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Abstract 

Recent research and real-world processes emphasize that effective climate change mitigation 

policies are not feasible without at least a certain degree of public support. Hence, we 

investigate the link between existing domestic energy policies and individual policy instrument 

preferences in 21 European countries. We assume a policy feedback perspective and depart 

from the idea that the current domestic energy context influences what future policies are 

possible and preferred by citizens. High political trust and strong climate change attitudes are 

expected to strengthen this relationship. Our results do not lend support to a general link 

between existing policies and future policy preferences. However, we find evidence of a 

positive policy feedback in individuals with strong climate change attitudes and/or high levels 

of political trust, which, depending on each country’s current energy policy, either hinders or 

facilitates the energy transition.  
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1.  Introduction 

The Paris Agreement saw almost all countries in the world agree to fight climate change and 

keep global warming well below the 2°C threshold. Even though the treaty was celebrated as a 

great success, it would amount to nothing more than hollow words unless followed by serious 

action. Thus, governments and parliaments need to adopt new policies or adapt existing ones to 

trigger the necessary changes in their countries (see Le Quéré et al. 2019). Such policies could 

range from taxes on greenhouse gas emissions or bans on coal-fired power plants to subsidies 

for public transport and educational programs in schools. The variety of possible policies 

reflects the complex challenge posed by the changing climate. Global warming has several 

causes and many effects, such as melting polar ice and glaciers, rising sea levels, extreme 

weather events, changes to flora and fauna; and these effects might affect different places in 

quite different ways. Consequently, states have chosen very different approaches to protecting 

their environment, with some even deciding against taking any action (Schmidt and Fleig, 

2018).  

 

Policy making in democracies is a complex process involving many actors: politicians and 

parties, lobbyists, experts and NGOs, all with their own position on issues. There are also voters, 

who evaluate the performance of governments at election time if not before. Therefore, both 

recent research and real-world experience suggest that the (sometimes dramatic) policy changes 

necessary to mitigate climate change require at least a certain degree of public support 

(Edenhofer et al., 2012: 129). Indeed, lack of social acceptance by citizens may be one 

important factor – besides, for example, institutional aspects (Peters et al. 2017) and an absence 

of elite consensus (see Carter and Little in this issue) – leading to politicians’ underwhelming 

reactions to climate change (Dermont et al. 2017).  

 

We argue that the link between the domestic policy context and individual policy preferences 

is crucial and deserves detailed investigation. The present study therefore assumes a policy 

feedback perspective and departs from the idea that the current domestic energy context 

influences what future policies citizens can imagine and prefer. Previous work focusing on 

single countries has demonstrated that citizens’ opinions depend on policy design, particularly 

on personal cost-benefit considerations, with the current policies serving as an important 

reference category (Shwom et al., 2010). Here, we investigate the role of the domestic energy 

sector in shaping citizens’ support for or resistance to policy change. Moreover, we consider 

that policy feedback will be contingent on individual attitudes toward both climate change and 
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domestic politics. At the individual level, acknowledging the need to act on anthropogenic 

climate change is an important precondition for supporting renewable energy and climate 

change mitigation policies (Ziegler, 2017). At the national level, since governments play a 

pivotal role in setting the political debate, political trust presumably moderates citizens’ 

readiness to accept new policies (cf. Harring, 2014). When new policies deviate (strongly) from 

the status quo, trust in governments, politicians and parties–that is, the perception that these 

people are trustworthy and do the ‘right thing’–may compensate for the uncertainty these 

policies involve.  

 

We explore these questions using data on energy and the environment from the European Social 

Survey 2016’s module1, including items on energy policy preferences and attitudes towards 

climate change. To measure the domestic energy context, we collected country-level data on 

states’ current energy mix and existing policies. Multilevel models enable us to parse out the 

relationship between contextual and individual level variables and policy instrument 

preferences. 

 

Our results do not support the view that the starting energy policy context affects individual 

policy preferences more broadly. However, we do find support for a positive policy feedback 

in individuals with strong climate change attitudes and/or high levels of political trust. On the 

one hand, this means that a renewable energy policy can reinforce itself by increasing these 

individuals’ readiness to take further action. On the other hand, however, the mechanisms to 

follow a chosen path are also relevant in a fossil energy context: where fossil energy is 

(economically) important, even individuals with high levels of political trust and/or strong 

climate beliefs are more reluctant to support specific renewable energy policies. 

 

The remainder of the chapter is structured as follows. The next section is dedicated to reviewing 

previous research on public preferences and public policy and outlines our theoretical 

background and the hypotheses we test for. We discuss our empirical approach in section 3, 

before presenting our results in section 4. The article concludes with a discussion of our main 

findings and their implications.  

