democratic implications of climate concern changes.

Asymmetrical Models

Next, | consider the directionality of climate concern changes. Whereas average climate concern
and SWD increase through Study 1's period, both decline in the present data (g. 2.5). This
pattern is not idiosyncratic to this data. In 2023, Germans also, for example, recorded the
lowest average SWD in theEuropean Social Surveysince 2010 declining .23 points from the
previous round (ESS, 2025). Within my sample, only 3.3% of respondents experience joint
increases in climate concern and SWD, but 15.4% experience joint decreases (tab. B.19).

Hypothesis H1 posits that anincrease in climate concern reduces SWD, but this does not
necessarily imply that adecreasan climate concern should symmetrically raise SWD. Standard
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(panel) estimators rest on the same implicit assumptions of symmetry as my original hypothesis:
A one-unitincrease inX has an opposite, but equally strong e ect ofY as a one-unit decrease in

X (Lieberson, 1985). This assumption can be relaxed by estimating asymmetrical panel models
proposed by York and Light (2017) and further developed by Allison (2019). Decomposing the
predictor variables to estimate separate e ects for positive and negative changes between waves
yields the following model:

SWD; = o+ 1 TClimate Concerny+ , Climate Concerni+ 3 Wi+ 4 W+ ; (2.3)

where
8 8
2 CC: if CC>0 2 CC; if CC<O

z 0) otherwise

* CC, =
0) otherwise

Essentially, *CC; captures only climate concern increases between 2021 and 2023, while

CC; captures only climate concern decreases. The same transformation is applied for the
control variables W,. Logically, if ; = » the studied e ect is symmetrical, which can be
tested via a Wald-test (Allison, 2019).

Figure 2.9: Predicted SWD from Asymmetrical Models

SWD predictions estimated usinggge ects (Ludecke, 2018) inR. Based on the weighted
2" and 4" models of table 2.1 (symmetrical, solid shapes) & table B.20 (asymmetrical,
hollow shapes). For the controlled curves, control-variables were set to zero indicating
no change between waves.

Table B.20 shows that e ects on SWD are somewhat stronger and only signi cantly iden-
tied for decreasesn climate concern. Yet, Wald-tests across all model speci cations fail to
reject coe cient equality, providing no signi cant evidence of asymmetric e ects. Figure 2.9
illustrates the similarity of SWD predictions from the (a)symmetrical models. There is also
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no signi cant evidence of an asymmetric direct relationship between changes in climate concern
and democratic support (tab. B.21). The positive relationship generally persists for the more
frequent climate concern decreases and (albeit insigni cantly) for the rarer climate concern
increases.

Conceptual Validation with Related Indicators

To further assess whether this relationship is speci ¢ to the operationalization of my dependent
variable or re ects a broader substantive link to political support, | replicate the analysis using
two measures of related political trust (in the government and national parliament) equally
captured in the ' and 39 waves. Existing literature suggests that both satisfaction with
democracy and institutional trust can be understood as individuals' evaluations of a political
system (Martini & Quaranta, 2020). Figure 2.10 displays the coe cients for climate concern
changes from symmetrical and asymmetrical models compared to those folSWD.

Figure 2.10: E ects on Climate Concern Changes on Institutional Trust

Marginal e ects calculated via marginale ects (Arel-Bundock et al., 2024). Based on
weighted and controlled symmetrical and asymmetrical models from tables B.22 & B.23.
Institutional trust was captured on an 11-point scale ranging from "Don't trust at all' to
“Trust completely'.

In the symmetric models, like SWD, both trust measures exhibit a positive relationship to
climate concern changes, even if it does not reach statistical signi cance for changes in govern-
mental trust. The asymmetrical models in the bottom panel, however, reveal a more distinctive
pattern: While decreasesn climate concern signi cantly and with similar strength predict de-
creases in all democratic outcomesncreasesin climate concern are only positively related

to increases in SWD. Instead, they are signi cantly related to declines in trust towards the
government and, to a lesser extent (p = 0.08), towards parliament.

The timing of data collection may help explain these ndings. The %t wave began shortly before
the 2021 federal election, when the Green Party entered government. The period until thé 3
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wave was marked by the Greens' attempts and ultimately failure to enact comprehensive climate
policies and a dysfunctional three-party coalition. Disappointment with unmet promises may
have led some citizens to simultaneously report rising climate concerns and declining trust in
this speci c government and parliament. At the same time, democracy itself may have been
insulated from such disillusionment, as voters had successfully empowered actors that, at least
in theory, prioritized climate action more strongly than previous governments.

Figure 2.11: E ect of Climate Concern Changes over Sub-Groups

(a) Symmetrical E ect over Vote Intentions in 2021 & 2023

(b) Asymmetrical E ect over Vote Intentions in 2021 & 2023

(c) (A)symmetrical E ects over Age Groups

Marginal e ects calculated via marginale ects (Arel-Bundock et al., 2024). Based on
weighted and controlled symmetrical and asymmetrical interaction models from tables
B.24 & B.26. Vote intention gures only show major party electorates. See tab. B.24 for
estimates for voters of radical right or other small parties, undecided or non-voters.
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Conversely, especially populist and right-wing actors have recently begun mobilizing against
proposed environmental policies, emphasizing nancial costs and lifestyle restrictions (Quent
et al., 2022). Since party cues can shape public opinion (Druckman et al., 2013; Slothuus &
Bisgaard, 2021), such messaging may have fostered a joint decline in climate concern, trust in
government and parliament, and ultimately democratic satisfaction among these electorates.
Supporting this interpretation, Table B.19 shows that joint declines are especially common
among supporters of the far-right AfD (22.2%), as well as the center-right Union (18%) and
FDP (18.3%), compared to only about 11% among center-left Green and SPD supporters.

Sub-Group Analyses

Building on these descriptive patterns, | next examine more systematicallywho drives the
identi ed e ects by running sub-group analyses across vote intention, East vs. West German
residency, and age.

First, | interact climate concern changes with reported vote intention in 2021 or 2023. In both
symmetrical (upper panel) and asymmetrical (center panel) models, climate concern changes
are never signi cantly related to changes in democratic satisfaction amongst supporters of the
Greens or FDP (g. 2.11). Instead, the previously identi ed average e ect is primarily driven

by SPD-, Union- and AfD-supporters. Especially for the two centrist parties, the asymmet-
rical models suggest signi cant relationships between joinhcreasesin climate concern and
democratic satisfaction.

While | nd little di erences between East and West Germans (tab. B.25 & g. B.1), the sym-
metric e ect (black dots) is only signi cantly identi ed for and strongly driven by respondents
aged 65 and above (lower panel of g. 2.11). Like the SPD- and Union-electorates, only these
two age groups display signi cant relationships between joinncreasesin climate concern and
democratic satisfaction. Any future investigation into the unexpected relationship of within-
individual climate concern and democratic satisfaction should thus start with these individuals
driving the overall e ect.

2.5 Conclusion & A Call for Further Research

Climate change remains one of the most pressing political challenges of our time (IPCC, 2023).
Encompassing investigations into its impact on democratic culture are thus crucial to document
and understand its potentially eroding e ect on democratic support and ensure democratic
resilience. This study, though unsuccessful in corroborating its original hypotheses, contributes
new, relevant empirical evidence to this endeavor.

My results stand in contrast to earlier research by identifying a signi cant and reasonably robust
positive association between intra-individual changes in climate concern, democratic satisfac-
tion, and democratic support. Combined with the insights from an extensive exploration, these
results raise new questions about the complex interplay of climate concerns and democratic
evaluations and point towards a number of promising research avenues:
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Even though respondents' absolute levels of economic and nancial concern did not moderate
the main e ect and additional sensitivity analyses did not point towards varying economic
concern as a crucially omitted variable, it is possible that the unique situation during the
survey period had a confounding e ect. The study traces opinions in a time of high uncertainty
due to the Covid-crisis and Russia's invasion of Ukraine. The presence of other crises might
have simultaneously suppressed climate concern and created dissatisfaction with the democratic
system.

This could apply especially amongst those who were not extremely concerned about climate
in the rst place. Fittingly, | nd a signi cantly stronger relationship between changes in
climate concern and democratic satisfaction for citizens who are, on average, less concerned
about climate change. Using asymmetrical models, | further demonstrate that overall e ects
are mainly driven by joint decreasesin climate concern and democratic satisfaction, which
were also descriptively about ve times as common as joint increases. Together, this strongly
mandates further investigation of the conditionality of climate concerns' impact on democracy
and the interplay of multiple crises on citizens' attitudes.

My sub-group and moderation analyses allow me to sketch out favthom climate concern
changes and democratic evaluations co-varied signi cantly during this speci ¢ period. For one,
these are the supporters of the SPD, Union, and to a lesser extent the AfD, as well as citizens
aged 65 or older. Meanwhile, internal e cacy signi cantly moderated the e ect to the extent
that it disappeared for respondents perceiving at least a moderate amount of self-agency. These
analyses suggest that there are meaningful di erences in how climate concerns translate into
democratic attitudes on a socio-demographic, electoral and psychological level that should be
further explored in future research.

