£} Routledge

-1 Taylor &Francis Group

Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis: Research and
Practice

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fcpa20

Disapproval of Climate Policy Dismantlement:

A Comparative Analysis of International Public
Opinion on Donald Trump'’s Withdrawal from the
Paris Climate Change Regime

John Kenny

To cite this article: John Kenny (08 Nov 2023): Disapproval of Climate Policy Dismantlement: A
Comparative Analysis of International Public Opinion on Donald Trump’s Withdrawal from the
Paris Climate Change Regime, Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis: Research and Practice,
DOI: 10.1080/13876988.2023.2262431

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/13876988.2023.2262431

8 © 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group.

A
h View supplementary material &

@ Published online: 08 Nov 2023.

\]
CA/ Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 158

A
& View related articles &'

(&) View Crossmark data &

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=fcpa20


https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=fcpa20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/fcpa20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/13876988.2023.2262431
https://doi.org/10.1080/13876988.2023.2262431
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/13876988.2023.2262431
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/13876988.2023.2262431
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fcpa20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=fcpa20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13876988.2023.2262431
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13876988.2023.2262431
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13876988.2023.2262431&domain=pdf&date_stamp=08 Nov 2023
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13876988.2023.2262431&domain=pdf&date_stamp=08 Nov 2023

Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis, 2023 % Routledge
Vol. 00, No. 00, 1-16, https://doi.org/10.1080/13876988.2023.2262431 florffanci Group

W) Check for updates

Disapproval of Climate Policy
Dismantlement: A Comparative Analysis of
International Public Opinion on Donald
Trump’s Withdrawal from the Paris Climate
Change Regime

JOHN KENNY

Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research, School of Environmental Sciences, Norwich Research Park,
University of East Anglia, Norwich, UK

(Received 25 February 2023; accepted 19 September 2023)

ABSTRACT When Trump was elected as US President and given the opportunity to implement his
campaign promise of withdrawing the country from international climate change agreements, it
sparked fears of a knock-on effect of non-commitment from other states that could result in the
Paris Agreement’s dismantlement. This article examines public opinion — which often influences
governments’ policy decisions — collected in early 2017 in 38 countries on his proposed with-
drawal from international climate change agreements. On top of important individual-level pre-
dictors, disapproval of his proposal was higher in liberal democracies and countries that depend
less on fossil fuels for electricity.

Keywords: climate change; climate policy; comparative surveys; Donald Trump; Paris Agreement;
policy dismantlement; public opinion

Introduction

To mitigate against the dangers associated with increased global surface temperatures,
governments need to undertake rapid and sustained policy action (Jordan et al. 2022).
This entails not only implementing ambitious new policies, but also ensuring that
existing instruments and political infrastructure are not weakened. Despite this, climate
policy retrenchment or even complete dismantlement has already occurred (Jordan and
Moore 2020, p. 5; Schaub et al. 2022, pp. S14-S24), such as the repeal of carbon pricing
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in Australia (Crowley 2017) and reducing the capacity of key institutions to effectively
mitigate climate change in Brazil (Hochstetler 2021).

A particularly high-profile rollback that threatened to undermine global mitigation
efforts occurred in the aftermath of Donald Trump’s election as US President in 2016
given his campaign promises to withdraw the country from the landmark Paris
Agreement (De Pryck and Gemenne 2017). While far from perfect, the agreement was
important for breaking the political impasse since the disappointing 2009 Copenhagen
summit and provided a new framework for international cooperation (Bodansky 2016;
Falkner 2016).

When Trump duly followed through by announcing the planned exit in a speech on
1 June 2017 in which he emphasised that he was “elected to represent the citizens of
Pittsburgh, not Paris” (Trump 2017), this endangered the agreement. One early assess-
ment went so far as noting that the country’s non-participation could “lethally wound”
the agreement for reasons of both effectiveness and legitimacy (Kemp 2017, p. 98).
Given the US’s status as the second largest producer of greenhouse gases, it was
imperative that it undertook mitigation actions. Were it to neglect its responsibilities
following its withdrawal, the extent of emissions cuts required by other countries would
be so drastic and likely to have such a severe impact on national economies (Dai et al.
2017) as to be politically infeasible. Moreover, the US was due to be the largest financial
contributor to the Green Climate Fund that would assist developing countries reach key
mitigation and adaptation targets as per commitments in Article 9 of the Paris
Agreement. The withdrawal left a $2 billion deficit in the fund’s budget, posing major
challenges to delivering its goals (Bowman and Minas 2018). Indeed, Urpelainen and
Van de Graaf (2018) argued that the US’s non-participation in climate financing was
a more serious threat to global climate cooperation than the risk of it missing its emission
reduction targets.

