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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis investigates the importance of communication for individual cooperation in 
large-scale collective action dilemmas. In small-scale collective action, where 
participants have the possibility to meet face-to-face, communication has been shown 
to drastically increase levels of cooperation. These positive effects are generally 
believed to be related to the possibilities of exchanging mutual commitments, sharing 
strategic information, creating and enforcing shared norms, developing trust, and 
creating a common group identity that communication offers. In large-scale dilemmas, 
involving thousands or even millions of participants, possibilities for communication 
are highly restricted beyond the immediate social vicinity of individuals. Participants 
are therefore unable to reap the positive benefits of communication that are available at 
the small-scale. Furthermore, as the public goods on which individuals cooperate in 
large-scale dilemmas often are both distant and abstract in nature (climate change, ozone 
depletion, overpopulation), the role of communication as an informational-shortcut 
might be even greater in large-scale dilemmas. That is, individuals need information 
about the characteristics of the resource in question, the relevant set of other actors 
participating, and the individual costs and benefits of cooperation.  

To compensate for the lack of communication and first-hand information, individuals in 
large-scale dilemmas are generally assumed to rely on different forms of judgmental and 
behavioral ‘heuristics’ (e.g. generalized trust and internalized norms) to make 
cooperative decisions. In this thesis I focus on one type of heuristic that generally has 
been overlooked in research on collective action; the individual reliance on information 
from trusted elite sources. Specifically, I study the extent to which individuals use 
communications from political parties when making cooperative decisions. The aim of 
the thesis is thus to investigate the relationship between political communication and 
large-scale collective action, and how this relationship varies with individual and 
contextual factors. This is studied in the context of climate change mitigation, which is 
a typical case of large-scale collective action, characterized by the large number of 
anonymous actors, the negligible impacts and high costs of individual cooperation, and 
a general lack of face-to-face communication and first-hand information.  

Using a country comparative approach, and cross-sectional survey data, the results show 
that: 1) political communications both directly and indirectly (by shaping perceptions of 
collective efficacy and collective benefits) influences individuals’ cooperative/non-
cooperative decisions, and that this effect goes beyond other individual level factors, 



e.g. ideology, income, education; 2) not only specific communications, but also 
perceptions of the overall political climate (degree of polarization and the average party 
stance) affects attitudes both directly and indirectly; 3) these effects are not isolated to 
certain environments, but (to varying degree) can be found across political contexts and 
parties. The results have important implications both practically for policy makers, by 
creating a deeper understanding of the formation of individual climate change attitudes, 
and theoretically, by creating a better understanding of how individuals make decisions 
in large-scale collective action dilemmas. Future research should both validate the 
results from this study using other research designs (e.g. longitudinal or multilevel data, 
experimental designs), and expand on them, for example by exploring how different 
sources of communication and different types of information interact and influence the 
reception of communication content.   
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1. COMMUNICATION AND COOPERATION 
 

This thesis engages with one of the fundamental questions of political science, the 
question of how groups and communities can produce and maintain collective goods. 
By merging theories on collective action and political communication the thesis tries to 
improve our understanding of how the political environment in a society can shape the 
preconditions for public participation in large-scale collective action. Specifically, it 
studies the effects of political communication on individual willingness to cooperate 
around climate change mitigation.  

The collective action dilemma underlying many of the world’s most pressing challenges, 
such as over-population, environmental degradation, resources depletion, and climate 
change (Dawes 1980), has urged researcher to try to understand under what 
circumstances individuals are willing to refrain from short-term personal gains in favor 
of collectively rational strategies (Ostrom 1998). In small-scale collective action 
dilemmas, work by Elinor Ostrom and others have demonstrated how groups and 
communities characterized by a limited numbers of clearly defined actors, regularly 
interaction, face-to-face communication, and clear information about the cooperative 
strategies of all group members are able to self-regulate in order to overcome problems 
of collective action (Dietz, Ostrom, and Stern 2002). Much less is though known about 
collective action in large-scale settings, where many of the factors found beneficial to 
cooperation in small-scale-dilemma situations are missing or fundamentally changed.   

Large-scale collective action dilemmas are characterized by a large number of 
anonymous actors, with no (or very limited) access to face-to-face communication, and 
with restricted information about other group members’ behaviors and about the 
resource in question (Duit 2010, Lubell 2002). In such settings, the possibilities for 
individuals to use their personal experiences in judging the costs and benefits of 
participating in collective action will be highly limited and so will the possibilities for 
effective coordination between group members. This, in combination with the 
increasingly big strategic incentives for free-riding, makes the probability for successful 
cooperation small, if not non-existent, in large groups (Hardin 1982, Olson 1965).  

One specific characteristic of large-scale dilemmas, which should be of particular 
importance for chances of achieving cooperation, is the lack of communication. In 
small-scale situations, where participants have the possibility to meet face-to-face, 
communication has been shown to “dramatically increase” levels of cooperation 
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(Bicchieri 2002:1, see also Bornstein and Rapoport 1988, Orbell, Dawes, and van de 
Kragt 1990, Orbell, van de Kragt, and Dawes 1988, van de Kragt, Orbell, and Dawes 
1983). These positive effects are generally believed to be related to the possibilities of 
exchanging mutual commitments, sharing strategic information, creating and enforcing 
shared norms, developing trust, and creating a common group identity that 
communication offers (Ostrom 1998). In situations where a collective good is shared by 
thousands or even millions of users, lack of information makes it very hard for 
individuals to accurately estimate things as the value of the resource, the individual costs 
of cooperating, and the cooperative intentions of other individuals. Given the repeated 
finding that individuals often are ’conditional cooperators’ (e.g. Ostrom and Walker 
2003), only willing to cooperate as long as others are, information about other resource 
users is instrumental to possibilities to for both voluntary and coordinated 
cooperation. With the lack of face-to-face communication in large-scale collective 
action dilemmas and the simultaneous importance of the information such 
communication yields, understanding how individuals compensate for this shortage is 
an especially important issue to investigate. 

1.1 Political communication and large-scale collective action 
To compensate for the lack of face-to-face communication and first-hand information, 
individuals in large-scale dilemmas are generally assumed to rely on different forms of 
judgmental and behavioral ‘heuristics’ such as generalized trust (Bonniface and Henley 
2008, Duit 2010, Harring and Jagers 2013, Hammar and Jagers 2006, Koletsou and 
Mancy 2011, Sønderskov 2009, 2011), and social norms (Biel and Thøgersen 2007; 
Kallgren, Reno, and Cialdini 2000; Cialdini, Reno, and Kallgren 1990; Göckerlitz et al., 
2010, Thøgersen 2008, 2009) to make cooperative decisions. However, these are not the 
only types of heuristics that individuals can use to acquire relevant information. In this 
thesis I focus on one type of heuristic that generally has been overlooked in research on 
collective action; the individual reliance on communications from elite sources (e.g. 
political parties, journalists, scientists, policy experts). Among public opinion scholars, 
a common notion it is that most individuals use communications from trusted elite 
sources, notably political parties, as a ‘shortcut’ to make political choices (vote, evaluate 
policies, etc.) that are consistent with their underlying values and identities (Druckman 
2014, Leeper and Slothuus 2014, Zaller 1992). The extent to which individuals use these 
types of communications to make cooperative decisions in large-scale collective action 
dilemmas is though largely unexplored (for a prominent exception see Bolsen, 
Druckman and Cook 2014a).  

In order to start filling this research gap, the overarching objective of this thesis is to 
create a better understanding of individual decision making in large-scale collective 
action by studying how individual decisions are impacted by communications from elite 
sources. Specifically, the thesis focuses on investigating the role of communication from 
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political parties. While there is a range of different sources with potential influence over 
public preference formation (e.g. scientists, policy experts, journalists, celebrities, social 
media personalities), political parties have a unique role as interest representatives in 
most democratic systems. Given the logic of electoral competition, political parties have 
a given role at the center of political debate, from which they have a considerable 
influence over the framing of most policy issues (Slothuus and de Vreese 2010). This 
position also means that political parties often are seen as representatives of certain 
societal groups (Brady and Sniderman 1985, Nicholson and Segura 2012, Stubager and 
Slothuus 2013), as ‘owning’ specific policy issues (Cohen 2003, Kuklinski and Hurley 
1994, Petrocik 1996), or as endorsing certain values (Petersen, Slothuus, and Togeby 
2010). Overall, this suggests that parties are uniquely well positioned to structure, 
mobilize, and influence public opinion (Leeper and Slothuus 2014).  

1.2 Aim 
By focusing on the role of political parties, the aim of the thesis is to investigate the 
relationship between political communication and large-scale collective action, and 
how this relationship varies with individual and contextual factors. Included in this aim 
is the ambition to explore the direct relationship between political communication and 
individual cooperative behaviors; to investigate possible individual level mechanisms 
by which these two factors relate two each other; and to study how these effects vary 
with individual and contextual factors.  

In order to fulfill the aim the thesis will develop a theoretical model linking theories on 
large-scale collective action and political communication, and empirically test parts of 
the model. To limit the scope of the thesis and to focus the following analysis, the thesis 
will place the empirical focus on climate change mitigation as a case of large-scale 
collective action. The impact of climate change will have significant consequences for 
large portions of the world’s population. Droughts, heat waves, increased precipitation, 
and extreme weather evens are but a few examples of possible consequences that are 
deemed to be almost certain (IPCC 2013). As most individuals share at least some risk 
of being affected by climate change it can be seen as a collective good. Climate change 
mitigation is also a typical case of a large-scale collective action problem, characterized 
by the negligible impacts and high costs of individual cooperation, a general lack of 
face-to-face communication and first-hand information, and the following difficulties 
with coordinating cooperative efforts. The number of cooperating actors needed for 
successful collective action also means that individual mitigation efforts (e.g. recycling, 
reducing consumption, commuting by bus) are largely negligible while the benefits of 
free-riding are substantial (a sustained lifestyle through e.g. continued driving, 
consumption, meat eating etc.) (Lubell, Zahran and Vedlitz 2007).  