Beyond that, my analyses add evidence to the literature on political support more broadly by
corroborating that intra-individual changes in democratic satisfaction indeed predict changes
in democratic support. Through additional models, | also show that the e ects of climate
concern changes, and especially concern increases, on SWD di er substantially from those
on supposedly related indicators of political trust. Together, this should also motivate further
research to determine under what conditions citizens' attitudes a ect di erent levels of political
support.
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The Two-Sided Demand For
Non-Democratic Climate Governance

Jan Menzner

Abstract. Preferences about climate action are increasingly politicized and polarized.
Using original survey data from Germany (N = 2.101), | demonstrate that stronger
preferences whether for or against climate action are robustly correlated with support
for various forms of non-democratic governance. Citizens on both sides of the cleavage
are willing to bypass democratic norms in pursuit of their preferred outcomes. This
includes, for example, restricting climate activism, ignoring pro-climate action court
rulings, and censoring climate change denial. | uncover a surprisingly ubiquitous demand
for technocracy on both sides of the climate cleavage.

As respondents might hide their support for non-democratic governance due to a
strong social norm for democracy, | use two original list experiments to uncover hidden
preferences. The experiments reveal ‘true' support for undemocratic climate action
(prevention) by about 35 (39) % of citizens. Especially climate action opponents tend
not to disclose their non-democratic attitudes openly. These insights add evidence
to ongoing debates about the existence of ‘fake' democrats and are instructive for
civil society actors aiming to uphold democratic resilience amid growing issue-based
polarization surrounding climate change.

More broadly, these ndings contribute to the growing literature on democratic resilience
and the conditionality of citizens' commitment to democratic norms. Here, my focus
on the climate crisis reveals a so-far overlooked dimension of democratic vulnerability:
Erosion of democratic norms is not limited to those concerned about climate change
itself, but also manifests for those vehemently opposing climate action.

Keywords. Democratic Norms, Climate Change, Political Support, List Experiments
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Climate change has become a contentious and increasingly polarized political issue. Ideological
disagreements are no longer limited to the direction of climate action but have hardened into
stark divisions between those demanding much stronger policies and those opposing further
intervention (Co é et al., 2024). This division also manifests in strong issue-based a ective
polarization (Herold et al., 2023). Ideological and a ective polarization generally sharpens
con icts and makes compromises less likely. Polarization can also be detrimental to the support
and upholding of various basic democratic principles (Carothers & O'Donohue, 2019b; Graham
& Svolik, 2020; Kingzette et al., 2021; Lelkes & Westwood, 2017).

This is concerning, as broad societal commitment to democratic norms is foundational for
democratic stability (Ginsburg & Huq, 2018; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018). Against the backdrop

of growing dissatisfaction with democracy and increased openness to non-demaocratic governance
types (Foa & Mounk, 2016; Wuttke et al., 2020), understanding under which circumstances this
commitment erodes is of high importance. | argue, due to its contentious and polarized nature,
the climate cleavage poses a relevant, yet understudied, threat to democratic norms.

On a societal level, increased public and scholarly interest emerged in recent years asking
whether democracies are empirically best suited to face the challenge of climate change (Fiorino,
2018; Povitkina, 2018; von Stein, 2020). At the same time, researchers have discussed normative
arguments concerning potential trade-o s between e ective climate protection and democratic
values (Lazar & Wallace, 2025; Maloy, 2024; Mittiga, 2021).

Despite its relevance for democracy, evidence on the individual level is scarce. Initial research
suggests that citizens who are highly concerned about climate change are seemingly more open
to illiberal or non-democratic measures if these are perceived as advancing climate action (Iser-
mann et al., 2024). But even though ideological polarization necessarily implies the existence of
opposing camps, the democratic commitment of those in opposition of climate action remains,
so far, completely unstudied. This leaves us with an incomplete account of the extent to which
the climate cleavage a ects citizens' democratic commitment.

To address this issue, | draw on original 2023 survey data from Germany (N = 2.101) to
examine whether both strong supporters and strong opponents of climate action are more
likely to endorse non-democratic governance that aligns with their political goals. | nd that
stronger preferences either for or against climate action are robustly correlated with support
for various proposals of abstract and speci ¢ non-democratic governance. Strong opponents are,
for example, more willing to restrict climate activism or ignore court rulings mandating climate
action, while strong supporters are more open to censor climate change denial. Notably, both
sides of the cleavage exhibit a stronger demand for technocratic climate governance compared
to centrists. This suggests either camp beliefs decisions of the eventual experts in charge would
align with their own views.

Beyond a rst joint empirical investigation of both sides of the climate cleavage, | eld two
original list experiments to address the risk of concealed undemocratic attitudes. Recent re-
search has provided mixed evidence for the existence of ‘fake democrats' who publicly endorse
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democracy for reasons of social desirability while privately favoring authoritarian alternatives
(Bischof et al., 2023; Kaftan, 2024). Such ‘staged democrats' may quickly withdraw their
support once societal norms for democracy erode (Valentim, 2024). Understanding hidden
preferences is thus crucial, as the stability of democracy depends not only on citizens' stated
commitments but rather on their genuine willingness to uphold democratic norms. My results
suggest that conventional surveys can indeed underestimate citizens' openness to democratic
norm transgressions. Speci cally, while approximately 22 (14) % of respondents openly agree
that If necessary, stronger climate protection measures should also be introduced (prevented)
through undemocratic means , support increases to roughly 35 (39) % in the list experiments.

This study contributes empirical insights to important broader debates on democratic resilience
and climate politics. By analyzing both sides of the climate divide, the study shows that the
willingness to bypass democratic procedures is substantial and not con ned to one ideolog-
ical camp. In short, contentious climate politics create conditions under which support for
democratic norms becomes contingent on policy outcomes. The embedded list experiments
speak towards the existence of fake democrats. They highlight that the true extent of the
non-democratic tendencies is concealed, suggesting that conventional survey approaches may
underestimate citizens' openness to undemocratic governance. Recognizing these dynamics is
crucial to understand the democratic risks arising from con icts over climate policy and to
develop strategies for protecting democratic commitments amid intensifying issue-based polar-
ization around climate change.

3.1 Democratic Norms under Attack

On their own, constitutions, laws and institutions are insu cient to ensure the survival of
democratic rule (Ginsburg & Huq, 2018; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018). Instead, shared democratic
values and adherence to democratic norms like mutual tolerance, separation of power, and re-
spect for electoral outcomes are necessary "guardrails of democracy' (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018).
Even democratically elected o cials can gradually erode democratic norms and, without a so-
cietal commitment to defend these principles, institutions struggle to withstand such internal
pressures. As Ginsburg and Huq (2018, p.245) putit: There is no democracy without a decent
measure of popular commitment to democracy.

For a long time, political science treated the existence of such a popular commitment amongst
established Western democracies as given. Over the last decade, however, democratic back-
sliding occurred in multiple countries, as illustrated by declining democracy scores in expert
ratings or indices like V-Dem (Coppedge et al., 2024; Mechkova et al., 2017). Simultaneously,
Foa and Mounk (2016) prominently document a decline in democratic government satisfaction
and increased openness to non-democratic modes of governance amongst citizens in northern
America and Europe. While Zilinsky (2019) and Wuttke et al. (2020) show generally strong and
continuing satisfaction with and support for democratic rule in Europe, Wuttke et al. (2020)
also identify a growing (and younger) population of "democrats in name only'. These citizens ex-
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press democratic support, but simultaneously endorse being ruled by "a strong leader', experts
or even the army all modes of governance that are at odds with liberal democracy.

3.1.1 Instrumental & Hypocritical Democrats

In a similar vein, a growing body of research now demonstrates that substantial amounts of
citizens are ratherinstrumental than convicted democrats.

Using mostly conjoint survey-experiments, scholars have shown that citizens are willing to sac-
ri ce democratic values if they hold other, competing interests. A commonly studied trade-o
occurs in the context of electoral decisions between ( ctional) candidates (e.g. Frederiksen, 2023;
Graham & Svolik, 2020; Krishnarjan, 2022; Saikkonen & Christensen, 2022). In these studies,
substantial shares of society trade away democratic norms by “voting' for candidates that vi-
olate those norms in favor of partisan loyalty (e.g. Graham & Svolik, 2020) or due to policy
congruence (e.g. Frederiksen, 2023; Lewandowsky & Jankowski, 2023). These trends are robust
across multiple countries including the U.S. Finland, Germany, Canada, Denmark, Mexico,
and South Korea (Aarslew, 2022; Gidengil et al., 2021; Graham & Svolik, 2020; Lewandowsky
& Jankowski, 2023; Saikkonen & Christensen, 2022; Song & Kim, 2024). While most studies
posit that citizens actively make a trade-o decision, Krishnarjan (2022) shows evidence for a
partisan bias through which some actions are only perceived as undemocratic when taken by
the opposition, but not by one's own party.

This diverging perception is illustrative of a prevalent "democratic hypocrisy' also identi ed in
other studies (Simonovits et al., 2022). For example, U.S. partisans are more likely to oppose
checks & balances if their own party governs, but to support them if they are in the opposition
(Kingzette et al., 2021). An equivalent pattern was found for election winners and losers in
Europe (Mazepus & Toshkov, 2021). Citizens further condemn democratic norm violations
(e.g. police force against protests, limiting freedom of speech) against their own side but
tolerate them against opponents (Lelkes & Westwood, 2017). Lastly, support for democracy-
eroding policies rises when one's own party is in power and falls when it is in the opposition
both in hypothetical scenarios (Simonovits et al., 2022) and studying real-world data (Littvay
et al.,, 2024). Overall, these studies reveal a broad pattern of democratic hypocrisy where
commitment to democratic norms is instrumental and conditional on how it a ects one's own
political aspirations.