At the time of the announced withdrawal, there were moreover worries of a domino
effect. It was feared that other countries would follow by also withdrawing (Harvey
2016) or remain but be far less ambitious in their emission reduction efforts (Diringer
2017; Pickering et al. 2017). Either scenario would substantially reduce the world’s
chances of effectively mitigating climate change. One model suggested that were US
mitigation efforts delayed by eight years — the length of two presidential terms — and the
rest of the world followed its example, the probability of staying below 2°C would drop
from about two-thirds to 10 per cent (Sanderson and Knutti 2016).

This moment was thus a critical juncture for the climate policy decisions of govern-
ments. Yet policymaking is not solely a top-down process; publics do influence elite
decisions (Dietz 2020). Governing requires politicians to be responsive to their popula-
tions, whether due to normative ideals and/or election incentives inherent within democ-
racies (Froio et al. 2017; Schaffer et al. 2022) or to identify sources of dissatisfaction that
could threaten regime survival in non-democratic systems (Prakash and Bernauer 2020).
When countries are ratifying international climate treaties, some minimum degree of
public support is required (Bernauer and Gampfer 2015, p. 317). Thus arises the
question: when governments were faced with deciding how to react to Trump’s with-
drawal from the Paris Agreement, what were the views of their publics on US (non-)
participation? Furthermore, did such views vary according to individual or contextual
characteristics?
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These are the research questions of this paper, which I examine using surveys fielded
across 38 countries worldwide from the first half of 2017 on disapproval of Trump
leaving international climate change agreements. It is important to be clear on what
this focus can and cannot tell us. One cannot infer whether respondents think their own
government’s (continued) involvement in international climate treaties or support for
emission reduction measures should depend on the behaviour of the US or indeed other
countries (on these questions, see Tingley and Tomz 2014; Beiser-McGrath and
Bernauer 2019; Coleman et al. 2023). This paper also cannot ascertain the reasons
why respondents disapprove of the US leaving the agreement. It may be that respon-
dents attribute the US causal responsibility for its past emissions in creating the
problem and so consider that it should be part of the solution or that — given its
resources — free riding would put an unfair burden on other less well-off states (Shue
1999). They may also think the Paris goals are unlikely to succeed without the US.
Yet — whatever the rationale — those who disapprove can be expected to consider
climate action worthwhile and the framework of international treaties to be an appro-
priate forum through which to organise action, thus sending an important signal to
governments on public preferences. Hence, the remit of this paper in outlining the level
of cross-country differences and the factors associated with such disapproval.

Literature

Public support is an important factor not only for the expansion and success of climate
policies, but also for acting against dismantlement (Drews and van den Bergh 2016;
Prakash and Bernauer 2020; Drews 2021; Fairbrother 2022). The implementation of
climate policies is particularly responsive to situations where publics favour such policies
and climate change is salient (Schaffer et al. 2022). Cognisant of this, governments and
interest groups wishing to roll back climate policies have made concerted efforts in
certain countries to misinform publics or keep them uninformed as precursors to weak-
ening or dismantling climate policies (Young and Coutinho 2013; Rajdo et al. 2022).
Given the limited literature focusing specifically on public opinion on climate policy
dismantlement, in this section I outline what we broadly know about the types of people
who support climate policies and situate the contribution of this paper.

There are many individual-level factors for why publics support policies to tackle
climate change. US research shows that those with a university education are more likely
to favour climate policies, while the roles of gender, age and income are more mixed
(McCright et al. 2016; Drews 2021, p. 238). People are more likely to support climate
policies the more they believe climate change is real, is caused by humans and has
negative consequences (Steg 2023, p. 394). Individuals may be influenced by the
expressed positions of political leaders that they (do not) support (Kousser and Tranter
2018), being more supportive of policies originating from politicians that they feel
positive towards. Those who place themselves on the left rather than the right tend to
be more supportive, though this may not be a direct effect of political orientation and
instead may be driven by values (Drews and van den Bergh 2016, p. 857). Authoritarian
value orientations — that is, a “preference to submit to authority, to conform to traditional
norms, and to punish those who deviate from these norms” (Stanley and Wilson 2019,
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p. 46) — may be strongly related to lower pro-climate change and environmental attitudes
(Stanley and Wilson 2019).