As a large-scale collective action dilemma climate change is also in many aspects 
unique, both in its magnitude and in the time-scale involved, but also from the fact that 
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its slow, cumulative process makes it almost impossible to observe directly (van der 
Linden 2015, Weber 2010). The temporally and spatially distant impacts of climate 
change and the difficulty of separating weather and climate effects make the costs of 
climate change, and thus the benefits of mitigation, largely an abstract concept to most 
individuals. Knowledge about the origins, consequences, and possible solutions are thus 
rarely something which individuals can learn about in everyday life (McCright 2011). 
These factors furthermore create a ‘psychological distance’ between individuals and 
climate change and makes climate change something that happens to ‘other people’ in 
‘other countries’ (cf. Spence, Poortinga and Pidgeon 2012).  

Climate change mitigation is furthermore a highly politicized, and in many areas 
politically polarized, policy issue. International climate conferences within the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) have repeatedly shown 
that climate change is far from being only a scientific issue, and that issues such as 
fairness, justice, and historical responsibility have been central to negotiations (see e.g. 
Christoff 2016, Gupta 2010, Harrison and Sundstrom 2010). Similar discussions are also 
clearly evident at national level in many countries. The foremost example here is the 
United States, which has earnt its international reputation as a climate change ’laggard’ 
because of extensive domestic polarization between the Democrats and the Republicans 
(Bang 2015, Brulle, Carmichael and Jenkins 2012, Krosnick, Holbrook and Visser 2000, 
Malka, Krosnick and Langer 2009). But the politicized nature of climate change is also 
evident in other political contexts, such as Australia (Fielding et al. 2014, Tranter 2013), 
Brazil (Viola and Hochstetler 2015), Japan (Tiberghien and Schreurs 2010), and the 
European Union (Dupont and Oberthür 2015, Harrison and Sundstrom 2010), where 
partisan politics have been a central factor shaping both overall climate change policy 
as well as the selection and implementation of policy instruments.  

Taken together, all these factors (the large number of anonymous actors without access 
to face-to-face communication, the large costs and uncertain benefits of cooperation, 
and the politicized nature) makes climate change a prime case for studying the 
relationship between political communication and large-scale collective action. 
Following this introductory chapter, the thesis continues as follows. In chapter two, a 
theoretical model that will guide the empirical part of the thesis is constructed. This 
model consists of two parts. The first part is built around theories of large-scale 
collective action and pro-environmental behavior, and emphasizes four main factors 
(collective benefits, personal efficacy, collective efficacy, and selective incentives) as 
explanations to cooperative behavior. The second part is built around theories on 
political communication, specifically focusing on effect of ‘party source cues’ and how 
this effect is moderated by individual level factors and contextual factors. In the last part 
of chapter two, the two parts are merged into theoretical model linking political 
communication to large-scale collective action. Chapter three presents the research 



5 

design of the study, data collection, and case selection. In short, the thesis uses a cross-
sectional research design, with survey data collected from four countries: Sweden, 
Norway, Australia, and New Zealand. Chapter four summarizes the results, and chapter 
five and six ends the thesis with a discussion and conclusion.   
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2. THEORY 
 

This theoretical chapter is focused on building a theoretical model of how individual 
cooperative behavior in large-scale collective action dilemmas is affected by political 
communication. As a first step, this includes building a model of individual motives for 
cooperation, which is done by merging theories of collective action with models 
describing individual engagement in different forms of pro-environmental behavior. The 
second step focuses on describing how individuals use political communications to form 
political attitudes, and how this relationship is affected by individual level traits such as 
political awareness and contextual factors such as political polarization. Finally, in step 
three, these two parts are merged together into a model describing the relationship 
between political communication and cooperative behavior in large-scale dilemmas.  

2.1 Collective action 
While the problem of collective action has been recognized in different strands of 
literature for centuries, the theoretical generalization of the collective action problem is 
mainly based in two more recent research fields: public goods theory and game theory 
(Hardin 1982). The theoretical conceptualization of public goods is often accredited to 
Paul A. Samuelson, who defined public consumption goods (as opposed to private 
consumption goods) as goods “which all enjoy in common in the sense that each 
individual’s consumption of such a good leads to no subtraction from any other 
individual’s consumption of that good […]” (Samuelson 1954:387). A very similar 
definition is given by Mancur Olson in his seminal book “The Logic of Collective 
Action”: “A common, collective, or public good is here defined as any good such that, 
if any person Xi in a group X1, …, Xi, …, Xn consumes it, it cannot feasibly be withheld 
from the others in that group” (Olson 1965:14). The main defining characteristic of 
public goods is as such the non-rivalry in consumption of the good. That is, the fact that 
one individual’s use of a public good doesn’t limit the amount available to other users. 
Examples of such goods include knowledge and fresh air. A second defining feature of 
public goods, that is often added to the first, is the impossibility of exclusion, which 
simply means that it is impossible to prevent people from consuming the good (Hardin 
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1982)1. Based on these criteria, a healthy climate, or the absence of climate change, is a 
typical case of a public good (Dawes 1980, Lubell 2002).  

Besides theories on public goods provision, collective action theory is also closely 
connected to the field of game theory. Originating in the early 1940’s by the work of 
mathematician John von Neumann and economist Oskar Morgenstern, game theory is 
the mathematical study of the strategic interaction and cooperation (or non-cooperation) 
among groups of rational, self-interested actors. One of the most famous games, which 
frequently is used to describe the underlying logic in collective action problems, is the 
‘Prisoners Dilemma’. This game involves two players (members of a criminal gang) 
who, when being interrogated by the police, faces two options: either to cooperate (stay 
silent) or defect (betray their fellow inmate). Each player makes his choice 
independently of the other player, and the four possible outcomes are depicted in the 
table below.  

Table 1. The Prisoners Dilemma (Hardin 1982) 

 Player 2 

Player 1 Cooperate Defect 

Cooperate -1, -1 -3, 0 

Defect 0, -3 -2, -2 

  

In the case that both players would choose the cooperative strategy (i.e. not betray the 
other player), both individuals receive a one-year sentence (the upper left corner). If 
both individuals defect (i.e. tell on the other), they both get sentenced to two years in 
prison (the lower right corner). Finally, if one player cooperates (stays silent) while the 
other defects (betrays the other), the defecting player gets off without a prison sentence 
while the cooperating player gets three years in prison (upper right/lower left corners). 
Since the players make their choices independently of one another, and since they cannot 
communicate to come up with a common strategy, the rational strategy for each player 
will always be to choose the defective option. For example, looking from the perspective 
of Player 1, he or she will always gain the most (get the shortest possible sentence) by 
defecting, independently of what Player 2 choses. If Player 2 choses to cooperate, Player 
1 will get a one-year sentence if cooperating and get off without a sentence if defecting. 

                                                             
1 The extent to which there are any ‘pure’ public goods, that fully fulfill both of these criteria is often a matter of 
debate. Both the non-rivalry and the impossibility of exclusion criteria should therefore be interpreted with some 
caution. 
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If Player 2 choses to defect, Player 1 will get a three-year sentence if cooperating and a 
two-year sentence if defecting. The same is true for Player 2. Because ‘defect’ always 
will yield either a better, or the same, outcome as cooperate it is said to be the ‘dominant 
strategy’ (Hardin 1982).  

It is in these two fields of research, game theory and public goods theory, that collective 
action theory has drawn most of its inspiration. Generally, collective action theory can 
be said to be concerned with the analysis of the strategic incentives and the cooperative 
(non-cooperative) behaviors of groups of individuals with a common interest in the 
provision of a public good. Based in the strategic logic of game theory and in the 
characteristics of public goods (non-rivalry/non-excludability), a collective action 
problem is said to occur when it is in each individual group member’s interest to choose 
the ‘defect’ option, even though all group members would benefit if everyone choose to 
cooperate. Dawes (1980:170) defines collective action problems (or social dilemmas2) 
according to two main properties: “(a) the social payoff to each individual for defecting 
behavior is higher than the payoff for cooperative behavior, regardless of what the other 
society members do, yet (b) all individuals in the society receive a lower payoff if all 
defect than if all cooperate”. Following, when left unresolved, collective action 
problems will leave all group members worse off than if cooperation had been achieved. 
Despite this, it will never be in any individual’s interest to choose a cooperative strategy.  

One of the most influential texts describing the collective action problem, is Mancur 
Olson’s ‘The Logic of Collective Action’. The book was written as counter-argument 
against the (at the time) dominating idea that groups will act to further their common or 
group interests when necessary to do so. Contrary to the common conception that group 
action would be the logical extension of rational and self-interested individual behavior, 
Olson argued that “unless the number of individuals in in a group is quite small, or 
unless there is coercion or some other special device to make individuals act in their 
common interest, rational, self-interested individuals will not act to achieve their 
common or group interests” (Olson 1965:2). Olson’s argument was based in the logic 
of collective action described above, that is, that the dominant strategy for any 
rational/self-interested individual always will be to defect.  