3.1.2 Democratic Norms under Polarization

A further common insight from multiple studies suggests that polarization can a ect citizens'
democratic attitudes or behavior (e.g. Graham & Svolik, 2020; Kingzette et al., 2021). In
their encompassing boolbemocracies Divideg Carothers and O'Donohue (2019b) argue that,
while some level of ideological polarization is desirable in pluralist societies, sprawling polariza-
tion can corrode democratic systems. Building on multiple contributed case studies Carothers
and O'Donohue conclude that political polarization is tearing at the seams of democracies
throughout the world (2019a, p.257). More recently, Patkds and Plesz (2025) used ESS data
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to demonstrate that higher ideological or partisan polarization in a country correlates with less
democratic accountability measured through the World Banks' Voice and Accountability (VA)
index that captures citizens' ability to freely participate in and speak freely about politics.

On an individual level, Graham and Svolik (2020) show that increasing polarization, measured
via policy positions or partisan strength, makes Americans even more likely to prioritize policy
or partisan considerations over democratic principles in their voting decision. They compare two
counter-factual worlds: one only inhabited by “policy centrists' and one by “policy extremists' of
both sides of an issue. While ctional candidates running on an undemocratic platform would
lose about 12%-points and face resounding defeat in the rst case, they are only predicted to
lose 3 %-points in the latter (Graham & Svolik, 2020, p.399). Kingzette et al. (2021) equally nd

the democratic hypocrisy identi ed in their U.S. study to be enhanced by a ective polarization.

These ndings suggest that especially highly polarized issues possess the potential to weaken
democratic norm support in a society. In a recent multi-country report, Herold et al. (2023)
nd that climate change, together with immigration, stood out as the two topics eliciting the
highest issue-based a ective polarization ratings across Europe. Comparing citizens who think
climate policies ‘still do not go far enough' with those thinking they "go much too far', the
authors also demonstrate that substantial animosity against the political opponent exists on
both sides of cleavage albeit slightly stronger within the pro climate-action camp (Herold

et al., 2023, p.61). This report underscores both the need for more insights of the climate
cleavage's impact on democratic norms and the importance of studying citizens on both sides
of this issue simultaneously.

3.1.3 Democratic Norms in Times of Crises

Climate change is not only a highly polarized issue but also a profound societal crisis that
can threaten citizens' livelihoods, well-being, or even survival (IPCC, 2023). Research on
other crises shows that, beyond polarization, threatening circumstances can create additional
incentives to sacri ce democratic norms in favor of security or stability.

The classic rally-round-the- ag literature demonstrates that acute, exogenous threats can tem-
porarily increase support for governments and authoritarian values (Merolla & Zechmeister,
2019; Mueller, 1970). In the U.S., for instance, George W. Bush's approval ratings jumped
after the 9/11 attacks, and citizens who felt threatened were more likely to support restric-
tions on civil liberties (Davis & Silver, 2003). Similar e ects have been observed in Europe
(Chowanietz, 2010).

By now, scholars begun to apply this idea to more ambiguous, longer-term crises without a
clear adversary, most prominently the Covid-19 pandemic. The resulting insights can be divided
into two related, but distinct strands. First, regarding government satisfaction and support,
the evidence is mixed. Lockdowns across Europe seemingly produced short-lived boosts in
satisfaction with democracy and trust in government (Bol et al., 2021), though this does not
replicate in a parallel elded study by Marbach et al. (2020). Mixed evidence is also found
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by Kritzinger et al. (2021), who identify a rally round the ag e ect in Austria, driven by
individuals with higher health risks, but not in France.

Second, research focused on democratic resilience, citizens' a nity to authoritarian values and
illiberal policies paints a more coherent picture. In a global study, Alsan et al. (2023) show
that increased health insecurity during the pandemic relates to a higher willingness to sacri ce
general and speci c rights oneself and, importantly, to allow the government to curtail the rights
of others. Other studies show similar shifts, with fear of Covid (Vasilopoulos et al., 2022) and
prior attitudes towards democracy (A. Werner & Heinisch, 2024) being associated with greater
acceptance of restrictions on civil liberties. In Germany, a majority of vaccinated citizens were
in favor of restricting individual freedoms for security but even more so if those restrictions
only applied to the unvaccinated minority and not themselves (Hartmann et al., 2022).

Marbach et al. (2020) show that lockdown policies in the U.S. and Europe causally in ated
citizens' authoritarian values and, to a limited degree, their support for autocracy. For Spain,
Amat et al. (2025) document a comprehensive turn towards strong leadership, a growing will-
ingness to sacri ce individual freedoms and rights, and an increased demand for technocratic
governance in order to ght the Covid crisis. While the former faded quickly after the end
of Covid, strengthened technocratic preferences remain a fundamental long-term e ect of the
pandemic. Aligning the insights from both research strands, Erhardt et al. (2022) nd that
Covid-induced fear increased democratic support, while support decreased for angry respon-
dents.

3.2 Demand for Non-Democratic Climate Action

Overall, these ndings highlight how the Covid-crisis shifted public attitudes towards authori-
tarian values, increased demand for illiberal policies, authoritarian or technocratic governance.
Doing so, it provides an important backdrop for deriving expectations of the e ects elicited by
the climate crisis.

Similar to Covid-19, but di erent from terrorist attacks, there is no singular culprit for climate
change and a lot of polarized con ict over its severity or even existence. This should a ect the
nature of a possible authoritarian response to the threat. While terrorist attacks might unite
a country against an outside threat (e.g. ‘Islamists’), a polarizing threat could turn citizens'
authoritarianism against their co-citizens.

Existing literature in psychological science corroborates that climate change can elicit substan-
tial feelings of threat by triggering some combination of personal uncertainty and loss of control,
underscored by the most fundamental human desire: self-preservation (e.g. Barth et al., 2018;
Jonas et al., 2014). Researchers further found that climate change threat can subtly increase
people's general readiness to aggress toward deviant groups that seem to threaten individuals
and society's safety (Fritsche et al., 2012, p.6). Additionally, perceived climate threat can in-
crease norm conformity and group-authoritarianism (aggression against in-group deviants and
submissiveness) even in left-leaning and typically anti-authoritarian segments of society (Barth

75



The Democratic Consequences of Climate Attitudes & Concerns

et al., 2018).

This research strand provides empirical evidence that climate change can have a formative
impact on citizens' authoritarian inter-group tendencies, but it does not translate its ndings on

a societal scale. In fact, despite the importance of climate politics, there is little to no research
investigating its connection to democratic attitudes. So far, scholars seem either interested in
whether democracies are best suited to face the challenge of climate change (Fiorino, 2018;
Povitkina, 2018; von Stein, 2020) or discussing normative arguments about the interplay of
climate protection and democratic values (Lazar & Wallace, 2025; Maloy, 2024; Mittiga, 2021).
Most prominently of these authors, Ross Mittiga (2021) theorized if climate change poses a
substantial threat to peoples' lives, this could pressure governments to enact authoritarian
climate action to ensure their foundational legitimacy by keeping its citizens save. This could
legitimize the supply of non-democratic climate governance. Little is known, however, about
citizens' demandfor such non-democratic governance.

In a unique study, Isermann et al. (2024) study Germans' support for democratic norm viola-
tions contextualizedwith the violation's explicit pro-climate action goal. The authors implic-

itly acknowledged the inter-group dimension identi ed by the psychologists above by designing
items re ecting non-democratic actions targeted at an out-group of climate action opponents.
For example, they ask explicitly about justifying force against companies that emit excessive
CO? or limiting the legal options to ght climate policies in court. Controlling for respondents’
abstract support for the same democratic norms, they show that stronger concern about climate
change is related to less contextualized support of all studied democratic norms (e.g. monopoly
of violence & parliamentary control) (Isermann et al., 2024).

This provides rst evidence that climate concern can motivate citizens to sacri ce democratic
norms similar to the patterns identi ed in the candidate choice experiments above. However,
the sole focus lies on those who feel threatened by climate change. Therefore, Isermann et
al. (2024) only consider non-democratic measures poevent or mitigate the crisis. Instead, |
explicitly include opponents of climate action in my analysis to jointly examine the support for
non-democratic measures tprevent further climate action.

3.3 Demand for Non-Democratic Climate Inaction

| argue, climate action in itself can feel threatening to individuals. For one, it can impose
material costs, like higher energy prices or job shifts. Trade-o considerations between protect-
ing the environment and nancial costs of policies are regularly studied as one of the major
deterrents of climate action support (Armingeon & Birgisser, 2021; Bohmelt & Zhang, 2023;
Conrad, 2019; Kellstedt et al., 2019; Kenny, 2019). In a 2022 survey wave of the German-wide
Social Cohesion Panel, 40% of the 8.643 respondents at least rather agreed with being worried
about lower living standards due to climate politics (tab. C.1). Slightly more respondents at
least rather agreed to being worried about climate politics destroying more jobs than it creates.