                                                           
1 ESS Round 8: European Social Survey Round 8 Data (2016). Data file edition 2.1. NSD - Norwegian Centre for 

Research Data, Norway – Data Archive and distributor of ESS data for ESS ERIC. doi:10.21338/NSD-ESS8-2016. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.21338/NSD-ESS8-2016
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2.  Theoretical background 

Linking domestic energy policies and individual policy preferences places us in the rich 

literature on public opinion and public policy in general (cf. Wlezien and Soroka, 2016), as well 

as the ‘green policy’ realm in particular (cf. Cherry et al., 2014; Dermont, 2018; Drews and van 

den Bergh, 2016; Engels et al., 2013; Harring and Jagers, 2013). We thus build on recent work 

arguing that, “[I]n representative democracies, for policy measures to be adequately and 

effectively implemented, or even be decided on at all, public support is essential” (Jagers et al., 

2018: 89). A lack of social acceptance by citizens has been identified as one of the main hurdles 

to energy transitions (Dermont et al. 2017), and can, thus, be seen as an important explanation 

for countries’ under-reactions in terms of climate policy (Peters et al. 2017). 

The factors influencing the acceptance of renewable energy and climate change policies have 

been subject to significant scholarly attention (Aasen and Vatn, 2018; Drews and van den 

Bergh, 2016; Harring, 2014; Harring and Jagers, 2018; Jagers et al., 2018; Shwom et al., 2010; 

Wolsko et al., 2016). Here, we go further by focusing on how existing policies affect support 

for new policies. The idea that “policies, once enacted, restructure subsequent political 

processes” (Skocpol, 1992: 58) is the core of the policy feedback approach. In this perspective, 

policies may transform both structural factors, like state capacities and administrative 

arrangements, and the attitudes and behaviors of specific groups or entire populations (Kumlin 

and Stadelmann-Steffen, 2014). Thus, applied to our research question, the policy feedback 

approach suggests that individual preferences for renewable energy policies will be contingent 

on the current domestic policy context. However, feedback processes may be complex and 

involve both positive and negative feedback effects. Based on existing studies, we can derive 

different mechanisms through which the status quo could influence individual preferences for 

new policies. 

One perspective, heavily influenced by the work of Wlezien (1995), suggests that the public 

can be understood as a “thermostat.” In this view, public attitudes, opinions and preferences 

serve as a guideline for politicians’ decision-making. How well this thermostat works is then 

conditional on the respective policy field and preconditions, such as accuracy and information 

availability. This thermostatic view also implies a potential for negative feedback effects: At 

some point, the public may think that enough has been done in a field and reject further policy 

change. Soroka and Wlezien’s (2009) extensive study on the development of individual 

spending preferences in the US, Canada and UK, where they show that an increase in welfare 
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state spending in one year led to a decrease in individual spending preferences in the following 

year, supports this expectation. 

 

The cost structure in the climate and energy policy sector means that such negative feedback 

may be especially relevant. In particular, ecological taxes and subsidies contain inherent costs 

(Stadelmann-Steffen and Dermont, 2018), which tend to be highly visible (Stokes, 2013: 49). 

Thus, whereas individuals may accept some subsidies and moderate taxes to support energy 

transitions, they may be reluctant to see further expansions of these instruments. Stokes (2013) 

shows how these negative feedback mechanisms worked in the case of Ontario’s feed-in tariff 

policies: while the introduction of the instruments was not very conflictive, opposition based 

on the costs that they entailed grew with and after their implementation. In keeping with this 

account, we derive our first hypothesis: 

H1: The more extensive the renewable energy policies a country exhibits, the lower the 

individual preferences for taking further measures are.2 

 

In contrast, a second perspective envisions a positive feedback between existing policies and 

preferences for new policies. This is the classic argument of the “new politics of the welfare 

state” literature (Pierson, 2011): if people get used to something, they want to keep it. It 

maintains that the welfare state has been creating its own constituency, which most obviously 

consists of those who profit from a certain policy. Nevertheless, the feedback effects can be 

much broader, since policies support and generate specific norms and identities (Kumlin and 

Stadelmann-Steffen, 2014).  

 

Research on the public’s acceptance of renewable energy also provides evidence for a positive 

feedback effect. For example, several studies on renewable energy infrastructure have 

demonstrated that opposition towards wind parks or high voltage lines decreased with real-life 

experience (cf. Firestone et al., 2012; Stadelmann-Steffen, 2019). Stokes (2013: 497) argues 

that subsidies for renewable energies in particular “have the potential for path dependence 

through reinforcing coalitions.” Building on this strand of literature, and in contrast to H1, we 

formulate a second hypothesis: 

                                                           
2 Whereas the thermostat argument inherently involves a dynamic element, for which we cannot test with our cross-sectional 

design, we argue that a negative correlation between the share of renewables and individual preferences for taking further 

measures can nevertheless be seen as an indication of a (dynamic) thermostatic feedback. This is because a high share of 

renewables today is the result of past political decisions, which influence today’s preferences.  



6 

H2: The more extensive the renewable energy policies a country exhibits, the stronger the 

individual preferences for taking further measures are. 