Despite its importance, a recent review concludes that the literature on understanding
publics’ support for climate policies is “surprisingly small”, focusing instead more on
climate beliefs and concerns (Fairbrother 2022, p. 9) which do not necessarily translate to
policy support. That which exists is primarily focused on support for carbon taxes with
little research on other policies (Fairbrother 2022). This is problematic, as supporting/
opposing one climate policy does not mean that one will support/oppose another. Various
policy features — including design and perceived costs/benefits — may affect public
support (Drews 2021). For instance, take the gilets jaunes protesters whose actions
were influential in dismantling France’s carbon tax policy. Many were not against climate
policy per se, and felt aggrieved at being depicted as such, but did view the proposal as
unfair due to the perception it would widen social inequalities (Driscoll 2023). Moreover,
research focuses on support for policies in the US and to a lesser extent in other high-
income democracies, but there is little research covering low-income and/or non-Western
countries (Drews and van den Bergh 2016; Fairbrother 2022). Thus, the extent of our
knowledge is geographically skewed. One key study, The People’s Climate Vote, sought
to address this by surveying climate policy opinion across 50 diverse countries (Flynn
et al. 2021). It found both the types and amounts of policies that publics supported varied
in different world regions. In general, high-income countries and small-island developing
states displayed greater support than middle-income or least-developed countries.
Moreover, across all countries, certain policies saw greater support among males and
others among females, indicating that the #ype of climate policy affects who supports it.

This paper contributes to the literature as follows. Firstly, it moves beyond the
predominant focus on climate policy support in developed democracies. Secondly, this
brings the advantage of greater variation in contextual conditions to better ascertain their
associations with public opinion on the climate policy of interest. Thirdly, the design
enables the analysis of the interacting role of both individual- and contextual-level
factors concurrently, picking up on a recent research recommendation (Drews 2021,
p. 245). Fourthly, it sheds light on public opinion internationally towards one of the most
high-profile policy cases of attempted climate policy dismantlement. Its prominence
means it had high recognition globally that enabled respondents in various countries to
have an opinion, which may not be the case with other climate policy decisions made by
national leaders. It was, moreover, specific, tangible and imminent, with serious
implications.

Data

I use data from a Pew Research Center Global Attitudes survey (Pew Research Center
2017) fielded between 16 February and 8 May 2017. The dataset has several advantages.
Firstly, it features a broad range of 38 countries (see Figure 1) — including many
understudied cases — that have desirable variance in geographic region, level of democ-
racy/autocracy and mitigation efforts. Secondly, the data is of high quality, having been
collected using multi-stage probability sampling to achieve nationally representative
samples through a combination of telephone and face-to-face interviews. Thirdly, it
contains a question specifically on Trump withdrawing from international climate
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agreements when his ability to withdraw was clear but before he officially announced the
introduction of the policy, as well as many useful explanatory variables. For all analysis,
combined probability and post-stratification weights are used, and an additional weight is
added so that every country has the same number of respondents.’

Dependent Variable

This question asks: “As I read some proposed policies of President Donald Trump, please
tell me if you approve or disapprove of each one: Withdraw U.S. support for interna-
tional climate change agreements.” Individuals could respond “approve”, “disapprove”,
“don’t know” or refuse to answer. While not naming the Paris Agreement explicitly, this
was the international climate agreement under imminent threat of US withdrawal and so
respondents could be expected to answer with this in mind.