Additionally, climate action can be seen as a symbolic threat as it can require lifestyle changes
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such as reduced ying, car use or dietary shifts. In Germany, especially populist and right-wing
actors increasingly emphasize (hypothetical) nancial burdens, an eradication of wealth and
excessive bans and lifestyle restrictions to mobilize resistance against environmental policies
(Quent et al., 2022).

The origin of these economic and symbolic threats clearly di ers conceptually from the threat
climate action proponents perceive. Nevertheless, | argue it can motivate an erosion of demo-
cratic norms just as well as the threat of climate change impacts themselves.

Importantly, Germany possesses a relevant amount of highly polarized climate action opponents
for which this mechanism could apply. In Herold et al.'s (2023) report, a third of the citizens
exhibiting maximal polarization in the climate issue (i.e. rating their own side as 10, and the
opposition as 0) were opposed to further climate action. Germany thus constitutes a prime
case, where both sides of the climate cleavage are substantially large and polarized to warrant
empirical investigation. Citizens themselves seem to agree, as nearly three quarters of the Social
Cohesion Panel respondents were at least rather worried that climate politics will lead to more
societal conict (tab. C.1).

3.3.1 Main Hypotheses

The central arrow in gure 3.1 illustrates the straightforward proposition of my derived hy-
potheses Hla & H1b: Strong pro- (anti-)climate action preferences correlate with increased
willingness to support non-democratic climate action (prevention).

Figure 3.1. Generalized Theoretical Framework

Gender
East/West

Education
Age

/ \ Support for
Non-Democratic

Climate (In-)Action
Left-Right Self-Placement
Pol. Interest
E cacy
HH Income Satisfaction
(Policy E ectiveness)

Climate Action
Preference

Hypothesis 1la Favoring more climate action is positively correlated to endorsing measures
for climate protection even if they are at odds with democratic norms.

Hypothesis 1b Favoring less climate action is positively correlated to endorsing measures
limiting climate protection even if they are at odds with democratic norms.
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3.4 Falsifying Support for Democratic Norms

When assessing citizens' non-democratic attitudes, it is important to also consider the strong
social norms underlying democratic support. Bischof et al. (2023) argue that Western democ-
racies may be characterized less by genuine democratic consensus than by a consensual norm
that creates social desirability to endorse democracy. Using survey mode variation in the 2017
European Value Study, they provide initial evidence foifake democrats as respondents re-
ported signi cantly stronger support for democracy in face-to-face than in self-administered
interviews. Contrary, a multi-country list experiment by Kaftan (2024) shows no sign of self-
censorship when respondents are asked whether their country would be better o if it weren't

a democracy. In the German case, close to 10 % of respondents are found to hold this view
both in direct elicitation and the list experiment.

Beyond academia, the potential existence of such a bias carries important implications for the
actual state and stability of democracies. Valentim (2024) warns that large numbers staged
democrats, who only act in accordance with norms of democracy to evade the social costs of
breaching them could cause disruptions in democratic systems if the norm concealing their
true attitudes suddenly crumbles. This greatly illustrates the importance of measuring the
prevalence of “fake' or “staged' democrats as accurately as possible.

Given the diverging empirical ndings, it is currently unclear to what extent social desirability
introduces a bias in reported democratic support. | contribute to this debate and simulta-
neously improve my investigation of climate-related non-democratic attitudes by using two
embedded list experiments that are suited to uncover the amount of “hidden' agreement with
non-democratic climate (in-)action. Speci cally, | propose that:

Hypothesis 2a Respondents hide their endorsement for measures for climate protection that
are at odds with democratic norms.

Hypothesis 2b Respondents hide their endorsement for measures against climate protection
that are at odds with democratic norms.

3.5 Research Design

3.5.1 The German Case

As touched upon above, Germany is a relevant and 'likely' case for my research, as both sides
of the climate cleavage are substantially large and polarized (Herold et al., 2023). On one
side, Germany had the highest share of citizens either extremely or very concerned about
climate change in both 2020 and 2023 amongst surveyed European countries (European Social
Survey, 2020, 2023, 2024). On the other, climate policies championed by the Greens after their
government-entry in 2021, such as a stronger commitment to heat pumps, created an intense
backlash to comprehensive climate action (Sullivan-Thomsett et al., 2024). Compared to the
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average European (5%), Germans were twice as likely (11%) to say the government combats
climate change already too much in a recent Eurobarometer (European Commission, 2023).

This opposition was mobilized, in part, by right-wing actors (Quent et al., 2022). Fittingly,
using GLES panel data (2016 2022), Co € et al. (2024) identify increasing polarization in the
economy-climate trade-o driven mainly by citizens on the right becoming more opposed to
climate action. Extending their descriptive analysis with two additional panel waves from 2023
(g. C.1), I nd that this trend persists during the time of my data collection. In fact, the

25" GLES panel wave in late 2023 marks the rst time in this time-series that more citizens
prioritized economic growth (39%) over climate action (35%). Since both opposing camps are
substantially large, German citizens might be especially incentivized to consider non-democratic
ways to secure their favored climate governance.

| still expect the underlying arguments to generalize to other established European democracies.
Germany's level of climate issue-based polarization is close to the European average (Herold
et al., 2023). For example, Italy and Spain show higher polarization and could thus exhibit
an even larger demand for non-democratic solutions. Speci ¢ national patterns will, however,
depend on countries' ideological pro les. In Sweden (35%), Czechia (37%), and the Netherlands
(47%), climate opponents form an even larger share of the maximally polarized (Herold et al.,
2023), suggesting two-sided threats to democratic norms similar to Germany. By contrast, in
Italy only 5% of maximally polarized citizens oppose climate action, and in France, Spain, or
Portugal merely 2% think their government is already doing too much (European Commission,
2023). In these contexts, the potential for non-democratiopposition to climate action might

be limited by its smaller base.

3.5.2 Data

For this paper, | employ cross-sectional survey data from Germany, collected in 2023 using an
original, co-authored module within the Socio Economic Panel's [SOERjnovation Sample
Data collection was carried out by the SOEP and infas, with further details provided in the
SOEP's annual report (Ponert et al., 2024).

The module was presented to 2.241 respondents. The SOEP requires that participants can
answer ‘Don't know' or | don't want to say', which | treat as missings. Excluding individuals
with missing values in my core independent variable, their climate action preference, results in a
nal sample of 2.101 respondents. The module data is enriched with general measures from the
2023 Innovation Sample and additional data provided directly by the SOEP, like respondents’
East vs. West German residency.

Independent Variable & Control Strategy

The main independent variable is respondents’ climate action preference, measured on a scale
from -5 (Politics to combat climate change go way too fatd +5 (Politics must do much more

to combat climate change)with O labeled Politics to combat climate change are just rightl
treat this as numeric.
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To address potential confounding in uences, | condition on socio-demographics (age, education,
gender, East vs. West residency), political attitudes (left-right placement, political interest,

e cacy), household income satisfaction and, for policy proposal outcomes, perceived policy
e ectiveness. My main inferences rely on these fully controlled models (g. 3.1).

To ensure results are not driven by my control strategy, | conduct extreme bounds analyses
(Leamer, 1985; Plumper & Traunmuller, 2020; Sala-I-Martin, 1997). Essentially, | estimate a
series of regressions that always include the main predictor, climate action preference. But each
model adds a unique combination of the main control variable set and some more plausible con-
founders: party identi cation, absolute ideological extremity, life satisfaction, risk aversion, and
habitual worrying. Original question wordings and scales of all control variables are reported
in table C.7, applied transformations in table C.8.

For one, this process allows me to estimate the average coe cient over all possible control
strategies. More importantly, following Leamer (1985), | compute lower and upper bounds
(Lower: min  Z SEnin; Upper: maxt zZ SEnax). | Set z corresponding to a 95%-con dence
interval. If the extreme bounds exclude 0, | consider results as very robust, as this indicates
not a single composition of control variables produced an insigni cant main coe cient.

Dependent Variables

Respondents' demand for non-democratic climate governance is measured with a series of ab-
stract and speci c items. Recent debates in the political violence literature (Kalmoe & Mason,
2022a, 2022b; Westwood et al., 2022) suggest that abstract support for radical measures di ers
from support for speci ¢ norm-violating behavior.

The bene t of speci c items is that they [remove] the need for respondents to speculate (West-
wood et al., 2022, p.8), limiting the danger of di erential item interpretation. The drawback of
speci ¢ items is that not all respondents will perceive them as equally ‘undemocratic' Follow-
ing Krishnarjan (2022), democratic transgressions aligned with one's goals will be perceived as
less undemocratic than those opposed to them.

Even without this bias, citizens demonstrably have a varying understanding of democracy
(Chapman et al., 2023; Chu et al., 2024; Claassen et al., 2024; Kaftan, 2024; Kriesi et al.,
2016) and di erent preferences about democratic procedures (Konig et al., 2022; Landwehr &
Harms, 2019; Landwehr & Steiner, 2017; Wegscheider et al., 2023; H. Werner, 2019). Citizens'
heterogeneous understanding of democracy uncovered by these studies needs to be acknowl-
edged when researching democratic resilience and backsliding, since citizens will uphold and
defend only the aspects of democracy they personally consider essential (Kaftan & Gessler,
2024; Wunsch et al., 2025).