 

However, Soss and Schram (2007) reason that the way existing policies inform individual 

attitudes and preferences depends on proximity and visibility. The proximity dimension 

concerns the degree to which individuals have gained experiences with a particular policy, 

whereas the visibility dimension is related to the idea in political behavior research that an issue 

influences public opinion only if it is visible and salient. We argue that proximity and visibility 

may be a function of individual attitudes. Energy policy is a rather distant issue for many people: 

energy literacy (Brounen et al., 2013) and knowledge of the functioning of energy policies 

(Stadelmann-Steffen and Dermont, 2018) have been shown to be rather low.3 Moreover, the 

energy issue often commands a lower priority than more salient issues (Lowry and Joslyn, 

2014) like migration or unemployment.4 Yet, for some groups, energy policy may be highly 

visible and proximate, which should strengthen the link between existing policies and these 

individuals’ policy preferences. 

Most obviously, the energy policy context will be more proximate and salient for individuals 

with strong climate change attitudes. Climate change concern and environmental attitudes are 

an important prerequisite for forming an opinion on environmental public policy: while climate 

change acceptance and concern for the environment are linked to greater support for green 

policies, climate change skepticism or denial reduces support for political action in this realm 

(Engels et al., 2013: 1024f.). In the US, in particular, “political affiliation is one of the most 

consistent predictors of a range of environmental attitudes and support for environmental policy 

(…) political conservatives or self-described Republicans are less concerned about 

environmental issues, less supportive of environmental policy and less likely to engage in 

individual environmental behaviors” (Mayer and Smith, 2017: 74). In European countries with 

multi-party systems, the effect of party affiliation is less pronounced, especially where all the 

major parties accept anthropogenic climate change and the need to mitigate its effects.5 

                                                           
3 We generally expect that most people will not be aware of their country’s exact energy mix and even less aware 

of specific energy policies. However, while such specific knowledge is not necessary for a feedback effect to exist, 

more prominent issues, such as coal phase-out, energy transition, and renewable energy infrastructure, have 

arguably been important matters in the public discourse in almost all European countries and  at the EU-level. 

Hence, most people will have a sense of the general lines of the discussion. Nevertheless, we argue that individuals 

will vary in their interest and sophistication regarding energy policy. 
4 This assumption is particularly reasonable in view of our data, which were collected in 2016 at the height of the 

so called “European migration crisis.” 
5 This does not imply that all the parties favour identical solutions to the problem; quite the contrary. But they all 

acknowledge the existence of global warming and the need to take action. Accordingly, McCright et al. (2016: 
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Consequently, Ziegler (2017: 149) does not find political orientation to be “relevant for 

differences in general climate change beliefs in Germany.” However, acknowledging the need 

to take measures against anthropogenic climate change is vital for backing renewable energy 

and climate change mitigation policies (Ziegler, 2017: 144).  

What do these considerations entail for potential feedback effects? The thermostatic perspective 

would expect individuals with strong climate change attitudes and climate change skeptics to 

show different saturation points. While the latter would immediately “have enough” of 

renewable energy policies, the former would experience the aforementioned negative feedback 

mechanisms much later (if at all). Moreover, positive feedback effects are more likely in the 

case of the former: given that renewable energy policies are in accordance with their beliefs, 

they are more likely to evaluate such policies positively and to internalize the norms they 

convey. As a result, a reinforcing effect of accepting more far-reaching policies is most 

probable. We thus formulate our third hypothesis:  

H3: Compared to climate change skeptics, individuals with strong climate change attitudes will 

exhibit a stronger positive feedback and a weaker negative feedback in their support for 

renewable energy policies. 

 

Political trust is another important factor singled out by previous research. Trust is found to be 

directly associated with individual willingness to comply with existing rules and laws and with 

the acceptance of government policies in general: when political trust is low, defections are said 

to become more likely, policies are harder to implement, and government support dissipates 

(cf. Citrin and Stoker, 2018; Hetherington, 2014). Furthermore, climate change is a cross-

national collective action problem that needs a certain level of political and social trust to reduce 

the risks of free-riding (Harring and Jagers, 2013) and failure to act. Other researchers highlight 

the importance of corruption for the implementation of environmental policies (Fredriksson and 

Neumayer, 2016; Harring, 2014). Based on these insights, we formulate our fourth and final 

hypothesis: 

H4: Compared to individuals with low political trust, individuals with high political trust will 

exhibit a stronger positive feedback and a weaker negative feedback in their support for 

renewable energy policies. 

                                                           

350) report a “robust, modestly sized left-right divide on climate change views in the general publics of Western 

European countries.”  
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3.  Data, variables and research design 

As we strive to link individual preferences to domestic policies, we need information on the 

micro-level: mainly on citizens’ policy preferences, their attitudes towards climate change, and 

levels of political trust, but also on the macro-level - on the policies in place. The following 

paragraphs first outline the individual-level information we work with and then turn to some 

contextual factors, in particular, the domestic energy policies in place.  