As indicated in the previous quote, there are two main factors that decide whether a 
group will work collectively towards their common interest or not. First of these, is 
group size. Olson classifies groups as either ‘privileged’, ‘intermediate’, or ‘latent’, 
where the first two commonly are smaller and the third is large, or very large. Privileged 
groups are defined as groups in which “each of [the] members, or at least one of them, 
                                                             
2 There are many different terms used for describing the problem of collective action, for example: social 
dilemmas, the free-rider problem, the tragedy of the commons, and the public-good or collective-good problem 
(Ostrom 1998). These terms will be used interchangeably throughout the thesis.  
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has an incentive to see that the collective good is provided, even if he has to bear the 
full burden of providing it himself” (Olson 1965:50). In such groups, the value of the 
collective good to some of the group members is so great that it will be in their interest 
to unilaterally provide the good themselves. Privileged groups are assumed to 
commonly be able to provide themselves with common goods. Intermediate groups are 
groups “in which no single member gets a share of the benefit sufficient to given him 
an incentive to provide the good himself, but which does not have so many members 
that no one member will notice whether any other member is or is not helping to provide 
the collective good” (Ibid.: 50). In these groups it will thus be possible for group 
members to identify others that do not do their share (i.e. that defect). Intermediate 
groups are expected to be able to provide collective goods, but the provision of these 
goods will be dependent on some form of coordination or organization. Finally, latent 
groups (very large groups) are “distinguished by the fact that, if one member does or 
does not help provide the collective good, no other one member will be significantly 
affected and therefore none has any reason to react. Thus, an individual in a “latent” 
group, by definition, cannot make a noticeable contrition to any group effort, and since 
no one in the group will react if he makes no contribution, he has no incentive to 
contribute” (Ibid.: 50). The problem facing very large, latent, groups is thus the typical 
collective action problem described above, where no single individual has any incentive 
to choose a cooperative strategy, independently of the behavior of other group members. 
Latent groups are thus expected to be unable to provide themselves with collective 
goods, no matter how great the value of the good is to the group. Here, the term large-
scale collective action is used to describe cooperation in latent (very large) groups.  

The second factor that can influence chances for a group’s willingness to act collectively 
is the existence of different forms of selective incentives. Selective incentives are 
incentives that are directed directly at those individuals that choose cooperative 
strategies, and not indiscriminately at the group as a whole. Unlike the value of the 
public good (which is defined by non-excludability), these selective incentives are 
designed to be provided only to those who actively choose to engage with the groups 
work and are thus a way to treat group members differently depending on their behavior. 
The selective incentives can both be negative and positive, where positive incentives are 
used to encourage those who choose to cooperate and the negative incentives are used 
to punish those who do not (Olson 1965).   

2.2 Large-scale collective action  
While the ‘traditional’ formulation of collective action theory offered by Olson (1965) 
and others offers clear predictions and logically compelling conclusions, it has been 
heavily criticized both for the inaccuracy in many of its predictions and also for its many 
times unrealistic assumptions about human behavior. First, while theories of collective 
action based in assumptions of complete rationality and self-interested behavior (like 
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the one described above) have been successful in predicting behavior in highly 
competitive situations (e.g. profit-seeking in competitive markets), they have been less 
successful in predicting a wide range of other behaviors, both in field and laboratory 
settings (Ostrom 1998). For example, in one-shot prisoners’ dilemma games, in which 
rational choice models predict complete defection, an average of about 40 to 60 % of 
participants chooses a cooperative strategy despite the obvious risk of being cheated in 
return (Ostrom 1998, Ostrom and Walker 2003). Similarly, extensive case study 
research has repeatedly found how small groups and communities have overcome the 
problem of collective action and managed to established sustainable common 
management regimes contrary to rationalist models. Such small-scale collective action 
is generally considered to be most easily attained in small groups of clearly defined 
actors sharing similar norms, having access to face-to-face communication and 
information about other resource users’ cooperative intentions. Groups carrying these 
characteristics can more easily develop common rules for regulating resource overuse 
and thus limit free-riding (Dietz et al. 2002). 

Second, also the assumptions themselves (of rationality and self-interested behavior) on 
which these theories are based, have been criticized for offering a to narrow perspective 
human motivation (Finkel, Muller and Opp 1989, Finkel and Muller 1998, Gibson 1997, 
Klandermans 1984, Lubell and Scholz 2001, Ostrom 1998). Finkel, Muller and Opp 
have for example argued that the predictive capacity of these models is limited as they 
predict “excessive abstention or else reduces participants in collective action to 
mercenaries whose behavior is motivated solely by private payoffs” (1989:886). These 
authors argue that models of collective action must include a wider set of motives for 
human behavior, notably the individual demand for a collective good, while still 
maintaining the strategic element that is the defining characteristic of collective action 
problems. In a similar way, in her 1997 presidential address to the American Political 
Science Association, Elinor Ostrom (1998) argued for the need of a behavioral approach 
to collective action that considers limitations of individual rationality and the importance 
of morality and use of behavioral heuristics (notably reciprocity). While early 
formulations of rational choice collective action theory did recognize the possible 
importance of social incentives, e.g. morality (Olson 1965), and other types of 
‘extrarational motivations’ such as ignorance and misunderstanding (Hardin 1982), 
these were commonly not fully considered in the actual models.  

Overall, findings in experimental and field settings indicate that models of collective 
action must include a wider set of considerations than pure self-interest and utility-
maximization. To reliably reflect individual decision making in collective action 
dilemmas, models of collective action should therefore consider the limits of human 
rationality and the importance of heuristics, moral and normative behavior, and 
reciprocal exchanges (Lubell and Scholz 2001, Ostrom 1998). In the following I discuss 
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a number of factors found to lead to large-scale collective action. This discussion is 
based in, and organized around, the terminology of the ‘Collective interest model’ (CI) 
(Finkel et al. 1989, Finkel and Muller 1998, Gibson 1997, Klandermans 1984), which 
focuses on the role four factors: collective benefits, personal efficacy, collective 
efficacy, and selective incentives, as an explanation for cooperative behavior. From an 
individual’s perspective, these four factors can be said to answer the following 
questions: What will I gain by cooperating? Will my contribution matter? Will others 
help? These factors are also discussed in relation research on environmental cognition 
and behavior (specifically focusing on the role of beliefs, norms, and values) which 
many times overlap with the variables in the CI-model. The discussion is ended with the 
construction of a theoretical model of large-scale collective action.  

2.2.1 Collective benefits  
Conventional rational choice models of collective action argue that the individual choice 
to cooperate or not is purely strategic decision, and that the value of the collective good 
is irrelevant to this decision (see e.g. Olson 1965, Hardin 1982). These models though 
fail to fully consider the importance of personal goals and motives besides personal gain. 
To overcome such oversimplifications, models of collective action need to incorporate 
the individual demand of a collective good while still maintaining the strategic element 
of collective action, i.e. the risk of free-riding (Finkel et al. 1989, Finkel and Muller 
1998, Gibson 1997, Klandermans 1984). Including the individual demand for a 
collective good into the decision calculus means that individual cooperative intentions 
will differ with regard to expected value of successful collective action. As the 
individual demand for a collective good increase, the higher the likelihood is that an 
individual will be choosing a cooperative strategy (Finkel et al. 1989). In the case of 
climate change mitigation, this would mean that individuals that for one reason or 
another are averse to the effects of a changing climate will be more willing to e.g. 
support government regulation of CO2-emissions (Lubell 2002).  

There are a few ways to conceptualize public demand for collective goods. One way is 
by defining individual demand as an inverse function of the level of policy 
dissatisfaction. The more dissatisfied an individual is with the current policy regime, the 
more likely he or she is to support the introduction of a new policy. In the case of large-
scale collective action, this would imply that individuals that are discontent with the 
government’s provision a given public good will be more likely to engage in collective 
behavior (Finkel and Muller 1998). This measure has for example been used for 
assessing public demand for government air pollution policy, although without showing 
any great influence (Lubell and Vedlitz 2006). Another measure of public demand for a 
collective good is the degree of perceived risk associated with the non-provision of a 
collective good. This conceptualization is also highly applicable, and has previously 
been used, for studying public demand for climate change mitigation policy. The 
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argument is, simply, that the more threat an individual associate with the non-provision 
of a collective good (e.g. climate change mitigation policy) the higher will the demand 
for that good will be (Lubell 2002).  

Several studies have also discovered that individuals that perceive climate change as a 
serious risk will be more inclined to support government policies aimed at mitigating 
these negative consequences (e.g. Brugger, Morton and Dessai 2015, Dietz, Dan and 
Shwom 2007, Leiserowitz 2005, 2006, Lubell and Vedlitz, 2006, Lubell et al. 2007, 
O’Connor, Bord and Fisher 1999, Zahran et al. 2006). Risk perceptions will though have 
different impact depending on what they relate to. Individuals have been found to 
differentiate between personal risks and risks associated with other individuals, other 
parts of the world, or the environment. The type of risk an individual perceive will also 
be determinant for its possible impact on collective action. A perceived risk for “other 
people” might for example not be as persuasive as a personal risk (Leiserowitz 2005). 
The level of perceived risk also seems to have a greater impact on individual attitudes 
and behaviors compared to actual risk (Zahran et al. 2006).  