Independent Variables

I include the demographics of gender, age, university education and having low, medium
or high household income? as variables that have been examined in the existing climate
policy support literature (Drews 2021). While findings have been mixed, the overall
expectation is that disapproval will be higher among females, younger individuals, those
with a university education and those with higher incomes. Furthermore, I add whether
they are an internet user. Having equitable access to information is vital and yet unequal
access to and use of the internet is a barrier to this in both developing and developed
countries (Tayo et al. 2016; Lopez-Sintas et al. 2020). As the internet can increase
individuals’ capacity to receive and use knowledge to make more informed decisions
(Guerriero 2015) — and previous analysis finds internet usage is positively associated
with individuals being simultaneously aware of climate change while attributing it to
human activity (Levi 2021) — I hypothesise that internet use is associated with greater
disapproval.

I then include attitudinal variables. Firstly, do respondents think that climate
change is a threat to their own country? If individuals do not believe this, they
may not be as worried about the challenges posed by the US withdrawing from
international agreements and so one would expect their disapproval to be lower.
Secondly, to examine whether responses are mainly explained by views on the
proposer, a question is used asking about confidence in Trump to do the right
thing regarding world affairs, with greater confidence hypothesised as being asso-
ciated with lower disapproval.

To capture authoritarian values — hypothesised to be associated with lower disap-
proval — responses to whether respondents think “having people of many different
backgrounds, such as different ethnic groups, religions and races, makes our country
a better place to live or a worse place to live” are added. Furthermore, on authoritarian
leadership, a question is added on whether “A system in which a strong leader can make
decisions without interference from parliament or the courts” would be a good thing for
the respondent’s country. Finally, a question is included on whether it is sometimes
acceptable for news organisations to favour one political party over others. Given that
individuals are better informed when consuming unbiased media outlets (Wolton 2019)
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and press freedom can increase public awareness of climate change (Povitkina 2018), it
is expected that those considering biased news to be acceptable are less disapproving.
Respondents’ left-right self-placement is not included, with the variable not available for
many countries.

Five contextual-level country variables are added that were all measured for 2016.
A country’s carbon emissions may correlate with public opinion, with some evidence that
higher per capita emissions are (weakly) associated with higher climate concern
(Pohjolainen et al. 2021, p. 5). Furthermore, disapproval may be greater in countries
that have already made strides in reducing emissions. I therefore include national-level
per capita carbon emissions, as well as change in these since 2000 (Ritchie et al. 2020).
Moreover, climate policy density (the number of implemented policies) may be a good
measure of climate policy ambition (Schaub et al. 2022). To test whether countries with
greater climate policy density have greater disapproval, I add a measurement from the
Climate Change Laws of the World database (Grantham Research Institute on Climate
Change and Environment and Sabin Center for Climate Law Change 2022), which has
a particularly comprehensive record of national-level climate legislation (Schaub et al.
2022).

Another important factor is fossil fuel dependence, as higher dependence could be
associated with a lower willingness to alter the status quo. Research in Canada, for
instance, demonstrates that individuals who have confidence that fossil fuel industries
will remain an important economic driver are less likely to support climate policies
(Schimpf et al. 2022). Thus, data on the percentage share of electricity produced from
fossil fuels in each country is added (Ritchie et al. 2022).

Lastly, work in Europe points to the value of examining the role of how
democratic a country is for climate attitudes (Pohjolainen et al. 2021). Though
finding no direct relationship between this factor and support for two different
climate policies, the authors do find that the positive association between climate
concern and support for each policy is amplified in countries with a higher quality
of democracy. Another globally focused study relatedly finds a greater increase in
the perceived threat of climate change between 2007-2010 and 2019 in countries
where civil liberties increased (Levi and Goldberg 2022). I utilise an index captur-
ing to what degree the ideal of liberal democracy is achieved in each country,
ranging from low (0) to high (1) (Coppedge et al. 2022)* to test not only for
a direct association, but whether climate threat perceptions have a greater associa-
tion with disapproval in more democratic countries when drawing upon a global
sample with wide variation in democratic quality.

Results

Firstly, Figure 1 presents a breakdown of the dependent variables’ distributions.* There is
large variation. Majorities in all but three countries — Russia, Indonesia and India —
disapproved of the policy.” The only countries to have disapproval rates at 90 per cent or
higher are all non-anglophone countries in Western Europe — Sweden, Germany, Spain,
Netherlands and France. The Western anglophone countries of the UK, Canada and
Australia, which have a notable presence of elite and public polarisation on climate
change (Tranter 2013; Smith and Mayer 2019; Kenny 2022), are somewhat less
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Figure 1. Disapproval of the US leaving international climate change agreements by country
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disapproving, but still substantially so with around four in every five respondents against
the change. Senegal stands out as the only African country with over 80 per cent
disapproval.