3.1 Individual preferences 

For the purpose of assessing individual attitudes, norms, beliefs, and preferences, we make use 

of the 8th round of the European Social Survey. This survey was conducted in 2016 and 2017 

in 21 EU and EFTA countries and contains, among others, a module on climate change 

comprised of more than 30 items. The dataset is the most comprehensive one currently 

available, and allows for testing our hypotheses cross-nationally with the most recent data. 

 

Accordingly, almost 93% of all survey respondents indicated that the world’s climate is 

definitely or probably changing. About 47% are somewhat worried about climate change, while 

another almost 29% are very or extremely worried. When asked to what extent they feel a 

personal responsibility to reduce climate change, close to 60% place themselves in values 

between 6 and 10  (a great deal) on an 11-point scale. Roughly 16% choose the middle category. 

If it comes to changing one’s own behavior, results are far less clear. Asked how likely they are 

to limit their own energy use to reduce climate change, a mere 39% answered with values 

between 6 and 10 (extremely likely) with less than 5% picking 9 or 10. Nearly 50% indicated 

a rather low readiness to reduce their personal energy consumption. In sum, European citizens 

know that climate change is happening, more than ⅔rds are worried about it, and a majority 

accepts an individual responsibility for preventing it. Yet, we find large cross-country variation 

as, for instance, almost 78% of Swiss citizens indicate an individual responsibility, while only 

27% of Czechs do, too. These differences are also reflected in individuals’ readiness to reduce 

their own energy consumption. In Czechia and Estonia, 58% and 63% would not reduce their 

own energy consumption, while in Lithuania, 50% would be ready to do so.  

 

In terms of policy preferences, Figure 1 illustrates substantial cross-country differences in the 

extent to which individuals agree on an increased tax on fossil fuels, subsidies for renewable 

energy production, and a ban on the sale of the least energy-efficient household appliances, 

respectively. For example, whereas a majority supports such tax increases in Sweden and 
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Finland, in Poland, Italy, Ireland, France, and Spain over 50% of all respondents oppose 

increasing the tax on fossil fuels. In addition, we find systematic variance in support for the 

three policy instruments. Subsidies and bans are clearly more popular, while the tax on fossil 

fuels provokes the greatest opposition.6  

 

Figure 1: Preferences towards renewable energy policies in European countries 

 

Note: Preferences towards renewable energy policies, unweighted shares. 

 

3.2 Domestic energy policy 

Domestic energy policies comprise a diverse field, so we concentrate on two aspects that we 

expect to be closest to citizens’ experiences: the existing energy policies and current energy 

mix. Policies designed to mitigate climate change typically concern the use or production of 

energy; they aim at reducing energy consumption and producing more energy from renewable 

sources and less from fossil sources. Comparative data on which instruments states actually 

choose to reach their climate targets are scarce. We use data collected and provided by Schmidt 

and Fleig (2018), who have coded the Climate Change Laws of the World database7 for each 

country and category and over time. These data capture whether and when countries have 

introduced regulations in different policy areas. We focus on the areas that are conceptually and 

theoretically related to the three individual-level dependent variables: carbon pricing, energy 

demand, and energy supply. The data do not inform about the content of these policies, such as 

                                                           
6 Although these differences are in keeping with previous research (cf. Carattini et al., 2017; Ingold et al., 2018; 

Stadelmann-Steffen and Dermont, 2018), we would like to point out that the tax-related question seems to be 

formulated in the most concrete way in the ESS (i.e., an increase in a tax on fossil fuel), which may cause the 

comparatively higher rejection rates. 
7 Compiled by the Grantham Research Institute on Climate Change and the Environment in collaboration with the 

Sabin Center for Climate Change Law: www.lse.ac.uk/GranthamInstitute/climate-change-laws-of-the-world. 
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the policy instruments they contain. This is one reason why variance on some relevant measures 

is limited in our sample of European countries.8  

 

The dataset does show some cross-national variance in carbon pricing. Fifteen countries have 

regulations in this field, while the rest do not. According to Schmidt and Fleig (2018), policies 

concerning carbon pricing rank among the least developed policy categories and exhibit the 

lowest growth. This unpopularity corroborates earlier research on ecological taxes (cf. Carattini 

et al., 2017; Stadelmann-Steffen and Dermont, 2018). In light of the structural difficulty of 

implementing such policies, the presence of carbon pricing is interpreted as these countries 

having taken a step towards an effective climate policy that other countries have so far failed to 

realize.  