Risk perceptions are in many ways similar to other concepts that have been used to 
measure public concern for the environment. One notable example is the New 
Environmental Paradigm Scale (NEP), developed by Riley E. Dunlap and Kent D. van 
Liere (1978). The scale was constructed to capture the rising awareness and concern for 
environmental problems within the general public. Since its inception the scale has been 
widely used in a number of different disciplines and is now one of the most used 
measures on environmentalism (Stern et al., 1999). Reflective of the most salient 
environmental issues of its time, the original NEP-scale was focused on issues such as 
energy-conservation, loss of aesthetic values, and air- and water pollution. As recent 
decades have come to show the concept of environmental problems have shifted from 
these more local and often quite concrete problems towards a number of more 
geographically disperse and abstract problems such as global warming, ozone depletion, 
and loss of bio-diversity. In a broad perspective, the NEP-scale measures individual 
attitudes and beliefs concerning issues as: the limits to growth, the balance of nature, 
and human-environment relationship (Dunlap et al., 2000). The NEP scale can also be 
described as “a sort of “folk” ecological theory from which beliefs about the adverse 
consequences […] of ecological change easily can be deduced” (Stern et al., 1999: 85). 
The revised version of the NEP-scale includes 15 items designed to measure the extent 
to which individuals are aware and concerned about the condition of the environment. 
Each item is in the form of a question where respondents agree or disagree, e.g. “We are 
approaching the limit of the number of people the earth can support” (Dunlap et al., 
2000: 433). The NEP-scale is in this way similar to what is captured by different 
measures of risk perceptions.  
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Previous research has suggested that public perceptions of climate change risk is driven 
primarily by four overarching dimensions of factors: socio-demographic factors, 
cognitive factors, experiential factors, and socio-cultural factors (van der Linden 2015). 
Among socio-demographic factors, gender, political affiliation, and level of education 
have all been found to be associated with risk perceptions, with females, liberals, and 
people with low levels of education perceiving more risk. Objective (i.e. actual) 
knowledge of climate change, as opposed to subjective knowledge (“I know a lot about 
climate change”), have also been found to be positively correlated with risk perceptions 
(O’Connor et al. 1999). Knowledge have though been argued to only predict societal 
risk perceptions, and not personal risks. Another factor is the socio-cultural 
representation of risks that individuals receive from media and from interactions with 
other people, to which factors such as social norms could be of importance. Finally, risk 
perceptions are also expected to be related to the fundamental values that individuals 
hold (van der Linden 2015).  

Although the value of a collective good (i.e. the perceived collective benefits) can 
increase the likelihood for cooperative behavior, most individuals will still be hesitant 
to cooperate if the chances for cooperative success are small (Koletsou and Mancy 
2011). The choice to cooperate or not is therefore not only an estimation of the perceived 
risk of non-cooperation, but also an estimation of the likelihood of cooperative success. 
In large groups, the estimation of the likelihood of cooperative success will be based in 
both group and personal characteristics.  

2.2.2 Personal efficacy  
In all forms of large-scale collective action, the objective level of individual contribution 
to a collective effort will due to the large number of participants be close to zero. 
Irrespective of whether the group will succeed or not the non-excludability of collective 
goods will always make the individual better off by defecting, and thereby avoiding 
taking on personal costs (e.g. financial, time, physical injury) while still enjoying the 
possible benefits. According to conventional statements of rational choice collective 
action theory it is precisely this insight that will make individuals defect (see Olson 
1965). But while most individuals hardly are the rational utility calculators that always 
chose the defect option, that does not mean that individuals are insensitive to the 
strategic nature of large-scale collective action situations. Beliefs about the personal 
capacity to perform certain behaviors and about the effectiveness of these behaviors in 
reaching certain goals should instead be considered central to individual decisions about 
cooperation (Klandermans 1984). In large-scale collective action settings, these beliefs 
will not only concern individual level goals, but also relate to collective levels of 
efficacy and outcome expectancy. That is, it is not only relevant to believe that oneself 
is able to perform certain behaviors and that these behaviors are effective, but it is also 
important to believe that others are able to reciprocate these actions, and that the 



15 

collective efforts will be effective in reaching a desired collective goal (Koletsou and 
Mancy 2011).   

The individual level of personal efficacy towards collective goals can be defined as “the 
marginal influence of an individual’s contribution to the probability of success” (Lubell 
2002:433). Converse to predictions in rational choice collective action theory, several 
findings indicate that individuals often do feel personal efficacious and believe that their 
own actions are of importance to group success. There are several possible explanations 
to this. First, individuals might simply overestimate their own importance and believe 
that their personal influence on collective outcomes supersedes that of ordinary 
collective action models (i.e. close to zero). Individuals that feel that their personal 
behavior is important to collective outcomes will be more prone to cooperate. It has for 
example been found that individuals tend to overgeneralize their experiences from 
cooperation in small groups to cooperation in large groups, effectively creating an 
‘illusion of self-efficacy’ (Kerr 1996). This is perhaps especially common among 
individuals with a high level of education, high income, or previous experience with 
political activities (Finkel et al. 1989).  

Second, individuals can adhere to principles of collective, rather than individual, 
rationality. Such beliefs can be based in either strategic or moral considerations. From a 
strategic standpoint, an individual may realize that if all group members adhere to the 
principles of conventional rational choice a given collective good would never be 
provided. This insight may in turn lead an individual to adopt the ‘unity principle’, that 
is, consider the provision of a good as dependent on the cooperative efforts of all group 
members. By this kind of reasoning, group success is inseparable from individual 
participation (Finkel et al. 1989). A second source of collective rationality is individual 
moral and ethical principles. Individuals may believe that participation in collective 
action is the morally right thing to do. A wide range of research have studied the effect 
of moral and normative factors on different forms of environmental behavior and 
attitudes. One of these is the Norm Activation Model (NAM). The NAM assumes that 
individual pro-social behavior is based in a step-wise activation process which ends up 
in the individual’s feelings of personal moral obligation to act. First, an individual must 
identify that another person or entity (e.g. the environment) are in need of help. This 
first step is necessary for the activation of self-expectations as well as social expectations 
of helping. Second, an individual must recognize that there are actions that could relive 
the person/entity in need of help. This step also includes the crucial estimation of the 
individual whether he/she in fact is capable to assist3. Individuals who feel that they are 
unable to help will to a greater degree deny their responsibility to assist. Third, for 
                                                             
3 In studies utilizing the NAM there have been differences in the interpretation and application of this step. Some 
studies have excluded one or the other part of which can have important effects on the interpretation of the model 
(de Groot and Steg, 2009; Steg, Dreijerink, and Abrahamse 2005). 
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individuals, the identification of someone in need of help, and the realization that there 
are possible ways to assist this person/entity, will lead to the activation of internalized 
personal norms of helping (Schwartz, 1977). The NAM has, for example, been used in 
studies of energy conservation behavior (Black, Stern and Elworth 1985), willingness 
to pay for environmental protection (Guagnano, Dietz, and Stern 1994, Guagnano 2001), 
pro-environmental behavior (Nordlund and Garvill 2002), and willingness to reduce 
personal car use (Nordlund and Garvill 2003).  

The influence of personal efficacy on cooperative behaviors is though likely not 
unconditional for most individuals. It will rather most likely be dependent on the 
cooperative efforts of other group members. As long as collective efforts seem likely 
enough to succeed these individuals are willing to cooperate, despite the possibility to 
free-ride (Finkel et al. 1989). Essentially, this means that most individuals are 
conditional cooperators who, despite possibly feeling personally efficacious, always 
base cooperative decisions in an estimation of other group members willingness to 
cooperate. 

2.2.3 Collective efficacy 
Irrespective of the perceived value of a common good, and the individual adherence to 
principles of collective or individual rationality, most individuals (though not all) will 
refrain from cooperative behavior unless there is at least a reasonable chance of group 
success. Cooperative success will as such depend on an estimation of the level of 
collective efficacy, that is, the perception whether the relevant group or collective will 
be able to perform a given task or not (Bonniface and Henley 2008, Finkel et al. 1989, 
Finkel and Muller 1998, Kerr 1996, Koletsou and Mancy 2011). Many models of pro-
environmental behavior have neglected this collective action aspect of decision making 
and has as such overestimated individual tendencies to cooperate (Lubell et al. 2007). 
Most climate change mitigation policies will be dependent on both community and elite 
efforts to be effectively implemented. Therefore, the perception of collective efficacy is 
an estimation of the intentions and capacity of community members and of relevant 
political institutions to perform certain tasks (Klandermans 1984, Koletsou and Mancy 
2011, Lubell and Vedlitz 2006). Estimations of collective efficacy are therefore centrally 
based in two other concepts: generalized and institutional trust.  

Generalized trust 

Successful cooperation in any collective action situation, and especially in large-scale 
dilemmas, is dependent on a sufficiently large number of actors choosing cooperative 
strategies. Given the nature of most individuals to be ‘conditional cooperators’, this 
means that a cooperative decision always has to be based in an estimation of the 
cooperative intentions of other group members (Bonniface and Henley 2008, Koletsou 
and Mancy 2011). This strategy advocates cooperating with others that cooperate, 
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defecting when others defect, and to punish those who cheat (Biel and Thøgersen 2007, 
Ostrom 1998, Ostrom and Walker 2003). Thus, if you trust other actors will reciprocate 
your actions you are more likely to cooperate yourself.  

In small groups, individuals can estimate the likelihood of reciprocal action by 
experiences from previous interactions, by the reputation of others, and by 
communication (Ostrom and Walker 2003). In large groups this is not possible to the 
same extent. Instead, individuals have to rely on so called ‘generalized trust’ to make 
estimations of the trustworthiness and cooperative intentions of other individuals. 
Generalized trust can be seen as the ‘stereotypic’ perception of other peoples’ general 
level of trustworthiness (Sønderskov 2009). Given the assumption that most people are 
willing to cooperate as long as others are, generalized trust then is the guiding principle 
for individual decision making in collective action dilemmas characterized by limited 
information on other actors (Sønderskov 2011). Perceptions of other group members 
cooperative intentions can concern both their abilities to perform certain tasks 
(collective efficacy) and the expected effectiveness of these behavior in attaining a 
certain collective goal (collective outcome expectancy) (Bonniface and Henley 2008, 
Koletsou and Mancy 2011).  