Below the median country value, there is a higher proportion of countries with less
robust democratic systems. Some have relatively higher proportions of individuals
approving of Trump leaving international climate agreements; in others, many indivi-
duals do not give a view either way. For instance, Kenya, Tanzania and Peru all record
approximately 30 per cent approval and have just 5 per cent responding “don’t know”,
whereas in both Turkey and Poland around 15 per cent approve but almost double that
did not say one way or another. India is notable as — while the only country where more
individuals would approve than disapprove — the plurality response is “don’t know”.

From here on, I analyse the differences between those who disapproved “1”” and those
who did not “0” (combining “approval” and “don’t know/refusals”). In this way, the
analysis speaks to the characteristics of individuals who favour progressing with inter-
national coordination, compared to those who are outright opposed or are not able/
willing to make a judgement. Widespread ambivalence is itself a barrier to effective
climate policy expansion given that — unless there is widespread and intense public
concern — representatives may be unwilling to undertake the political risks associated
with substantial societal change (Nisbet 2011). Thus, on this matter of whether a leader
of an influential state with a substantial carbon footprint should withdraw from
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Figure 2. Scatterplots of the association between disapproval of US withdrawal from international
climate change agreements and contextual variables
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international agreements, the consequences of not opposing such climate obstructionism
lends credence to the utility of this binary categorisation.®

Next, I present scatterplots of the relationship with this binary variable and the five
country-level characteristics (see Figure 2). While disapproval seems somewhat higher in
countries with higher per capita emissions, this is heavily affected by the outlier India
and flattens notably when that country is removed. However, there is a stronger associa-
tion with per capita emission reductions since 2000, whereby disapproval is higher in
countries that have most reduced their emissions. Similarly, in countries with higher
shares of electricity from fossil fuels, respondents are less likely to disapprove. The line
is flat for the relationship with climate policy density. The final panel demonstrates that
disapproval is higher in more democratic countries.

Next, I carry out mixed-effect multinominal logit models with random intercepts
whereby individuals (level 1) are nested within countries (level 2) (see Table 1). Given
the null association already established for climate density, this variable is omitted in
these models.

Initially, in model 1 disapproval is regressed solely on individual-level variables.
There is no difference between male and female respondents, and only the over-65s
are less likely to disapprove. Having a university education is associated with increased
disapproval, as is being in the top income bracket and being an internet user.
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Table 1. Multilevel regression models predicting disapproval of US withdrawal from international

climate change agreements

VARIABLES Individual Contextual All
Individual variables
Female 0.05 (0.03) 0.05 (0.03)
Age (18-29)
30-49 0.01 (0.05) 0.00 (0.05)
50-64 -0.07 (0.06) —-0.07 (0.07)
65+ —0.15% (0.06) —0.16* (0.06)
Don’t know/refused —0.60* (0.26) -0.61* (0.26)
University 0.32%**  (0.06) 0.32%*%*  (0.06)
Income bracket (lower)
Medium 0.09 (0.06) 0.09 (0.06)
High 0.31***  (0.06) 0.31***  (0.06)
Don’t know —0.15% (0.07) —0.15%* (0.07)
Refused 0.03 (0.08) 0.03 (0.08)
Internet user 0.19%*%*  (0.05) 0.19%*%*  (0.05)
Climate change major threat 0.53%%** (0.07) 0.53%%* (0.07)
Trump confidence (a lot)
Some 0.42***  (0.11) 0.42***  (0.11)
Not too much 0.75*%**  (0.15) 0.75***  (0.15)
None 0.90*%**  (0.16) 0.90%**  (0.16)
Don’t know/refused 0.07 (0.13) 0.07 (0.13)
Diversity (positive)
Negative —-0.11 (0.06) —0.11 (0.06)
No difference —-0.01 (0.06) —-0.01 (0.06)
Don’t know/refused —0.41***  (0.08) —0.41*%**  (0.08)
Media party bias (acceptable)
Unacceptable 0.39%**  (0.05) 0.39%**  (0.04)
Don’t know/refused —0.46***  (0.07) —0.46***  (0.07)
Autocracy (very bad)
Very good —0.57***  (0.08) —0.56***  (0.08)
Somewhat good —0.48***  (0.06) —0.48***  (0.06)
Somewhat bad —0.19%** (0.05) —0.19%* (0.05)
Don’t know/refused —1.12%**  (0.11) —1.12%%*  (0.11)
Contextual variables
Emissions 0.00 (0.02) —0.01 (0.01)
Emissions change —-0.07 0.07)  —0.07 (0.05)
%Electricity from fossil fuels -0.01* (0.00)  —0.01%* (0.00)
Liberal Democracy Index . . 1.27**%  (0.44) 0.90%* (0.33)
Intercept -0.15 (0.16) 0.69* (0.31) —0.25 (0.29)
Random intercept: country 0.31%%** (0.08)  0.35%* (0.08) 0.20%** (0.04)
Observations 41,953 41,953 41,953
Number of groups 38 38 38
Log likelihood (null) —21,466 —21,466 —21,466
Log likelihood —19,655 —21,457 —19,647