 

In contrast, all countries of interest have set regulations in the realms of energy supply and 

energy demand. However, countries vary quite considerably in when they implemented these 

policies. Whereas Norway has been a forerunner in that it introduced energy demand policies 

as early as 1976 and energy supply stipulations in 1990, Hungary, Lithuania, and Portugal have 

only followed after 2005. We argue that these time lags are indicators of a country’s energy 

policy history, which–as specified in our hypothesis–may influence citizens’ policy 

preferences even today. Given that the correlation between the time when regulations on energy 

demand and energy supply were first introduced is high (0.63, p < 0.05), we focus on a single 

variable, i.e., energy supply. 

 

The second dimension of the domestic energy policy is a country’s current energy mix. 

Arguably, while citizens can find energy policies rather abstract and complex, the energy 

sources a country relies on are more visible and tangible. We therefore have compiled data on 

the countries’ energy sources from the World Bank’s databases.9 We consider the share of 

electricity produced from fossil energy by presenting the electricity production from coal and 

oil as a percentage of the total electricity production. Moreover, we sum electricity production 

from hydropower and renewables to measure a country’s share of renewable energy.10 

                                                           
8 This also concerns data from other sources. For example, Tosun (2018) provides data on when countries have 

introduced renewable energy targets. Most countries introduced such targets in 2010, with Iceland and Switzerland 

introducing them slightly earlier, and Portugal and France only defining them in 2015. 
9 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/EG.ELC.FOSL.ZS?view=chart (last visited on 13 March, 2019). 
10 We refrain from integrating nuclear energy, mainly because different countries display different arguments and 

views about whether this source is a way to meet CO2 targets or a source that should be replaced, just as fossil 

energy. 
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3.3 Research design 

To test our hypotheses, we estimate hierarchical linear models and account for group-specific 

relationships, such as varying policy effects contingent on individual trust and climate change 

attitudes, by including cross-level interactions. In addition to the main explanatory variables, 

we also include a series of individual-level variables based on previous research (e.g., Ingold et 

al. 2018; Stadelmann-Steffen and Dermont 2018). Information on coding and descriptive 

statistics of all included variables can be found in Table A.1 of the online appendix. 

 

Since our dependent variables are measured on 5-point Likert scales and are ordinal, we also 

run ordered logistic regressions. Given that these estimations do not lead to different results and 

because ordered logistic regressions are built on very strong assumptions, this study presents 

our linear models. 

4.  Analysis 

We first test whether the existing energy mix and the policy context are associated with 

individual preferences for renewable energy policies in general. As Table 1 demonstrates, there 

is no empirical support for the idea that a country’s energy policy context affects its citizens’ 

energy policy preferences.  

Neither the share of fossil fuels in a country’s electricity production, nor the existence of carbon 

pricing or a long tradition of energy supply regulations are statistically associated with 

individual policy preferences in our countries of interest. The share of renewables is a notable 

exception: the more electricity a country already produces from renewable energy sources, the 

more likely its citizens are to support a tax on fossil fuels. However, while in line with the 

positive feedback hypothesis (H2), this relationship is only of borderline statistical 

significance.11  

Table 1: The role of a country’s energy mix and policy context on energy policy 

preferences 

                                                           
11 We also considered some control variables at the country level, such as GDP, EU membership, perceived 

corruption, and a dummy for Eastern European countries. We refrain from including these variables in the models 

for three reasons. Arguably, these control variables are important drivers of domestic energy policy, which results 

in considerable correlations and leads to multicollinearity. Relatedly, the energy policy variables arguably capture 

some of the economic, political, and institutional aspects, but at the same time, more directly and closely tackle 

our crucial theoretical arguments. In fact, there are no theoretical arguments about why the control variables should 

directly influence policy preferences, unless via the energy policy context. Thirdly, including these variables does 

not substantially affect our results and the interaction effects presented below, in particular. 
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Favor increased 

taxes on fossil fuels 

  

Favor subsidies for 

renewable energy 

  

Favor ban on the sale 

of the least energy-

efficient  household 

appliances   

Predictors Estimates p Estimates p Estimates p 

Fixed effects       

(Intercept) 1.12 <0.001 3.00 <0.001 1.96 <0.001 

Fossil Energy -0.19 0.49 -0.14 0.68 0.24 0.35 

Renewable Energy 0.38 0.06 -0.14 0.58 -0.13 0.50 

Carbon Pricing -0.04 0.74 -0.15 0.24 -0.10 0.33 

Year Supply 0.00 0.84 -0.01 0.37 -0.00 0.90 

Political Trust 0.08 <0.001 0.03 <0.001 0.01 0.02 

Governmental Satisfaction 0.02 <0.001 -0.01 0.00 0.01 0.01 

Climate Change 0.09 <0.001 0.08 <0.001 0.10 <0.001 

Ideology (Ref.: Right):  

                 Middle 

 

0.08 

 

<0.001 

 

0.07 

 

<0.001 

 

0.08 

<0.001 

                 Left 0.27 <0.001 0.19 <0.001 0.14 <0.001 

                 Don’t know 0.08 0.01 -0.01 0.78 0.03 0.29 

Education (Ref.: Less than sec.):  

                  Secondary 

 