Different individuals also have very different ways to follow reciprocity norms. Some 
want to have external arrangements that guaranties that their trustful behavior is 
reciprocated, while others follow personal rules such as ‘always trust others until you 
are proven wrong’ (Ostrom, 2003). For example, in an experimental study of trust in the 
US and Japan it was shown (contrary to expectations) that Japanese participants were 
much more likely to engage in trusting behavior if there were external sanction 
mechanisms to punish free-riding. Americans, on the other hand, showed a high level of 
general trust even without external regulations. These two different forms of trust are 
called ‘assurance based trust’ and ‘normatively based trust’. The level of trust, together 
with opportunity costs and the level of social uncertainty, was shown to have a big 
impact on possibilities for collective action (Yamagishi, 2003). 

A number of studies have studied the relationship between generalized trust and 
different forms of environmental behaviors. In a comparative study of large-scale 
environmental collective action, Duit (2010) found generalized trust to be significantly 
related to participation in public sphere behaviors (signing petitions, joining 
environmental groups etc.), but not to private-sphere behaviors such as recycling and 
‘green consumerism’. The effect was though minor compared to other factors such as 
membership in voluntary organization and control of corruption. Similarly, in two 
comparative studies focusing on recycling behavior, Sønderskov discovered a 
significant relationship between generalized trust and cooperation in public good 
provision both on the aggregate (2009) and the individual level (2011). The effect of 
generalized trust was also found to be non-significant for the provision of joint products 
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(i.e. with both public and private benefits), showing how its effect only relates to true 
large-scale collective action situations (Sønderskov 2009). The effect of generalized 
trust has also been studied in in relation to individual support for CO2 taxes, where 
Harring and Jagers (2013) found a positive correlation, whereas Hammar and Jagers 
(2006) failed to find a significant relationship. Finally, in a large-N cross-national study 
Tanaguchi and Marshall (2018) found generalized trust to be positively related to three 
forms of environmental behaviors (intended action, informal action, and formal action).  

Political and institutional trust 

Besides interpersonal trust, individual judgments of collective efficacy will also be 
dependent on perceptions of the competence of political actors and institutions 
coordinating and enforcing collective action, e.g. parliament, cabinet and ministers, 
political parties, and governmental agencies. The successful implementation of public 
policies is heavily dependent on the capacity of these institutions to effectively enforce 
regulations and create effective incentives for cooperation (Mansbridge 2014). Given 
that many individuals act as conditional cooperators in collective action situations, they 
will be unwilling to cooperate unless they are sure other individuals will cooperate as 
well (Ostrom 2010, Torgler 2003). Individuals that trust government agencies and other 
institutions to be able to successfully implement effective solutions (e.g. by coercion) 
will be more willing to support such public policies. With a lack of institutional and 
political trust, public policies aimed at motivating, or enforcing, collective action will 
risk being seen as both unfair and ineffective and will most likely be harder to effectively 
implement (Citrin and Muste 1999, Tyler 1990, Sandmo 2005, Dresner et al. 2006, 
Kallbekken and Saelen 2011, Kallbekken, Garcia, and Korneliussen 2013).  

As a theoretical concept, political trust indicates that citizens not only approve of their 
government or various institutions, but that they acknowledge that they will act 
according to standing political and institutional principles. Trust, as such, is based on 
more than simply affective motives. Rather, trusting an institution (or a regime) “entails 
having confidence that the institution is reliable, observes rules and regulations, works 
well, and serves the general interest” (Devos, Spini, and Schwartz 2002:484). Citizens 
who trust their government and/or specific institutions will to a greater extent comply 
with political regulations, even at the risk of personal costs. In this way trust has a similar 
function on the state-individual level as on the interpersonal level, by enabling 
individuals to make decisions about cooperative choices without necessarily knowing 
much about the cooperative strategies of other individuals (Citrin and Muste 1999). 
Differently put, by reducing the need for commitment formation and external sanction 
mechanisms trust “emancipates people from the confines and security of stable 
commitment relations” (Yamagishi 2003:359).  
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Trust is, however, dependent on the actual existence of trustworthy and responsible 
behavior of a government. Without it, popular trust will erode and the government will 
be forced to rely on coercion and bribery instead, which can have important 
consequences for the efficiency of governing. The level of trust that an individual has in 
the political system and various institutions (e.g. the police) have also been shown to be 
dependent on that person’s values. Devos et al. (2002) showed that individuals who 
ranked conservation values high (e.g. security, conformity, tradition) had a much higher 
trust in institutions than individuals who ranked the opposite values high (e.g. self-
direction, universalism, hedonism). Furthermore, apart from being an important tool for 
effective governing, political trust also have some normative consequences (at least in 
democratic states). The existence of trust in government among citizens indicates an 
overall healthy political community, where despite potential policy conflicts there is still 
an overarching confidence in the political system (Citrin and Muste 1999). 

Institutional and political trust has also been found to be ‘multi-dimensional’ concepts, 
covering two distinct, but interrelated, dimensions. These dimension on the one hand 
related to individual perceptions of whether an institution is capable of performing its 
assigned tasks, and on the other to perceptions of whether the institution will act in a 
fair, correct, and responsible manner (Levi and Stoker 2000). This distinction means 
that individuals simultaneously might trust and distrust a given institution. They might, 
for example, consider an institution to be fair and honest, at the same as they consider it 
incapable of effectively performing its duties (e.g. because of insufficient resources). 
Institutional trust should also be considered a domain specific measure, in the sense that 
the level of trust on individual holds varies with the objective towards which it is 
directed (Citrin and Muste 1999). An individual might, for example, have a high level 
of trust in the political system as a whole, but at the same time be highly distrustful of 
institutions responsible for a specific policy area, such as environmental protection. And 
while these two types of trust most likely are related, in the sense that a high level of 
overall trust ‘rubs off’ on trust for specific institutions (and vice versa), “what 
presumably drives [peoples’] behavior are their judgments concerning the particular 
authorities” (Levi and Stoker 2000:495).  

Individuals that trust institutions to be able to ensure broad public cooperation and a fair 
distribution of costs should thus be expected to be central to public willingness to engage 
in collectively beneficial behaviors despite taking on personal costs (Levi and Stoker 
2000, Ostrom 2010). This is of course also true also in the case of climate mitigation, 
where governmental institutions are responsible for monitoring the compliance and free-
riding of a multitude of actors. If an individual perceives government to be either 
incompetent or corrupt, the perceived value of participation will be lower and 
cooperation therefore less likely. A number of studies have also found a positive 
relationship between institutional and political trust and individual attitudes towards 
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supporting or engaging in large-scale environmental collective action. Political trust has, 
for example, been found to be positively associated with support for CO2 taxes (Hammar 
and Jagers 2006, Harring and Jagers 2013) and with willingness to make economic 
sacrifices for the environment (Harring 2013). Others have found a positive correlation 
between institutional trust and environmental activism (Lubell 2002), support for 
climate change policies (Lubell et al. 2007), as well as behavioral intentions related to 
improving air quality (Lubell and Vedlitz 2006). Berlin (2011) also found high levels of 
trust in institutions responsible for environmental protection to be positively correlated 
with political (environmental) consumerism. This study also found a difference between 
domain specific and general trust, where the former, but not the latter was correlated 
with cooperative behavior (i.e. environmental consumerism).  

2.2.4 Selective incentives 
Finally, individuals will also consider the selective incentives (the costs and benefits) 
related to participation in collective action. As noted above, selective incentives are 
incentives that are specifically directed only at cooperating individuals, and not at a 
given group as a whole, and can be both positive and negative in character (Olson 1965). 
Selective incentives can be conceptualized in several different ways. One important 
distinction to make is that between social motives and rewards motives (Klandermans 
1984). Social motives are the individual expectations about, and valuation of, the 
reactions from significant others (e.g. family, friends, co-workers) about one’s 
cooperation. That is, an individual’s willingness to engage in collective action will be 
affected by how he or she think close friends, family and co-workers will react and how 
important these reactions are deemed to be. An individual who cares a lot about what 
his or her friends (or other significant others) think and who believe these friends 
approve of cooperation (or disapprove of non-cooperation) will be more likely to 
cooperate (Ibid.). By fulfilling the expectations of their peers, individuals can both 
enhance their interpersonal relations (e.g. increased esteem) and enjoy the social benefits 
from participating with like-minded others (Gibson 1997, Olson 1965, Lubell et al. 
2007). 