My approach to this dilemma is to combine survey items capturing abstract support for un-
democratic means with multiple more ne-grained, norm-speci ¢ evaluations to best triangulate
citizens' demand for non-democratic climate governance. Table 3.1 lists these items, indicates
which side of the cleavage and hypotheses they target, and which norm they conceptually
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violate. Table C.2 expands on the democratic relevance of these norms.

Table 3.1: Di erent Measures of Non-Democratic Climate Governance

ltem Side Norm
Direct Item & List Experiment
If necessary, stronger climate protection measures
should also be introduced through undemocratic means. Pro (H1a & 2a) Abstract
If necessary, stronger climate protection measures Con (H1b & 2b) Abstract
should also be prevented through undemocratic means.
Direct Item Only
Climate politics should be decided by Pro (H1a) Technocracy

scientists and experts instead of elected politicians.

Passive Voting
Rights

Protests by climate activists that interfere with everyday life Con (H1b) Freedom of
should be prohibited and activists should be prosecuted. Assembly & Speech

Politicians should only be allowed a mandate in the Bundestag if

they publicly acknowledge that climate change exists and is human-made. Pro (H1a)

Even if courts judge that stronger climate protection measures
have to be taken, politics should ignore this.

Policy Proposals

Con (H1b) Checks & Balances

Removing of all posts and comments in the internet and

on social media which state there is no climate change Pro (H1a) Censorship

Granting new competencies for the government to nationalize
land (private and commercial) to advance the expansion Pro (H1la)
of renewable energy (e.g. wind or solar parks).

(Private) Property
Rights

See table C.2 for more detailed conceptualization of speci c norms.

For one, | survey respondents' binary agreement with thabstract proposal that climate action
should, if necessary, be [introduced / prevented] through unde ned "'undemocratic means' Each
respondent was randomly shown only one of the two items, which also serve as the sensitive
items in the two list experiments discussed later. Although the "means' respondents think
about here are unclear, they themselves must perceive them as ‘undemocratic. Agreement
thus indicates a general willingness to trade away a self-de ned democratic norm for the desired
climate governance.

In addition, | probe support for four speci ¢ governance proposals (binary) and two illiberal
climate policies, measured on ve-point Likert scales frorl@ompletely Disagredo Completely
Agree | treat the later as numeric, but results remain robust when treating them as ordinal.
These speci c items are tailored to tthe German case, often relating to contemporary events in
the country, but their underlying norms should be applicable to liberal democracies in general.
For example, theFreedom of Assembly & Speedkem echoes comments made by CDU-general
secretary Mario Czaja (DPA/ZDF, 2022) and theChecks & Balancestem relates to a ruling
by the German Constitutional Court in 2021 that mandated the government to increase its
commitment to climate action.

These speci c items contextualize the captured abstract willingness with current examples,
strengthening the study's insights and linking them to ongoing debates. Importantly, | do
not claim that all speci c items violate democratic principles to the same extent. Since using
speci ¢, real-world related examples reduces the comparability, agreement rates should not be

81



The Democratic Consequences of Climate Attitudes & Concerns

read as evidence that one side is generally more or less democratic. Only the abstract items,
which are worded equivalently, permit a credible direct comparison between climate action
proponents and opponents.

3.5.3 Modeling Approach & List Experiments

To test hypotheses la & 1b, | run separate regressions for all distinct outcome measures pre-
sented in table 3.1. | use logistic regression for agreement to the binary non-democratic climate
governance proposals and OLS regression for citizens' policy support.

To ease interpretation, | employ post-estimation simulation using an observed value approach
(Hanmer & Ozan Kalkan, 2013; King et al., 2000). Concretely, | de ne di erent scenarios
setting the climate action preference to a range of di erent values for all respondents, but
leaving all other co-variate values as observed. To simulate the estimation uncertainty, | take
1000 draws from a simulated sampling distribution based on the estimated model coe cients
and their variance covariance matrix. Multiplying the set scenario with the sampled coe cients,

| obtain 1000 predicted probabilities to agree with the outcome statement, per individual
and scenario. These are then averaged over all respondents creating 1000 average predicated
probabilities per scenario. From these simulated predicted probabilities, | report the median
and the 2.5- and 97.5-percentiles.

To probe hypotheses 2a and 2b, | use two original list experiments. List experiments are used
to reduce or quantify social desirability bias in surveys when dealing with sensitive issues such
as racial attitudes (Kuklinski et al., 1997), support for the Taliban (Lyall et al., 2013), voter
turnout (Ahlquist et al., 2014), or wartime sexual violence (Koos & Traunmdller, 2024).

Generally, for list experiments, respondents ) are randomly assigned to a treatment or control
group (T; 2 f 0; 1g). The control group (T; = 0) gets presented) control statements, while the
treatment group (T; = 1) sees the same plus one sensitive iterd § 1). All respondents are

Under certain assumptions the two groups' values of should only di er due to the inclusion
of the sensitive item (g. 3.2). This makes the di erence in group meansYg,-1  Y7,=0) an
unbiased estimate of the share of respondents agreeing with the sensitive item (Imai, 2011).

Figure 3.2: List experiment logic following notation by Eady (2017).

8
Y, if T, =0;
Y 4z 0T =1

with Y, 2f0;:::;Jgand Z; 2 f0;1g being the latent responses to the] control state-
ments and the sensitive statement, respectively.

Control List Construction

Importantly, list experiments reduce social desirability bias only because asking indirectly about
joint support for J +1 statements grants respondents an additional level of con dentiality. But
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this does not hold if respondents agree with all or none of the items. In this case, their stance
on the sensitive statement becomes fully revealed, which may again induce misreporting (Blair
& Imai, 2012). The common recommendation to minimize such ceiling or oor e ects is to
select control itemsJ that are weakly or even negatively correlated (Blair & Imai, 2012; Glynn,
2013; Kuklinski et al., 1997). With this in mind, | selected two sets of three items (tab. 3.2)
from the 2021 GLES Pre-Election Survey (GLES, 2023) so that only 0.5% (5%) of original
respondents fully agreed or disagreed with all items in control list I (l1).

Table 3.2: Item Selection for Control Lists

Controls | Controls Il
In emergency situations, it is justi ed for In times of a pandemic like Corona, there
the state to restrict citizens' civil liberties.  should be a universal vaccination requirement.
The government should implement a The government should take action
nationwide rent cap. to reduce income inequality.
The state should refrain from European integration should not
getting involved in the economy. be advanced any further.

Experimental Setup

To run my two experiments, respondents were randomly assigned into "Pro’ and "Against
conditions. Figure C.2 visualizes the experimental setup. At the beginning of the module,
group "Pro' received control list | plus theAbstract (Pro) item, while group "Against' received
control list Il with the Abstract (Con) item. Afterwards, each group saw the respective other's
control list without sensitive statements, thus serving as control for each other. To minimize
priming, the open elicitation of respondents’ support for their respective sensitive item, as well
as the other non-democratic governance proposals were placed at the end of the module.

List Experiment Estimators

Today many di erent variants, designs and statistical estimators for list experiments exist
(e.g. Aronow et al., 2015; Corstange, 2009; Eady, 2017; Glynn, 2013; Imai, 2011; Riambau &
Ostwald, 2021). Most notably, Imai (2011) and Blair and Imai (2012) have introduced three
multivariate estimators to obtain prevalences of sensitive attitudes: the simple linear Di erence-
in-Means estimator (DiM or LM) is most robust but least e cient; Maximum Likelihood (ML)

is most e cient but very sensitive to distributional assumptions (Ahlquist, 2017); and Nonlinear
Least Squares (NLS) sits in the middle of those two (Blair et al., 2019). Section C.3 in the
appendix discusses the (dis-)advantages of these estimators in more depth.

In short, | largely follow the recommendations laid out by Blair et al. (2019), which brings
together recent advances and addresses key concerns voiced by other researchers (foremost
Ahlquist (2017)). | use DIM as a baseline, but contrast it with the other estimators. Also, |

test key assumptions (i.e.Randomization of the TreatmentNo Design E ect, No Liars) using,
amongst other, diagnostics proposed in Blair and Imai (2012), and the model misspeci cation
test developed by Blair et al. (2019).

To assess the social desirability bias hypothesized in H2a and H2b, | then follow the framework
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of Blair and Imai (2012). Here, social desirability is simply modeled as the di erence between
the predicted probability of openly agreeing to the sensitive item and the predicted probability

of “truthfully' agreeing with the sensitive item in the list experiment given the same set of

co-variates. The former is estimated from the logit model of the open item, the later through

the multivariate list estimators discussed above.

Non-Strategic Misreporting

While list experiments reduce strategic misreporting, their cognitively demanding nature makes
them prone to non-strategic misreporting errors arising from misunderstanding, random re-
sponding, or satis cing to minimize cognitive e ort (Agerberg & Tannenberg, 2021; Alvarez
et al., 2019; Kuhn & Vivyan, 2021; Riambau & Ostwald, 2021). There is no panacea to prevent
this type of misreporting, but Kuhn and Vivyan (2021) show that excluding likely survey sat-

Is cers improves the external validity of list experiments. In absence of a trap question, | rely
an inattentiveness measure based on behavior such as (illogical) straight lining and completion
speed (tab. C.3). Section C.3 in the appendix discusses non-strategic misreporting and this
inattentiveness measure in more detail. Because simply dropping inattentive respondents could
also skew results (Alvarez et al., 2019), | estimate all subsequent results once using the full
sample and once restricting it to likely attentive respondents.