0.04 

 

0.10 

 

0.10 

 

<0.001 

 

0.06 

 

0.01 

                  Tertiary 0.23 <0.001 0.17 <0.001 0.12 <0.001 

Employment (Ref. cat. Employed):  

                   Not employed 

-0.02 0.13 -0.03 0.01 -0.04 0.01 

Age (Ref.: 25 y. and younger):  

                  26-45 years 

 

-0.13 

 

<0.001 

 

-0.04 

 

0.09 

 

0.13 

 

<0.001 

                  46-65 years -0.20 <0.001 -0.06 0.01 0.15 <0.001 

                  66 and older -0.15 <0.001 -0.09 <0.001 0.21 <0.001 

No children 0.06 0.00 -0.03 0.08 -0.03 0.15 

Householdsize 0.01 0.10 0.00 0.46 0.00 0.69 

Domicile (Ref.: Big city):  

                 Town/small city 

 

-0.12 

 

<0.001 

 

-0.00 

 

0.64 

 

-0.01 

 

0.72 

                 Suburbs -0.09 0.00 -0.01 0.73 -0.05 0.04 

                 Countryside -0.18 <0.001 0.00 0.79 -0.03 0.06 

Has a partner -0.02 0.16 -0.03 0.03 0.02 0.10 

Random Effects          

σ2 1.29 0.93 1.22 

τ00 0.04 Country 0.06 Country 0.04 Country 

ICC 0.03 Country 0.06 Country 0.03 Country 

Observations 32,597 32,597 32,597 

Marginal R2 / Conditional R2 0.13 / 0.16 0.09 / 0.15 0.08 / 0.11 

Note: Linear mixed-effects models calculated in R.  

 

The results also demonstrate that individual attitudes strongly correlate with policy preferences: 

individuals with high political trust and satisfaction with their government are more likely to 

support any policy instrument. The same pattern holds true for climate change attitudes: The 

more individuals accept that anthropogenic climate change is happening; the more they support 

renewable energy policies. Moreover, and in keeping with earlier research (Drews and van den 
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Bergh, 2015; Harring and Jagers, 2018; Ingold et al., 2018; Mayer and Smith, 2017), a leftist 

ideology, higher levels of education, an urban domicile, and young age are positively related to 

individual support for “green” policy instruments.  

Theoretically, these results lend support to the view that the energy policy context in European 

countries is not visible and salient enough to noticeably affect people’ attitudes, i.e., to create 

substantial feedback effects (but see Tosun and Mišić 2020). Moreover, at the time of the 2016 

survey, other issues—migration, in particular–were much more prominent in the public 

discourse and made energy policy a rather neglected issue.  

In a different vein, the likelihood of individual attitudes and characteristics being relevant to 

preferences for renewable energy policies steers our second empirical step, in which we test 

whether the link between the existing energy policy and individual policy preferences is 

moderated by individual attitudes. We proceed by expanding the models presented in Table 1 

with interactions between the policy variables and individual attitudes like political trust and 

attitudes toward climate change. In an effort to prevent the model from being overloaded, we 

run two models for each dependent variable and for each individual-level variable: the first 

interacts individual attitudes with policy mix variables, while the second does so with policy 

context variables (see online appendix Tables A2 and A3 for the full results).  

Figure 2 depicts the marginal effects of political trust at different levels of a country’s share of 

fossil energy. The estimations for the three dependent variables generate a consistent and 

statistically significant12 pattern: individuals with higher levels of political trust are, on average, 

more likely to support energy policy instruments. Yet, the marginal effect of political trust on 

instrument support weakens as the share of fossil energy in the energy mix increases. 

Governments in countries with a strong fossil sector – a strong coal or oil industry – may find 

it harder to take measures that disadvantage this sector and/or strongly promote renewable 

energies (see Jacobsson and Lauber 2006: 269, Stokes 2013). Individuals with high levels of 

political trust seem to anticipate these considerations and to be less enthusiastic about “green” 

measures. Thus, these individuals back the energy path that is supported by the politicians they 

trust. 

Germany seems to be an exception to this pattern:  Although the country sports a strong coal 

sector, the German government has been one of the main and most prominent promoters of 

                                                           
12 The interaction effect regarding the ban sale of least energy efficient household appliances is only significant at the 10% 

level. Given the low level of observations at level 2 this is still considerable. 
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energy transition in recent years (Jacobsson and Lauber 2006). We therefore re-estimate the 

models excluding Germany (see documentation in the online appendix). In the new models, the 

interaction effects on individual support for tax increases and subsidies become even stronger. 

This corroborates our interpretation that governments in countries with strong fossil sectors are 

perceived to be (and probably are) more reluctant to adopt an “anti-fossil” policy (see e.g., 

Blondeel and Van de Graaf 2018), which is related to lower policy support from individuals 

who trust politicians’ actions. 