The concept of social motives is also very similar to that of social norms. Social norms 
are the informal norms (as opposed to formal norms, e.g. codified rules) that regulate 
the interaction between individuals in different social situations (Thøgersen 2008). 
Social norms refer both to behaviors that are commonly approved or disapproved of 
(injunctive norms), and perceptions of what other individuals actually do (descriptive 
norms) (Cialdini 2007). Descriptive norms offer cognitive shortcuts to efficient forms 
of behavior. By studying, and mimicking, what others do individuals can save a lot of 
time an effort (Kallgren et al. 2000). Injunctive norms, on the other hand, impact 
individual decision making by imposing different forms of sanctions on individuals. 
Sanctions can have both positive (approval) and negative connotations (shame, 



21 

ostracism) (Knack and Kropf 1998). Social norms have been suggested to be a central 
factor explaining why individuals engage in cooperative behaviors in large-scale 
collective action dilemmas (Thøgersen 2008). The importance of social norms has also 
been studied within the environmental arena, where social norms have been shown to 
have an important impact on behaviors such as littering, recycling, purchasing 
behaviors, travel mode choice, and energy conservation (Kallgren et al. 2000, Cialdini 
et al. 1990, Göckerlitz et al. 2010, Thøgersen 2008, 2009). Since social norms refer to 
subjective perceptions of other individuals’ behaviors, and not to objective behaviors 
(see Thøgersen 2008 for discussion), they are also conceptually very close to generalized 
trust. An individual that either perceive other individuals to be engaged in different 
forms of cooperative behaviors (descriptive norm), or receive signals that these 
behaviors are encouraged (injunctive norms), should reasonably have a higher level of 
general trust that these behaviors will be reciprocated if engaged in. Social motives, 
social norms and generalized trust are as such closely interlinked concepts4.  

Beyond social motives, individuals can also be driven by rewards motives, which relate 
to the non-social benefits and costs of cooperation. One specific reward, that can accrue 
only to those who cooperate, is the satisfaction of one’s internal sense of duty to 
contribute to the common good (Gibson 1997, Olson 1965). This benefit is greatest 
among individuals with strong personal values. Individuals holding strong 
environmental values are, for example, more likely to experience psychological benefits 
from contributing to climate change mitigation (Lubell 2002). These individuals should 
as such, not only cooperate because of the social benefits, but because of the satisfaction 
of fulfilling a perceived moral obligation to act in defense of their values. Values have 
also proven important in research on pro-environmental beliefs and behavior. 
Specifically, three value orientations; egoistic (maximizing individual outcomes), 
altruistic (showing concern for other humans), and biospheric (showing concern for the 
environment), have been shown to be important for the development of pro-
environmental behaviors and attitudes. Overall, research on the value-basis of pro-
environmental beliefs and behavior have shown that “the more strongly individuals 
subscribe to values beyond their immediate own interests, that is, self-transcendent, 
prosocial, altruistic or biospheric values, the more likely they are to engage in pro-
environmental behavior” (Steg and Vlek 2009:311, see also De Groot and Steg 2008, 
Nordlund and Garvill 2002, Steg, Dreijerink and Abrahamse 2005, Stern et al. 1999).  

                                                             
4 Another closely interlinked concept is that of social capital. Definitions of social capital commonly includes both 
generalized trust as well as social norms and social networks. Groups and communities characterized by high 
levels of social capital are commonly expected to be better equipped to produce and maintain collective goods 
(Putnam 1993, 2000, Rothstein 2003). Social capital has also been argued to be especially important for 
cooperation in large-scale collective action dilemmas such as climate change mitigation (Adger 2003, Jones et al. 
2009, Lubell 2002). 
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Finally, individual cooperative intentions are also affected by the individual’s ability to 
pay the selective costs of participation. These costs generally consist of the time, 
economic resources, and alternative costs that an individual must dispose of when 
participating in collective action (Finkel et al. 1998) but can also include things as the 
danger of joining a protest (Gibson 1997). An individual’s ability to pay the costs of 
participating in collective action is highly dependent on access to economic resources, 
time, and civic skills. Following, more highly educated individuals, with higher income, 
more free time, and good knowledge of climate change and of political participation will 
be more likely to support government policies (Lubell and Vedlitz 2006, Lubell et al. 
2007). These demographic variables are all factors that traditionally have been 
considered important in research on environmental behavior and attitudes. This research 
has shown how young adults, women, individuals with high levels of education and 
income, those holding liberal values, and those employed outside primary industries, 
generally are more supportive of environmental protection (Jones and Dunlap 1992, 
Lubell 2002).  

2.2.5 A model of large-scale collective action 
Based on the factors discussed above, Figure 1 presents a simple theoretical model of 
the factors driving cooperation in large-scale collective action dilemmas. Overall, this 
theoretical model illustrates how individual decision to cooperate (not cooperate) in 
large-scale collective action is driven by the four main factors discussed above: 
collective benefits (risk perceptions, policy discontent), personal efficacy (collective 
rationality, moral responsibility), collective efficacy (generalized trust, 
institutional/political trust), and selective incentives (social and rewards motives). 
Finkel and Muller refers to the first three of these as the “collective interest variables” 
(1998:39). Together, the collective interest variables show how the expected value of 
participation in collective action can supersede that of traditional rational choice models 
of collective action (i.e. zero). According to Olson’s (1965) logic, it will be rational for 
an individual to free-ride on the behavior of other individuals when the contribution of 
an individual’s effort only raises the probability of success for the group by a very small 
amount (this contribution will be close to zero in large groups). But given that 
individuals also consider the value of the collective good, the net benefit of participation 
can take on a non-zero value. Furthermore, since individuals also can overestimate their 
own influence (overgeneralize experiences, moral obligation etc.) this value can 
increase even further. Finally, also the selective incentive that are available only to 
participants in collective action can raise the value of collective action even further for 
the individual.   

Two more things are important to discuss about the model. First, as is indicated in the 
model, and have been discussed previously, all of the collective interest variables and 
the selective incentives are expected to be grounded in the fundamental values that 
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individuals hold. According to Schwartz and Bilsky values are: “(a) concepts and 
beliefs, (b) about desirable end states or behaviors, (c) that transcend specific situations, 
(d) guide selection or evaluation of behavior and events, and (e) are ordered by relative 
importance” (1987:551)5. As values represent different types of goals they are also 
assumed to serve someone’s interest, either concerning individualistic or collectivistic 
goals. Individualistic and collectivistic interests are assumed to stand in a conflictive 
relationship to each other, with psychological, social, and practical consequences 
restricting the possibility of attaining two conflictive values at the same time (Schwartz 
1992). Whether individual values are focused on the self, on other people, or the 
environment are assumed to be an important indicator for the individual likeliness to 
contribute to environmental preservation (Steg et al. 2005). For example, both risk 
perceptions (van der Linden 2015), institutional and political trust (Devos et al. 2002), 
and pro-environmental norms (Stern et al. 1999, Nordlund and Garvill 2002), have 
previously been demonstrated to be grounded in personal values.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Factors influencing large-scale collective action 

Second, while not explicitly indicated in the model, the explanatory variables are not 
only expected to be directly related to cooperation, but also to affect each other. One 
example of this, is the relationship between values, environmental beliefs and concern, 
and the development of pro-environmental norms. This relationship has, for example, 
been described in the ‘value-belief-norm’ (VBN) theory of environmentalism (Stern 

                                                             
5 Values can be considered as ‘cognitive representations’ of one (or several) of three overarching universal human 
requirements originating either from individual biological needs, needs for social interaction, or group survival 
and welfare needs (Schwartz and Bilsky 1987). 
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2000). The VBN-model is based in the assumption that individual contribution to 
collective action (specifically social movements) is based in “a conjunction of values, 
beliefs, and personal norms […] that impel individuals to act in ways that support 
movement goals” (Stern et al. 1999:83)6. Individuals identifying a threat to their 
personal held values, who believe that their actions can help alleviate this threat, will 
develop a personal norm of responsibility for cooperating. Empirically, the VBN-model 
has been successful in explaining a wide range of low-cost pro-environmental behaviors, 
such as: car use, recycling, and responsible consumption (Nordlund and Garvill 2003), 
conservation behavior (Kaiser, Hübner, and Bogner 2005), energy policy acceptance 
(Steg et al. 2005), and non-activist environmentalism (Stern et al. 1999). The model has 
though been much less able to explain different forms of high-cost behaviors (Steg and 
Vlek 2009) and pro-environmental behaviors that are carried out for other reasons than 
protecting the environment, for example health, economy, or convenience (cf. Jagers et 
al. 2017).  

The theoretical model elaborated above illustrates how individual cooperative decisions 
in large-scale dilemmas are based in a wide range of factors (and not only in strategic 
motives), and how these factors in turn are related to fundamental individual 
predispositions, notably values. But to make reliable estimations of the size of each of 
these factors individuals cannot only rely on their values but are in need of information 
about the risks associated with the non-provision of the public good (the collective 
benefits), the costs and benefits of cooperation (selective incentives), and the likelihood 
for cooperative success (personal and collective efficacy). For most individuals, this 
information will out of necessity come from external sources.  

2.3 Political communication 

2.3.1 Communication and collective action  
The specific characteristics of large-scale collective action, i.e. the lack of face-to-face 
communication, the limited information about other group members etc., means that 
individuals in large-scale collective action dilemmas are at a shortage of information 
when making decisions on whether to cooperate or not. To, for example, effectively and 
accurately estimate the value of a collective good or the cooperative strategies of other 
actors, individuals need information about the what the good is, who the other actors 
are, what actions can be taken, and so on. In situations where the provision of a collective 
good is spatially and temporally distant and where the number of relevant actors is in 
the number of millions, this becomes very hard. This is perhaps especially true for the 

                                                             
6 The VBN-model was developed to explain individual support for different social movements, such as the 
environmental movement. Besides activism, movement support includes a broad range of behaviors: citizenship 
behaviors (writing letters to politicians, voting in elections, etc.), policy acceptance (e.g. accepting higher gasoline 
prices despite personal costs), and private sphere behaviors (e.g. recycling, energy conservation, etc.). 
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case of climate change mitigation where information about the origins, impacts, 
dispersion, and possible solutions of climate change for most people (at the present) are 
very hard to observe and even less so experience in everyday life (McCright 2011).  