3.6 Analysis

3.6.1 Descriptives

Starting the analysis, gure 3.3 displays the distribution of respondents' climate action prefer-
ences. While there is a lot of variation, a majority (56.6 %) is leaning towards favoring more
policies combating climate change. 16 % report satisfaction with the current status quo, and
about 27.5 % favor less climate action.

Figure 3.3: Climate Action Preferences

Moving to the outcome variables, theCensorshipand Property Rights policies are generally
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disliked (g. 3.4). However, while roughly% still at least rather support censoring climate
change denial, only around 14% support expropriation for renewable energy production. The
bars in gure 3.5 illustrate the share of respondents' (dis-)agreeing with each non-democratic
governance proposal. The top-most bars show that a majority of respondents disagree with
the abstract propositions to use undemocratic means. However, still substantial 22.1% (14.3%)
openly support introducing (preventing) climate protection measures through undemocratic
means, if necessary.

Figure 3.4: Agreement with Policy Proposals

Figure 3.5: Agreement with Non-Democratic Governance Proposals

Meanwhile, support for the explicit governance proposals varies strongly. Only 12.9% agree
that politics should ignore pro-environmental court rulings, hinting at a rather strong norm
to safeguardChecks & Balancesand a separation of power within German democracy. More
than % support conditioning Passive Voting Rightson a public acknowledgment of human-
made climate change's existence. Prohibiting climate activism that interferes with everyday
life and prosecuting the responsible activists, an encroachment on citizeReedom of Assembly
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& Speechis favored by a majority (62.6%), while over?1 of respondents want to turn climate
politics decision-making over to scientists and experts. The strong demand for technocracy
exceeds measures by Bertsou and Pastorella (2016), in which 60% of Germans saw experts
making decisions as &ery or fairly good way to govern in general.

Such a technocratic turn is conceptually at odds with representative democratic rule (see tab.
C.2). But its strong support suggests that either citizens do not perceive it as inherently
undemocratic or that they hope experts can provide more "objective' solutions within an in-
creasingly hostile and polarized con ict. Hibbing and Theiss-Morse (2002) already stated that
sizable portions of society can be considered "stealth democrats’, who value orderly governance
over active citizen participation.

3.6.2 The Demand for Non-Democratic Climate Action

Turning towards testing hypothesis 1a, table 3.3 shows the ve relationships between respon-
dents' climate action preference and their demand for non-democratic climate action based on
the fully controlled models. All relationships are statistically signi canf in the expected direc-
tion. This grants strong support for Hla. Figure 3.6 displays the simulated policy support and
probability to agree with each governance proposal obtained via observed value simulation.

Table 3.3: Hla Main Models

Censorship Property Rights Abstract (Pro) Pass. Voting Rights Technocracy

@ @ (©) Q) (5)

Climate Action Pref: Pro 0:06 0:05 0:24 0:15 0:05
(0:01) (0:01) (0:03) (0:02) (0:02)

Full Controls X X X X X

Model Type OoLS OoLS Logistic Logistic Logistic

Observations 1,827 1,830 951 1,860 1,891

Adjusted R? 0.36 0.38

Akaike Inf. Crit. 939.98 2,331.56 1,951.05

* (**; ***) shows p < 0.05 (0.01; 0.001)
Controls: gender, age, east, education, political interest, left-right placement, e cacy,
risk aversion, household income satisfaction (, and for policy items: policy e ectiveness).

The upper panel (g. 3.6a) underscores the general unpopularity of both policies. Regardless
of the simulated climate action preferences, median predicted support always stays below 0
(neutral). Still, strongly favoring more climate action signi cantly increases citizens' tolerance
of Censorship In a scenario, where all respondents favor the status quo, median support for
censoring climate denial is predicted at -0.34. But if all fully favor more action, this opposition
decreases to merely -0.07. By contrast, despite a signi cant relationship, predicted support for
expropriation remains very low across all scenarios.

Panel 3.6b shows stark di erences between the binary proposals. Throughout all scenarios, the

2 Any reference to statistical signi cance in this paper relates to a 0.05 -level.
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demand for Technocracy varies by less then 10%-points, always exceeding 70%. By contrast,
support for the Abstract use of undemocratic means quadruples from below 10% if everyone
were fully against climate action to about 40% assuming everyone were fully in favor of it.
Similarly, support for restricting Passive Voting Rightsrises by about 30 %-points between
those scenarios. In summary, although all relationships are signi cant, their implications di er
as support forAbstract undemocratic means andPassive Voting Rightsis much more strongly

a ected by climate attitudes then a seemingly ubiquitous demand fofechnocracy

Figure 3.6: Simulations based on Hla main models

(a) Non-Democratic Policy Proposals

(b) Non-Democratic Governance Proposals

Plots show medians and 2.5/97.5 percentiles obtained from observed value simulation.

Robustness Checks

The results provide strong evidence for Hla. To evaluate their sensitivity to research design
choices, | run multiple robustness checks: First, | re-model policy support using ordered logit,
revealing no substantial di erences (tab. C.9). Second, restricting the sample to likely atten-

tive respondents slightly decreases théechnocracy coe cient (from 0.05 to 0.03) rendering it
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insigni cant (C.10). The other four coe cients remain stable.

Third, estimating models for every possible control combination in an extreme bounds analysis
yields 8.192 coe cients per governance proposal and 16.384 per policy proposal (tab. C.11).
Again, only the Technocracy fails this high bar for robustness with only 65% of possible
regressions estimating a signi cantly positive relationship. For all other outcomes, every single
regression coe cient is signi cant and in line with Hla.

Fourth, | restrict the sample to respondents with climate action preferences from 0 (status quo)
to 5 (much more action). As Hla states that wantingnore climate action is the driver of the
assumed relationship, | want to rule out that results are driven solely by strong opponents of
climate action. Table C.12 shows that only the e ect orProperty Rightsloses signi cance. This
indicates that the original relationship did not manifest because of climate action proponents
favoring expropriation more than neutral citizens. Instead, it is because of climate action
opponents more strongly opposing it. The exercise reveals another surprise, as the estimated
relationship for Technocracyroughly triples in strength compared to the main model ( = 0.14

vs. 0.05).

In summary, my analyses provide strong evidence for the overall assertion that a stronger pro-
climate action preference is an important predictor for respondents' demand of non-democratic
climate governance (Hla). Beyond that, the results show that the type of behavior under
consideration matters, as e ect sizes vary substantially. Overall, these results prove to be over-
whelmingly robust except for the demand forTechnocracy which failed multiple robustness
checks and varied strongly in e ect size.

Exploring the Demand for Technocracy

To understand the inconsistent results regarding citizens' demand for technocracy, | further
explore this relationship.

Figure 3.7: Predicted Support for Technocracy

Plot shows medians and 2.5/97.5 percentiles obtained from observed value simulation
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Speci cally, | re-estimate my original models, now including respondents’ absolute distance to
being satis ed with the status quo as a predictor. This measure captures onhow strongly
respondents want a change from the status quo, but not its direction. Table C.13 shows that
three models (a) without controls, (b) conditioning on the full control set, and (c) focusing only
on attentive respondents all show signi cant correlations between demand féechnocracyand
the strength but not the direction of climate action preferences.

Figure 3.7 contrasts the simulated probability to support technocratic climate governance of
the original model with the improved model containing preference strength as predictor. This
illustrates that, as hypothesized, strong proponents are predicted to be most in favor Béch-
nocracy. But unexpectedly, strong opponents are also much more open to it than respondents
satis ed with the status quo.

Related research has shown that citizens are more in favor of direct democratic practices like
referendums, if they favor a change in the status quo and think that the majority agrees with
them (e.g. Landwehr & Harms, 2019; H. Werner, 2019). Potentially, the underlying mechanism
is similar here, with both sides of the cleavage desiring a change and expecting that the eventual
experts in charge would share their vision of climate governance.

3.6.3 The Demand for Non-Democratic Climate Inaction

Moving to H1b, | repeat the previous analytical steps for the three proposals appealing to cli-
mate action opponents. Table 3.4 again shows consistent signi cant support for the hypothesis
in all main models. The observed value simulation additionally reveals three distinct patterns.

Table 3.4: H1b Main Models

Abstract (Con) Freedom of Assemby & Speech Checks & Balances

1) 2 (3
Climate Action Pref: Pro 0:08 (0:03) 0:22  (0:02) 0:22  (0:03)
Full Controls X X X
Model Type Logistic Logistic Logistic
Observations 962 1,905 1,860
Akaike Inf. Crit. 753.59 2,047.02 1,258.43

* (**; ***) shows p < 0.05 (0.01; 0.001)
Controls: gender, age, east, education, political interest, left-right placement, e cacy,
household income satisfaction.

First, support for limiting the Freedom of Assembly & Speecto restrict disruptive climate
activism is very high across all simulated climate action preferences. Even in a scenario where
everyone wants much more climate action, support is still predicted at about 45%. The survey
coincided with continuing disruptive protests by the activist groupLast Generation Respon-
dents' attitudes could thus re ect a perception that the group itself violated democratic norms
such as the rule of law, providing a potential justi cation to restrict one value for safeguard-
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ing another. Or, following the narrative of instrumental and stealth democrats, many citizens
simply viewed roadblocks and ight disruptions as inconvenient, making targeted restrictions
an attractive trade-o .