Figure 2: Political trust, fossil energy, and energy policy preferences 

 

Note: Marginal effects plot (marginal effects and 95%-interval) based on the interaction models presented in Table 

A.2 in the online appendix. 

 

Conversely, the interactions between political trust and each of the three other energy policy 

variables do not produce a similar significant and consistent pattern (for the full results, see 

online appendix Table A.2.)13. Hence, political trust’s moderating effect suggests that the fossil 

energy sector in Europe produces a reinforcing positive feedback effect, which may serve as a 

hurdle to energy transition. 

Furthermore, we also expect individuals attributing high importance and salience to climate 

change to react more strongly to the domestic energy policy context, i.e., be subject to a more 

noticeable positive feedback effect. Our models (for full results, see online appendix Table 

A.3.) clearly support this view. Eight out of nine interaction effects between such attitudes 

toward climate change and different aspects of a country’s energy mix or energy policy tradition 

                                                           
13 The exception is the interaction between trust and the «energy policy history» for which a similar pattern as reported in 

Figure 2 can be observed. 
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are statistically significant. Carbon pricing is the only variable that does not produce a 

substantive interaction. 

Figure 3 depicts the marginal effects of climate change attitudes in different energy contexts, 

whereby high values point to a clear acceptance of anthropogenic climate change. In the case 

of the share of renewable energy, Figure 3 (upper graphs) visualizes a clear message: while 

strong climate change attitudes go hand in hand with distinct preferences for renewable energy 

policies in general (and not surprisingly so), increasing renewable energy reinforces this 

relationship. The mechanism behind this moderating effect can be either normative or more 

pragmatic: normatively, a country’s reliance on renewables may be rooted in a corresponding 

culture as well as in previous policies that attribute high salience to energy- and climate change-

related issues. Such contexts may encourage sensitized individuals in their pro-environmental 

policy preferences. A more pragmatic interpretation suggests that further pro-renewable 

policies are less costly in countries with high renewable energy shares: they would neither 

endanger important industries, nor induce substantial change. Individuals who think that 

climate change is relevant and human-made would therefore support any policy instrument that 

pushes for further energy transition. 

Figure 3: Climate change attitudes, energy mix, and energy policy preferences 
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Note: Marginal effect plot (marginal effects and 95%-interval) based on the interaction model presented in Table 

A.3 in the online appendix. 

 

A somewhat different pattern emerges in Figure 4, which shows interactions with countries’ 

energy policy tradition: the positive relationship between climate change attitudes and support 

for energy transition policies is weaker in those countries that have already introduced related 

policies some years ago. 

Figure 4: Climate change attitudes, energy policy tradition, and energy policy preferences 

 

Note: Marginal effect plot (marginal effects and 95%-interval) based on the interaction model presented in Table 

A.3 in the online appendix. 

 

The picture seems to be slightly more complex when countries’ fossil share of energy is 

interacted with climate change attitudes (Figure 3, lower graphs). In countries heavily relying 
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on fossil energy, individuals with strong climate change attitudes are less supportive of tax 

increases than their counterparts in countries where the fossil energy share is lower. This finding 

fits an economic argument: where the fossil energy sector is important, higher taxes on fossil 

fuels may have negative economic effects, especially in countries’ ‘coal’ regions. These 

potential hardships will be considered by individuals with manifest climate change-related 

attitudes and, thereby, will somewhat reduce the latter’s support for this policy. In contrast, at 

the same shares of fossil energy, the same individuals seem to be particularly supportive of 

subsidies for renewable energies, which reflects a compensation mechanism: given their 

acknowledgement of the economic significance of the fossil sector, they find it even more 

important to promote renewables. Summarizing these results, we conclude that the current 

energy mix in a country is related to the policy mix individuals with strong climate change 

attitudes prefer. In contexts where fossil energy is not an economic factor, these individuals 

clearly support any policy promoting energy transition, while in “fossil countries,” the trade-

off between economic costs and reaching environmental goals results in a preference for a 

particular policy mix. 

The fact that the share of fossil energy does not moderate the association between climate 

change attitudes and the preference for a sale ban on least energy-efficient appliances seems 

reasonable, given that there is no obvious theoretical link between fossil energy and the energy 

efficiency of household appliances. 

Overall, the analysis clearly supports the view that individual climate change attitudes and 

political trust strengthen the link between the domestic energy policy context and policy 

preferences, confirming the existence of a policy feedback.  