In laboratory settings, communication has over repeated experiments been shown to 
have a strong positive effect on rates of cooperation. This finding is consistent across all 
types of social dilemmas, both one-shot and repeated experiments (Bicchieri 2002, 
Ostrom 1998). On average, opportunities for face-to-face communication in one-shot 
experiments increase cooperation rates by more than 45 %, and in repeated experiments 
(with possibilities for communication before each ‘round’) by 40 % (Sally 1995). No 
other variable has as strong and consistent effect on cooperation (Ostrom 1998). The 
positive effects of communication have been suggested to be related to possibilities of 
exchanging mutual commitments, sharing strategic information, creating and enforcing 
social and personal norms, developing trust, and creating a common group identity 
(Bicchieri 2002, Borstein and Rapoport 1988, Kerr et al. 1997, Orbell et al. 1988, 
Ostrom 1998, Simpson 2006, van de Kragt et al. 1983). 

The extent to which these findings are applicable to cooperation in large-scale collective 
action dilemmas is though questionable. There are two main reasons for this. First, the 
positive effects of communication on cooperation rates found in experimental studies 
are mainly related to possibilities for face-to-face communication. While some studies 
have found positive effects of computerized communication (see e.g. Biccchieri 2002), 
the general finding is that communication has to occur face to face to have a positive 
effect (Ostrom 1998). In large-scale dilemmas, such that of climate change mitigation, 
possibilities for face-to-face communication is limited to the immediate social vicinity 
of individuals (e.g. friends, family, and co-workers). While these groups probably are 
the most important for most individuals, individuals are still unable to communicate 
with the vast majority of the relevant group (e.g. all members of a state). Possibilities to 
exchanging mutual commitments, creating norms, developing trust etc. is as such highly 
limited. Second, the results from experimental studies show that only relevant 
communication about the underlying strategic dilemma leads to increases in 
cooperation. While individuals are able to discuss the characteristics of large-scale 
dilemmas with their friends and family, the strategic nature of real-world dilemmas is 
much more complex compared to the highly simplified experimental designs (e.g. the 
Prisoners Dilemma game). Figuring out the optimal strategy is as such much tougher 
outside laboratory settings.  

So how do individuals make up for this lack of communication? Here, I suggest that 
individuals turn to trusted elite sources, specifically political parties, to make up for the 
communication shortage. Scholars of political communication and public opinion have 
repeatedly found how individuals, as a result of limited knowledge and interest, use 
political communications to form their opinions about complex and contested political 



26 

issues (Lupia and McCubbins 1998, Zaller 1992). Thus, when faced with a large-scale 
collective action dilemma, individuals will utilize the information they attain from 
political parties to make judgments about the necessity and feasibility of cooperation. 
Given the politically contested nature of climate change mitigation (e.g. concerning the 
size of the problem, who will be affected, how to solve it, who is responsible to take 
action, etc.) political communications should be of particular importance for individual 
decision making. Understanding how such communication impacts perceptions of 
collective benefits, personal and collective efficacy, and selective incentives, might as 
such elucidate how political parties can facilitate or undermine the establishment and 
maintenance of collective goods.   

2.3.2 Party source cues  
The aim of the present thesis is to investigate the relationship between political 
communication and large scale collective action. To be able to understand this 
relationship, we first need to know why, when, and how, political parties influence 
public opinion. The theoretical model of collective action developed above is focused 
largely on the relationship between individual level predispositions (values, attitudes, 
interests, beliefs, etc.) and cooperative intentions and behavior. These are all 
predispositions that individuals are either born with or socialized into. These 
predispositions are though only politically meaningful in a political context, when 
applied to specific tasks, such as voting, evaluating political candidates, or deciding 
whether to support a policy or not (Leeper and Slothuus 2014). It is in this transition 
phase, from predispositions to political choices, that political parties play an important 
role. For many individuals, the process of transforming fundamental predisposition into 
political attitudes and choices is, because of a lack of interest and knowledge, 
cognitively very taxing (Converse 1964, Feldman 1988, Lupia and McCubbins 1998, 
Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991, Zaller 1992).  

To a generally uninterested and ill-informed electorate (see e.g. Converse 1964), 
surrounded by a chaotic political reality, political parties has been suggested to be a key 
factor facilitating consistency between individuals’ predispositions and the political 
choices they make. According to this perspective, political parties influence public 
opinion in two ways. First, political parties simplify and structure political reality and 
provide individuals with a limited number of alternatives to choose from. Individual 
voters do as such not chose the alternatives, but only chose between the alternatives 
presented to them. Second, parties also work to inform, mobilize, and persuade voters 
to make specific choices among the alternatives presented to them. That is, parties do 
not only structure the political debate, but also influence what voters think about 
different political choices, and hence influence what choices goes with what 
predispositions (Leeper and Slothuus 2014). The importance of political parties to 
processes of public opinion formation is presented in Figure 2.   
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Figure 2. “Partisan Conflict-Predisposition Model” of public opinion formation (Leeper 
and Slothuus 2014:132). 

To overcome the problem of applying fundamental predispositions to specific political 
choices, individual voters have been found to utilize different forms of judgmental 
shortcuts (‘heuristics’). This enables them to make qualified political choices without 
necessarily knowing a lot about politics (Lupia and McCubbins 1998, Sniderman et al. 
1991, Zaller 1992). One especially stable and influential heuristic, is for individuals to 
identify and follow source cues from trusted elite sources, notably political parties. By 
using these ‘party source cues’, individual voters have an efficient way to make reasoned 
political choices that are aligned with underlying individual predispositions without 
holding large amounts of information (Bolsen, Druckman, and Cook 2014b, Converse 
1964, Downs 1957, Druckman, Peterson, and Slothuus 2013, Lupia and McCubbins 
1998, Slothuus and de Vreese 2010, Sniderman et al. 1991, Taber and Lodge 2006; 
Zaller 1992). Political parties thus play an essential role to individual voters by 
providing a simple basis by which they can evaluate political communications 
(Druckman 2014, Goren, Federico, and Kittilson 2009, Zaller 1992). 

In a simplified way, the cueing process, by which individuals link political 
communications to specific predispositions, consist of two parts: source and a message. 
When a partisan source (e.g. a politician) sends a piece of political communication (e.g. 
advocating a stance on an issue), an individual voter recognizing the source will evaluate 
the message from a partisan perspective. That is, the source in combination with the 
message will ‘prime’ the individual to view the message from a partisan perspective. In 
the case that the source and the individual receiving the message share party label (i.e. 
support the same party), the individual will accept the message, largely without 
reflecting on the actual contents of the message. Conversely, if the source and the 
individual receiving the message support different parties, the message will be rejected, 
again without reflecting much on its contents (Goren et al. 2009). Acceptance or 
rejection of the message is as such more a matter of whether an individual voter trust 
the source, rather than an evaluation of the actual contents of the message. This, 
furthermore, indicates that the effect of party cues is far from isolated only to in-party 
cues (originating in an individual’s party of choice), but is also found in out-party cues 
(from other parties) (Nicholson 2012). In fact, the effect of out-party cues has in some 
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cases even been found to be stronger than in-party cues, such that it is more important 
to distance oneself from opposing parties than it is to agree with one’s own party (Goren 
et al. 2009).  

On the individual level, political awareness (or political interest) is the foremost factor 
affecting the influence of party cues. Political awareness is both the level of attention an 
individual pay to politics and the amount of information that is obtained through this 
process. Together with other similar concepts (e.g. political information, political 
sophistication, political engagement, etc.) political awareness can be said to “denote a 
relatively long-term and stable characteristics of individuals pertaining to the degree to 
which citizens pay attention to, understand, and know about the political world” 
(Classen and Highton 2009:539). Individuals with a high level of political awareness are 
as a result of their heightened attentiveness exposed to a lot of information and lobbying 
but are at the same time because of more strongly held opinions better equipped to resist 
this information. Individuals with a low level of political awareness are only exposed to 
a small amount of information but are on the other hand unable to critically review it. 
The majority of the public is situated somewhere in between these two extremes. This 
part of the population is the one that is most susceptible to political information since it 
both receives quite a lot of information and has a hard time to resist it (Zaller 1990). 
Political awareness has been found to have a clear discriminatory effect between 
different segments of the population. Highly aware individuals have for example been 
found to more easily pick up on ideological polarization among the political elites and 
are therefore also more likely to polarize themselves (Claassen and Highton 2009, 
Hetherington 2001). While political awareness decides how much information 
individuals receive, it is their political predispositions that influence how they interpret 
the information (Feldman 2003).   

Causality 

A longstanding, and ongoing, debate among scholars of public opinion and political 
communication concerns the direction of relationship between political parties and the 
mass public. That is, whether parties influence voter attitudes, or the other way around. 
According to traditional definitions of representative democracy, the responsiveness of 
the political system (and hence political parties) to the preferences of its voters is central 
to evaluation of the quality of a democratic system (e.g. Druckman 2014). From this 
perspective, voters express their preferences and evaluate the performance of political 
parties by participating in elections and referendums. The causal relationship between 
political parties and the mass public is thus the opposite of what is suggested by the 
party source cue literature. Several studies have tried to evaluate the causality, but the 
results are to date still inconclusive. While some have found evidence of the 
responsiveness of political parties (Hobolt and Klemmemsen 2005), others argue that 
the effect only goes from parties to voters (Gable and Scheve 2007, Hellström 2008, 
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Ray 2003), and yet others propose a reciprocal relationship between the two 
(Steenbergen, Edwards, and de Vrie 2007). A more pragmatic approach then, is to 
consider under what conditions, and to what degree, individuals base their opinions on 
party source cues, or some other criteria (Leeper and Slothuus 2014). It has for example 
been found that even strong partisans consider policy information when forming policy 
attitudes (Boudreau and MacKenzie 2014, Bullock 2011, Slothuus 2010). The effect of 
party cues is, as such, not the only source of influence, but rather one among several. 
Individuals has also been suggested to rely more heavily on party cues for more abstract 
and complex political issues (Boudreau 2009, Nicholson 2012). This, in turn, would 
suggest that party cues could be especially important for attitude formation towards 
large-scale collective action.  