Figure 3.8: Simulations based on H1b main models

Plot shows medians and 2.5/97.5 percentiles obtained from observed value simulation.

Second, climate action preferences are much more relevant for the specic than the abstract
non-democratic proposal. Compared to the 45% discussed above, simulated support for re-
stricting Freedom of Assembly & Speeatearly doubles ( 85%) if everyone were to think that
climate action already goes too far. Similarly, agreement with politicians ignoring pro-climate
court rulings (Checks & Balancegstrongly falls from roughly 29 to 5% across these scenarios.
Meanwhile, support for Abstract undemocratic means declines more modestly from about 20
to 11%.

Third, comparing these values to gure 3.6b, we can infer that support for the surveyed anti-

climate action items is overall somewhat smaller than that of the pro-climate action items. For

example, simulated support for abstract means to implement climate action in a scenario with
full action-proponents is about twice as high (40 vs 20%) as support for abstract means to
prevent climate action in a scenario with only action-opponents.

Robustness Checks & Further Exploration

Again, these analyses show strong evidence in line with H1b. Re-running the main models with
likely attentive respondents, slightly increases coe cient strength but does not meaningfully
change any results (tab. C.14). Second, both speci c item's coe cients are robust to extreme
bounds analysis (tab. C.15). The abstract proposal closely misses Leamer's high bar, with
‘only' 92.25% of the 8.192 possible control strategies yielding signi cant results.

Third, | restrict the sample to respondents with climate action preferences from 0 (status quo)
to 5 (politics go already too far) to rule out that results are driven solely by strong proponents
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of climate action. Table C.16 again demonstrates robustness for the two specic proposals,
while the e ect for the abstract item loses its signi cance (p = 0.09). Its coe cient, however,
actually increases compared to the main model (0.12 vs. 0.08) and the failure of this robustness
check can, at least in partly, be attributed to the small sample size (N = 391).

Summarized, the evidence in line with H1b is largely robust, albeit less so for tiAdstract
item. Generally though, the more citizens oppose climate action, the higher their demand for
non-democratic governance preventing it.

Finally, I noticed that all insigni cant control strategies in the Abstract EBA include party
identi cation as predictor. To investigate this further, table C.17 describes party di erences

in support levels. It shows that AfD-identi ers exhibit the highest support for all anti-climate
action items with nearly a third in favor of ignoring pro-climate court rulings (27.9%) and
preventing climate action through undemocratic means (28.3%). In both cases, this is roughly
twice the sample average (14.3%, 12.9%). On the pro-climate side, party di erences are smaller.
Still, Green-identi ers are most supportive of implementing climate action through undemo-
cratic means (36.2%) and conditionind?assive Voting Rights(44.3%), while identi ers of the
governing parties at the time (Greens, SPD, FDP) are least supportive of handing decisions to
experts.

3.6.4 Estimating Hidden Demand through List Experiments

Moving to the list experiments, | rst probe their core assumptions (Imai, 2011)Randomization

of the Treatment No Design E ect (i.e. inclusion of the sensitive item does not a ect responses
to the control items), and No Liars (i.e. respondents answer truthfully when asked indirectly
about the sensitive item). Since | compare list and open questions, | additionally assume
Treatment Independencestating that respondents’' treatment condition does not a ect open
responses to the sensitive statement (Aronow et al., 2015).

First, randomization checks (tab. C.18) show balance across covariates, with the exception of
a small gender imbalance. Overall, the experimental treatment seems su ciently balanced to
proceed. Second, th&élo Design E ect test (Blair & Imai, 2012) shows no signi cant violations

in either experiment (tab. C.19).

Third, No Liars can be violated through both non-strategic and strategic misreporting, for
example due to ceiling or oor e ects. Descriptively, the constructed lists display mild potential
for these e ects. Throughout the experiments< 6% arm all items and < 12% agree with
zero items. These levels are similar or even lower than those in other published list experiments
(compare Kuhn & Vivyan, 2021, p.392). Additionally, | follow Glynn (2013) in comparing
cumulative proportions of respondents reportingy; f 0:::Jg between treatment and control
groups. Here, theNo Liars assumption holds, as cumulative proportions in the treatment group
are never signi cantly lower than those in the control condition (tab. C.20).

Fourth, each Abstract proposal was only directly elicited of respondents who received it as
treatment (g. C.2) making a direct test of Treatment Independencempossible. Instead, |
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regress all six other dependent variables and respondents' climate action preference on treatment
status to see whether a systematic in uence is visible. With the exception of th€éhecks &
Balance proposal, all coe cients are small and insigni cant (tab. C.21).

Evidence for a Hidden Demand of Non-Democratic Climate (In-)Action

Beginning the substantial analysis, table 3.5 compares open agreement with the estimated
‘true’ prevalence from an intercept-only model using the LM-estimator (Imai, 2011). The
list experiments suggest that actually 35 38% of respondents support each of the respective
Abstract non-democratic proposals. For both sides, this proportion is substantially higher than
the openly revealed support, which provides rst evidence for social desirability in line with
H2a & 2b.

Table 3.5: Comparing Open and "True' Agreement

Abstract (Pro) Abstract (Con) Observations
Full Sample Attentive Only Full Sample Attentive Only Full Sample Attentive Only
Open Agreement 0.22 0.22 0.14 0.14 1007/1030 871/907

List: Sensitive ltem  0.36 (0.04)  0.35 (0.04) | 0.37 (0.04)  0.38 (0.04) | 2083/2088  1815/1817
List: Control ltems ~ 1.45 (0.02)  1.46 (0.02) | 1.36 (0.02)  1.34 (0.03) | 2083/2088  1815/1817

| then estimate all three multivariate estimators (LM, ML, NLS), adjusting for the same co-
variates as before (tab. C.23 & C.25). This allows me to estimate social desirability (tab. C.24
& C.26) by contrasting the resulting predicted probabilities with those from the direct item
estimates (Blair & Imai, 2012).

| also run the Hausman misspeci cation test proposed by Blair et al. (2019), which exploits that
NLS and ML estimates should be indistinguishable if all modeling assumptions hold. The test
Is also suited to detect non-strategic misreporting, for example due to inattentiveness. Results
indicate misspeci cation of the ML models in both experiments when applied to the full sample
(tab. C.22a) and in the "Pro' experiment when applied to attentive-only sample (tab. C.22b).

| refrain from visualizing the three misspeci ed models and focus instead on the more robust
LM & NLS estimators.

Figure 3.9 visualizes results for the attentive-only and gure C.3 for the full sample, which are
substantively similar. The multivariate linear and NLS regressions predict fairly similar “true'
prevalences in both list experiments with 35 % supporting undemocratic implementation,
and close to 40 % supporting undemocratic prevention of further climate action. For the later,
the ML estimator predicts slightly lower agreement ( 34%).

The right side of gure 3.9 suggests that the di erences between the predicted support in
list and direct estimates are substantial and signi cant. Focusing on the NLS results, 13.1%
of respondents are estimated to hide their true demand for non-democratic climate action.
Conversely, almost twice as much (24.7%) hide their true demand for non-democratic prevention
of climate action.

The analysis rst of all provides strong evidence for both social desirability hypotheses (H2a &
2b). Second, the list experiments also suggest that earlier predictions based on the other openly

92



Study 3: The Two-Sided Demand For Non-Democratic Climate Governance

asked non-democratic governance proposals or policies should be interpreted as conservative
estimates of their true prevalence in society.

Figure 3.9: Predicted Probabilities & Social Desirability

Estimation based on the attentive-only sample. List regression coe cients reported in
table C.23 “Pro' ML model not plotted due to evident misspeci cation (tab. C.22b).
Numerical values of estimated probabilities and social desirability reported in table C.24.
Predictions rely on the list package's average-case approach (covariates set to their mean).

Beyond corroborating my hypotheses, the rather similar estimated prevalence rates from both
experiments support the study's underlying claim that focusing only on climate action pro-
ponents underestimates the threat to democratic governance inherent in the climate action
debate. Climate action opponents, though a numerically smaller group, seem in no way more
opposed to undemocratic means.

The much higher non-disclosure rate amongst those opponents suggests that this attitude is
seen as even less accepted in society. Potentially, this results from an interplay of two social
norms: to favor democracy and to favor climate action itself. Citizens could be more willing

to openly express support for non-democratic climate action if pro-environmental attitudes
are itself perceived as morally virtuous. In contrast, opposing climate action at the cost of
democratic procedures, for example for economic reasons, may be perceived as sel sh and thus
gets hidden more often.

3.7 Conclusion & Outlook

In summary, this study demonstrates that strong preferences whether for or against climate
action are closely linked to a willingness to circumvent various democratic norms. Using
original 2023 survey data from Germany (N = 2.101) and including both abstract and direct
guestions, as well as two novel list experiments, the ndings reveal that a signi cant portion of
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citizens are open to non-democratic governance when it aligns with their climate policy stance.
Proponents of stronger climate action are, for example, more open to the censorship of climate
change denial and more likely to support conditioning@assive Voting Rights Meanwhile, strong
opponents of climate action exhibit an increased openness to restricting climate activism or
overriding court-mandated climate action.