5.  Discussion and conclusion 

In this paper, we have sought to investigate whether and how the existing energy policy context 

affects individual preferences for further renewable energy policies. Based on data from the 8th 

round of the European Social Survey, we provide - to the best of our knowledge - one of the 

first comparative studies on these questions. Theoretically, we suggested a policy feedback 

approach and argued that individual attitudes, such as concern about climate change and 

political trust, affect how and to what extent individuals react to the energy policy context in 

which they live. The main findings of our analysis can be summarized as follows. 
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Firstly, there is no systematic relationship between a country’s energy policy context and 

citizens’ preferences for instruments promoting renewable energy. This non-finding supports 

the existing argument that energy in general and energy policy in particular are not very visible 

and tangible to the broad public (cf. Brounen et al., 2013; Stadelmann-Steffen and Dermont, 

2018). Electricity just comes out of the power plug and its cost for an average household is low 

enough for many people to not even know how much they pay for it each month. Therefore, the 

perspective of the policy feedback theory does not perceive energy policy as very proximate 

and visible to citizens and, accordingly, a substantial feedback effect is rather unlikely.  

 

However, a second important finding of our study indicates that a country’s energy policy 

context does produce feedback effects in some groups of the population. Focusing on climate 

change attitudes and political trust, our analysis revealed that individuals with strong climate 

change attitudes and high levels of political trust experience positive feedback effects. 

Theoretically, we argue that their attitudes strengthen the perceived visibility and proximity of 

energy policy, which also makes it more likely that contextual factors affect these individuals’ 

policy preferences. Indeed, our results suggest that the existing energy policy context reinforces 

these groups’ preferences for policies in line with the existing context. This is good news for 

those countries that already have a large share of renewable energy or have a long energy policy 

tradition: in these countries, individuals who accept that anthropogenic climate change is 

happening endorse any policy promoting renewable energy. This behavior lends support to the 

view that acknowledging anthropogenic climate change and the need to take measures against 

it is an important precondition for backing renewable energy and climate change mitigation 

policies (Ziegler, 2017: 144).  

 

However, the feedback also has its downsides. In countries where the fossil energy sector still 

is a significant economic factor, even sensitized individuals are more reluctant to accept taxes 

on fossil fuel than their counterparts in other countries. Similarly, in these “fossil countries,” 

individuals who strongly trust their politicians are particularly reluctant to support renewable 

energy policies. This disinclination can be interpreted to mean that citizens consider the current 

(fossil) energy mix as linked to current politics. Those who trust their politicians therefore tend 

to support the status quo. Thus, whereas a “renewable context” seems to have the potential to 

generate positive feedback in terms of at least causing sensitized citizens to demand more 

renewable energy, the very same feedback mechanism also explains why energy transition is 

so difficult to achieve in the first place, i.e., why countries often tend to under-react to the 
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challenges of climate change (Peters et al. 2017), especially where fossil energy is an economic 

factor. 

 

The last finding is very much in keeping with previous research on the key trade-offs of the 

energy transition: while renewable energy policy as such is broadly accepted and generally 

preferred to fossil energy sources, implementing policies to promote renewable energy typically 

involves visible costs (Dermont et al., 2017; Kirchgässner and Schneider, 2003) that also matter 

to individuals with strong pro-environmental or climate change-related values (Stadelmann-

Steffen and Dermont, 2018). As Ziegler (2017: 152) puts it, “[E]ven when people believe in 

anthropogenic climate change, they do not automatically support policies for adaptation or 

mitigation activities or voluntarily conduct climate protection activities.” Our analysis adds to 

these previous findings and demonstrates the merits of a policy mix approach: individuals with 

strong climate change attitudes living in “fossil countries” may pay particular attention to the 

trade-off between environmental and economic goals. Compared to their counterparts in 

“renewable energy countries,” their policy preferences suggest that they try to solve this 

dilemma by carefully balancing between different policy instruments. While being somewhat 

less supportive of increasing taxes on fossil fuel, which reflects their economic concerns, they 

compensate this reluctance by openly supporting subsidies for renewable energy. 

 

Our study is not without limits. Most importantly, we rely on individual preferences for varying 

policies measured in a survey context. This information can give us a good sense of country-

differences in the socio-political acceptance of these policies (Wüstenhagen et al., 2007), but 

we should not expect these preferences to directly translate into corresponding real-world 

behavior. In fact, as with all analyses based on survey data and most especially when using 

unidimensional questions (see Stadelmann-Steffen and Dermont, 2018), we cannot rule out 

incorrect answers that are caused by misunderstandings, memory failure or social desirability 

bias. Nevertheless, our findings indicate that feedback loops exist in environmental politics as 

well. At a general level, our results suggest that public preferences not only matter on election 

day, but also when it comes to adopting and implementing energy policies. More specifically, 

the good news for policymakers is that renewable energy policies have the potential to reinforce 

themselves. However, this positive feedback is conditional on citizens’ sensitization to climate 

change. Which, in turn, points to the bad news - current renewable energy policy in Europe is 

often not able to reach those social groups that are less sensitized to climate change. In this vein, 

the feedback mechanism we found involves a risk of greater polarization, where one group 
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demands to further renewable energy policy, while others lag behind. Since reaching the Paris 

goals will only be possible if politicians and citizens work hand in hand, it is vital to gain the 

support of these groups. This could be achieved through adopting a variety of policies paired 

with increased educational efforts. 
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