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses.

##kp < 0,001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.
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Perceiving climate change as a threat to one’s country is statistically significant.
Confidence in Trump is also expectedly related, with disapproval increasing according
to lower confidence. Finding media bias acceptable and thinking that having a strong
leader who can make decisions without interference from other branches of government
is a good thing are both associated with lower disapproval. Having a negative view of
diversity is not, however, statistically significant.

In the second column, I include solely the contextual variables. Two are statistically
significant: the higher the level of democracy, the higher the likelihood of disapproval, while
higher percentages of electricity from fossil fuels is associated with lower disapproval. Neither
per capita emissions nor their change since 2000 are significant. When both the individual and
contextual variables are included concurrently, the country-level variance is far lower compared
to the models that contain them separately, pointing to the importance of accounting for both. At
the contextual level, the inclusion of the individual-level factors reduces the magnitude of the
log-odds coefficient for the liberal democracy index by 25 per cent. Calculating predicted
probabilities based on this model, keeping the rest of the variables at their recorded values, in
countries that receive almost none of their electricity from fossil fuels the probability of
disapproval is close to 76 per cent while this drops by over 10 percentage points for those
that receive almost all their electricity from fossil fuels. And moving from 0.9 (high liberal
democracy) to 0.1 (low liberal democracy), the probability of disapproval drops by 13 percen-
tage points.

I finally test for a cross-level interaction between a country’s level of democracy and the
perceived threat of climate change. A random slope for climate change threat is added and the
continuous variables in the model are mean-centred as best practice advises (Heisig and
Schaeffer 2019; Geese 2023). The findings show that such an interaction is statistically
significant and positive (see appendix for table). Figure 3 displays the marginal effects. It

Figure 3. Marginal effect of disapproval of the US leaving international climate change agree-
ments based on a country’s level of democracy and perceiving climate change as a major threat to
one’s country

pr Disapproval of US Withdrawal

45 -3 -25 -15 -05 05 15 25 .35
Liberal Democracy Index (Centred)
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highlights that going from the least to the most democratic countries, the magnitude of the
association between perceiving climate change to be a major threat and disapproval increases.

Conclusion

This article examined the individual- and contextual-level factors associated with public
opinion on President Trump’s intention to withdraw from international climate agree-
ments using nationally representative data from 38 countries. Given the US’s political
and economic power as well the necessity for it to cut its emissions, there were serious
concerns regarding the impact such a withdrawal could have on the viability of the Paris
Agreement and the willingness of other countries to commit to it. This study provides the
opportunity to shed light on the international public mood on the issue at a crucial
juncture and is particularly valuable as it includes understudied countries from outside of
advanced industrial democracies that are key stakeholders but are often neglected in
public opinion research on climate change.