Interestingly, respondents with strong preferences on both sides of the cleavage are more likely to
support technocratic governance, suggesting that they believe experts and technocrats would
agree with their personal views. This aligns well with ndings by Amat et al. (2025) who
identify technocratic attitudes as a long-term consequence of the Covid-crisis.

The two list experiments additionally suggest that hidden support for abstract undemocratic
measures, both promoting or preventing climate action, is even higher than openly expressed
agreement. Between 35 and 40% of respondents secretly endorse such undemocratic governance
when shielded by indirect questioning. Thus, about 13% of respondents hide their true demand
for non-democratic climate action and about 25% hide their approval of non-democratic preven-
tion of climate action. This adds further evidence for the existence of fake' democrats (Bischof

et al., 2023; Kaftan, 2024).

These ndings contribute to a growing body of literature on democratic resilience and the
conditionality of citizens' commitment to democratic norms and procedures with a specic
focus on the climate crisis. The limited previous research on the climate-democracy nexus
predominantly focused on proponents of climate action (Isermann et al.,, 2024). My study
reveals that ignoring climate action opponents runs the risk of underestimating the eroding
impact of climate change's issue-based polarization on democratic norms. This is especially
true, as these citizens seem even more likely to hide their true demand for non-democratic
governance due to compounding pro-democracy and pro-climate norms.

Looking ahead, further research should explore whether these patterns hold across di erent
countries with varying political cultures and climate policy debates. Likely cases with similar
climate-ideological pro les are, for example, Sweden, Czechia and the Netherlands (Herold et
al., 2023). | also encourage replications using di erent elicitation methods or question wording.
My abstract items include the phrase if necessary. Potentially, some respondents see this
phrase as an escape from making a hard trade-o decision between upholding democratic rules
and furthering their own agenda. Therefore, a stricter wording might lead to lower estimated
prevalence measures.

On a broader level, this paper underscores the importance of studying climate attitudes not
just in terms of policy preferences but also their implications for democratic governance. It
illustrates how political polarization especially in times of crises and revolving around highly
salient issues like climate change can foster non-democratic tendencies on both ends of the
ideological spectrum. Doing so, it serves as a reminder that democratic erosion is not the
exclusive domain of any single political faction but can emerge whenever pressing societal
concerns override existing norms. Further research should be devoted to better understand
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which speci c threats climate action opponents experience (e.g. economic or symbolic) that
motivate them to trade away democratic norms. Recognizing these dynamics is essential for
safeguarding both climate action progress and democratic integrity in an era of increasing
political polarization and democratic backsliding.
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Across its three studies, this dissertation investigates how climate change, as both an existential
and politicized threat, shapes citizens' democratic attitudes. Taken together, my ndings reveal
that growing concerns and dissatisfaction with climate governance can put a strain on citizens'
democratic evaluations. They establish that climate change and the polarization within the
climate-issue needs to be taken seriously as a potential threat for democratic resilience.

Any further synthesis of the empirical analyses needs to begin with a reconciliation of the di-
verging results in Studies 1 & 2. These di erences are likely context-bound. A sign for di erent
underlying dynamics is, as mentioned above, that during Study 1 concerns and satisfaction are
overall increasing, and in Study 2 decreasing. The hunch that an asymmetry in the relationship
between climate concern and SWD a ects Study 2's results could not be corroborated, even
though the e ect was somewhat more strongly driven by jointlecreases| also re-estimate the
sub-sample models from the rst study using the same rst-di erence asymmetrical modeling
approach (tab. D.27). While the models suggest slightly larger negative e ects by concem
creasesthan reversed, just like Study 2, the Wald-tests do not support the idea that asymmetry
fully explains the diverging results.

In fact, one could argue that | identify not two, but three dierent patterns: During the
2010s, our study nds a weaker and less robust negative democratic impact of climate concern
increases. The eroding impact becomes much more substantial at the turn of the decade when
climate salience was highest due to frequently ongoing protests, to then seemingly reverse right
after during a state of polycrisis. Future research is needed to further disentangle which of
these patterns re ect genuine di erences, for example due to varying issue salience, and which
stem from potential short-term confounding by concurrent crises.

Personally, | argue that the rst study provides a more robust and generalizable account of
the climate democracy relationship. It mostly bene ts from a broader set of contextually
and theoretically relevant time-varying controls, foremost the concerns about numerous other
issues. This makes its identi cation strategy less susceptible to omitted variable bias, which
sensitivity analysis reveal to be a relevant concern in the second study. Assuming the logic of
Bayesian updating, | began working on this dissertation with a theoretically motivated prior
that climate concern can decrease democratic satisfaction. Due to its robust study design, Study
1 then strongly moves this prior towards an acceptance of this proposition, while the evidence
of Study 2 subsequently motivates a weaker updating in the opposite direction. In sum, these
two analyses should strengthen the posterior conviction that increasing climate concern can
indeed worsen democratic satisfaction, but caution to carefully consider the broader political
context and its impact on both the true e ect and scienti ¢ investigations into it.

A related limitation of the present dissertation is that Study 2 was originally designed to test
whether speci ¢ evaluations in uence di use democratic support indirectly, via satisfaction with
democracy, as found by Claassen and Magalhaes (2022) for objective measures of violent crime.
While my results instead point to rather direct associations between changes in climate concern
and democratic support, these e ects should be interpreted with caution, as they may also be
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subject to omitted variable bias. Consequently, the question of whether climate concern can
erode democratic support independently of motivated trade-o s demands further investigation.

When promised a climate political gain, however, Study 3 strongly supports and extends the
ndings of Isermann et al. (2024).

| demonstrate that both strong proponents and opponents of climate action display a greater
willingness to circumvent democratic norms when doing so aligns with their policy preferences.
This highlights that threats to democratic integrity within the climate domain can originate

in both sides of its cleavage. By taking the growing a ective polarization (Herold et al., 2023)
and policy contestation from right-leaning citizens (Co é et al., 2024) within the climate de-
bate seriously, the study addresses an important gap in the literature and, for the rst time,
shines a light on the (non-)democratic sentiment associated with stronger climate action oppo-
sition. These ndings carry relevant implications for policy makers especially since my list
experiments reveal that both sides tend to hide their willingness for non-democratic means.
Following Valentim (2024), this hidden readiness is problematic because further erosion of spe-
ci ¢ democratic norms such as governments disregarding pro-climate court rulings could
reveal unexpectedly high public support for such transgressions, thereby accelerating the very
democratic backsliding these norms are meant to prevent.

Finally, the strong support for technocratic governance in th&sOEP-IS sample deserves at-
tention. Its signi cant rise at both ends of the climate-policy spectrum suggests that citizens
across the ideological divide view current climate governance as overly politicized. Whether
these preferences simply re ect discontent with political elites or whether greater expert involve-
ment could indeed de-polarize and enhance acceptance of climate action without undermining
democratic accountability is uncertain. As Amat et al. (2025) also nd an enduring technocratic
turn following the Covid-pandemic in Spain, this demand might be a more general outcome for
strongly polarized crises. In any case, studying these climate technocratic attitudes may help
identify ways to reduce issue-based polarization and to strengthen democratic legitimacy and
support.

To summarize, while the rst two studies, in their sum, indicate that concern about climate
impacts can undermine democratic evaluations, the third study shows that discontent with cli-
mate action can motivate an erosion from democratic principles. Both mechanisms underscore
the urgency for scholars and civil society to scrutinize how the polarized climate issue inter-
acts with citizens' democratic commitments. As climate change and the con ict over climate
politics jointly intensify, democracies must confront the di cult dual task of implementing
transformative policy change and safeguarding democratic integrity. Recognizing how a ective
concerns about climate change and discontent about climate action a ect citizens' democratic
evaluations and support is thus an essential rst step to safely guide democracies through a
climate crisis that will be shape political realities for the foreseeable future.

Looking forward, my initial research into the democratic consequences of climate change should
thus be extended and broadened. My dissertation focuses exclusively on Germany. In this
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country, the newly introduced German Longitudinal Environmental Study, a 12-year panel
(Auspurg et al., 2024), provides a unique opportunity to replicate, reevaluate and extend on the
ndings uncovered in my work. For this, my studies provide important practical insights about
relevant measurements, such as time-varying salience, e cacy, and competing concerns, as well
as more nuanced measurements of political support, issue-based polarization and responsibility
attribution.

Beyond that, the impact of climate change on political support needs to be evaluated in a
comparative fashion. Its eroding e ect should generally be stronger amongst countries out-
side of Europe and communities already experiencing negative climate change impacts more
severely (IPCC, 2023). But also within Europe, citizens in France, Portugal, Italy and Spain
are comparatively more disapproving of their governments' climate action (European Commis-
sion, 2023). While the latter two also exhibit overall more issue-based a ective polarization
than Germany, climate action opponents exhibit especially high polarization levels in countries
like Sweden, Czechia and the Netherlands (Herold et al., 2023). In these countries, we can
reasonably expect to nd similar relationships between speci c climate (action) grievances and
declines in political support. While there are panel studies in some countries, including New
Zealand, Norway and Sweden, that jointly contain some relevant measurements of political
support and climate attitudes, there is no standardization that makes them truly comparable.

| thus strongly advocate for more international cooperation amongst researchers to understand
the global scope, to identify national patterns, and to nd potential remedies for the threat to
democratic commitment posed by the climate divide.
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