Majorities disapproved of Trump’s policy in all but three of the countries examined,
yet there was large variance, ranging from Western European countries, where approval
was rare, to others that were more divided. At the individual level, disapproval was
greater amongst those with a university education, those under 65, individuals living in
higher-income households and those with internet access. Perceiving climate change to
be a major threat to one’s country, having little confidence in Trump, finding media bias
unacceptable and not supporting autocratic leadership styles were likewise predictors.
Though these are as expected from existing literature on support for new policies to
address climate change, it is important to show empirically that such factors are also
associated with not wanting existing commitments reversed. At the contextual level,
neither carbon emission levels per capita, nor the change in such emissions since 2000,
nor climate policy density explains variation in public views. While it had been hypothe-
sised that disapproval may be greater in countries that had already made strides in
reducing emissions, the results do not suggest public backlash or reward on this issue
from such national achievements. Disapproval was lower in countries whose electricity
has a higher composition of fossil fuels and it was higher in more democratic countries.

It is worth emphasising that this analysis is correlational, and causality cannot be
established from examining a single timepoint. However, given the literature detailing the
extent to which fossil fuel industries lobby against climate policies and make concerted
efforts to move public opinion in line with a slower transition than the scientific evidence
finds is required (Dunlap and McCright 2012; Mildenberger 2020; Supran and Oreskes
2021; Carroll et al. 2022), the results underline the challenges in bringing climate policy
support in these countries to the same level as countries where it already exists. On the
association with democracy, we know that freedom of expression and access to information
is restricted in less democratic countries (Povitkina 2018), that autocracies more frequently
utilise misinformation for shaping public opinion (Boese et al. 2022), and that consuming
climate change misinformation is associated with a lower willingness to undertake climate
action (Van Der Linden 2015). While such an explanation fits with the communication of
climate change in Russia (Tynkkynen and Tynkkynen 2018), it would be valuable for more
research in less democratic countries to unpack the mechanism behind this relationship and
what the driving explanations are. And as this paper demonstrates that perceiving climate
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change as a major threat to one’s country is a stronger correlate of disapproval in more
democratic countries, this also raises further questions as to whether potential future
increases of perceived climate risks in less democratic countries will translate to greater
support for the international climate change regime.

It is finally worthwhile reflecting on the changing political conditions since Trump’s
announced withdrawal. The US returned to the agreement upon President Biden’s inaugu-
ration in January 2021 and during the Trump Presidency the commitment of US states, cities
and companies representing 50 per cent of the economy to take actions consummate with
the Paris Agreement somewhat replaced federal-level action (Diaz-Rainey et al. 2021). For
various reasons, we did not witness the mass withdrawal of other countries that many had
feared. That the balance of public opinion was largely against Trump’s decision suggests
a supportive political environment for national leaders to proceed with their involvement.

However, we cannot rely on this continuing. On more difficult policy decisions that
involve implementing the necessary emissions cuts — with existing emission reductions
pledges being overwhelmingly insufficient (United Nations Environment Programme
2022) — one could expect divisions to be greater than those recorded here. This is especially
so with the evidence of increased public polarisation on climate change at recent interna-
tional summits (Falkenberg et al. 2022). As Andresen et al. (2021, p. 6) remark, the
domestic implementation of policy mixes needs to result in positive policy feedback if
climate policies are to result in Paris commitments being met. If this does not emerge or is
overwhelmed by negative feedback, the challenge increases further. Thus, it is important to
monitor global public views on existing and future climate change policies going forward
and specific measures to fulfil them so as to comprehend the opportunities for and barriers to
achieving effective emissions cuts that can enjoy public favour.

Notes

1. While most countries have 1,000 individuals, some have fewer (e.g. 852 in Greece) and some more (most
notably 2,464 in India), hence why this weight is required.

2. In each country, respondents were presented with various income brackets and asked which bracket their
household income fell into. Removing “don’t know” and “refuse” answers, within each country I classified
those who fell approximately in the lowest tertile as “lower”, the middle tertile as “medium” and the upper
tertile as “higher” as far as possible. Don’t know/refuse answers were then added back into this variable to
keep these respondents in the sample.

3. Another variable of interest is Gross Domestic Product (GDP). However, this is too highly correlated with
the other variables to be able to include it concurrently.

4. See the appendix for this information in table format.

5. These three countries correspond with those listed in The People’s Climate Vote as having the lowest
support — among a subset of countries with particularly high greenhouse gas emissions from electricity and
heating — for increased renewable energy (Flynn et al. 2021, p. 37).

6. See appendix for models where the “don’t know/refusals” are instead treated as missing, as well as
multinomial logit models where the “don’t know/refusals” are included in the analysis as a separate
category.
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