Cognitive heuristics or social identity? 

While it is generally acknowledged that what parties say and do, at least to some extent, 
is important to public opinion, there is no consensus on the exact psychological 
mechanisms through which parties influence public reasoning. Two main perspective 
have been advocated. According to the first perspective, which builds on the insights 
provided by Downs (1957), individual voters rely on party cues as a form of cognitive 
shortcuts, which enables them to form consistent political attitudes with only a limited 
amount of information. Without such help, most voters will, because of a lack of interest 
and knowledge about politics, be unable to make consistent connections between their 
underlying predispositions and the political choices they make (Converse, 1964). By 
following party source cues, which provide individuals with simple information linking 
political parties to specific policies, individuals can overcome this problem. The 
importance of political parties thus lies in the fact that they enable people to “be 
knowledgeable in their reasoning about political choices without necessarily possessing 
a large body of knowledge about politics” (Sniderman et al. 1991:19).  

Beyond simply adopting a position based on a party cue, individuals have also been 
suggested to use cues as a way to infer information about a given candidate or policy 
(Bullock 2011). As political parties often have established reputations of representing 
certain societal groups (Brady and Sniderman 1985, Nicholson and Segura 2012, 
Stubager and Slothuus 2013), endorsing certain values (Petersen et al. 2010), or 
“owning” certain issues (Cohen 2003, Kuklinski and Hurley 1994, Petrocik 1996), 
individual voters can use party cues to infer information about a political choice they 
are about to make. The cue would thus help the voter make a choice more consistent 
with his or her underlying predispositions. Depending on how much effort an individual 
is willing to spend in forming a given policy attitude, the cueing information will either 
be accepted outright (i.e., adopting the party’s stance) or will be used to infer 
information about the policy (Leeper and Slothuus 2014). 
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The second perspective, grounded in the work on party identification (Campbell et al. 
1960), considers the effect of party cues to originate in the emotional attachments to, 
and identification with, political parties that many individuals have. According to this 
perspective, party identification is a deep-rooted and long-lasting part of many 
individuals’ lives, which, when activated by cues, guide individual decision-making 
processes. In this case, individual voters follow party cues in order to adapt to the 
position taken by one’s in-group (Campbell et al. 1960, Greene 1999). Specifically, in 
order to attain a positive social identity (group identity), individuals will need to 
emphasize the uniqueness of their own in-group, i.e. party, especially in contrast to other 
out-groups (Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012, Van Boven, Judd, and Sherman 2012). To 
maintain a positive group identity, it thus becomes important for individual voters to 
always align their attitudes with that of their party, or the uniqueness of the in-group 
will be lost.   

While the original formulation of the party identity cueing process (much like the 
rationalistic cueing perspective) implies a rather mindless, automatic process by which 
voters adopt their preferred party’s position, elaborations of this perspective have argued 
that voters sometimes can be forced to more actively argue in defense of the stance that 
their identity forces them to take. Building on theories of ‘motivated reasoning’ (Kunda 
1990), this line of research sees all reasoning (political or other) as motivated, that is, 
driven by certain goals. In a political context, individual motives generally fall into one 
of two categories: accuracy goals, which motivates individuals to reach a ‘correct’ 
conclusion, and directional goals, which motivates individuals to reach a specific 
conclusion (Taber and Lodge 2006). These ‘outcome goals’ also serve higher order 
goals, such as social attachment, belongingness, self-preservation (see e.g. Leeper and 
Slothuus 2014). When driven by accuracy goals, individuals “expend more cognitive 
effort on issue-related reasoning, attend to relevant information more carefully, and 
process it more deeply, often using more complex rules” (Kunda 1990:482).  

But citizens not only try to form accurate opinions, but also, to a large extent, “strive to 
defend and maintain their extant values, identities, and attitudes” (Slothuus and de 
Vreese 2010:632). When motivated by directional goals, e.g. to protect one’s party 
identity or values, individuals weigh information supporting these prior beliefs/identities 
more heavily than contradictory evidence (Kunda 1990). While directional motives 
might involve a wide range of different goals, the scientific literature has commonly 
focused on partisan goals, i.e. a goal to protect one’s party identity. Such ‘partisan 
motivated reasoning’ makes individuals uncritically accept any politically congruent 
information, spend considerable effort counter-arguing contradicting policy 
information, and even reevaluate previously held beliefs to align these to an underlying 
identity (Bolsen et al. 2014b, Druckman et al. 2013, Slothuus and de Vreese 2010). 
Similarly to the more cognitively oriented source cue literature, directional motivated 
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reasoning can thus occur in two forms: one in which cues are processed heuristically 
and one where more elaborate reasoning (and more effort) is required. Finally, while 
this kind of motivated directional reasoning leads individuals to adopt highly biased 
information selection processes, it is important to point out this is not the result of 
individuals intentionally lying to themselves to preserve prior beliefs. Rather, 
individuals generally try to be accurate and fair-minded, but are commonly unable to 
control how their prior beliefs affect evaluation of information (Taber and Lodge 2006).    

While the two main perspectives on the cueing process given above are based in 
fundamentally different assumptions of what drive individual behavior, they are not 
necessarily incompatible counterparts. As suggested in the motivated reasoning 
literature, individuals are rarely driven only by a single motive. Most individuals (if not 
all), are driven by several different motives. What particular motive is active, and guides 
decision making processes, depends both on individual predispositions (e.g. if they 
identify with a party or not), but also on the context in which a decision is made (e.g. 
the availability of party cues, the degree of political conflict). One could, for example, 
reasonably expect different motives to be active for partisan voters compared to 
independents (where the former probably is more driven by their partisan identity).  

Table 2. Motivation and effort in processing political communications (adapted from 
Leeper and Slothuus 2014:135) 

 Accuracy motivation Directional motivation 

Low effort Heuristic Heuristic 

High effort Systematic Biased 

 

Table 2 presents an overview of how voters process political communications, party 
cues specifically, depending on their type of motivation and the amount of effort they 
are willing to put in (see Leeper and Slothuus 2014 for discussion). In the upper left 
corner of Table 2, we find individuals that are driven by accuracy motives, i.e. want to 
form a correct attitude, but that are unwilling to spend much effort on forming that 
attitude. This group is expected to process party cues in a heuristic manner, where they 
simply adopt their preferred party’s stance. In the lower left corner, are those individuals 
that are driven by accuracy goals and that are willing to expend extra cognitive effort to 
make sure that their attitude is as accurate as possible. These individuals process party 
cues in a ‘systematic’ manner, where cues mainly are used to infer information about 
different policy alternatives practical and ideological implications. In the upper right 
corner, are individuals that are driven by directional goals, but that are unwilling to put 
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a lot of effort into forming an attitude. These individuals will, similarly to those with an 
accuracy motivation/low effort, process cues heuristically. Whether driven by accuracy 
or directional goals, individuals in the two upper boxes will form rather similar attitudes. 
Finally, in the lower right corner, we find individuals driven by directional goals who 
are willing to invest a considerable degree of effort into forming an attitude. These 
individuals are mainly interested in protecting and maintaining already existing beliefs, 
attitudes, and identities, and will act as biased information processors by actively 
searching out and accepting attitude-reinforcing information, while rejecting any 
incongruent information.   

Table 2 does not make a distinction between different types of directional motivations, 
or the cognitive and/or emotional processes underlying them. Instead, individuals in the 
right column can be driven either by a sense of emotional attachment and identity to a 
party, or by a need to form attitudes consistent with their underlying values. Within a 
political context, individuals can be assumed to generally be driven by directional goals. 
There are two reasons for this expectation. First, sociopolitical concepts are generally 
assumed to be ‘hot’ for most people. That is, individual likes and dislikes towards 
political figures, parties, or types of policies commonly comes to mind along with, or 
even before, more semantic information (Taber and Lodge 2006). This primes 
individuals into attitude/identity defensive stance, and therefore a directional form of 
motivation. This reason is perhaps especially relevant from the party identification 
perspective, where emotion is at the heart of the attitude formation process. Second, also 
the structure of party conflict primes directional motivation among voters. The conflict 
between political parties frame what values are at stake, and elucidates what identities 
that are threatened (Petersen et al. 2010). The effect of directional motivated reasoning 
is thus expected to be stronger the more polarized a political system is.  

2.3.3 Political polarization 
While polarization can occur both among the mass/partisan public (Lelkes 2016, Fiorina 
and Abrams 2008) and political elites/parties (Lupu 2015, Layman, Carsey, and 
Horowitz 2006, Heterhington 2009), focus here is on polarization among political 
parties and the effect this has on processes of public opinion formation. Party 
polarization implies “high levels of ideological distance between parties and high levels 
of homogeneity within parties” (Druckman et al. 2013:57). That is, the further away the 
political parties are from each other, ideologically or in policy positions, and the more 
internally consistent they are, the higher the degree of polarization (Rehm and Reilly 
2010). Polarization can be viewed from either a cross-sectional or longitudinal 
perspective, where the former sees polarization as a state (large distance between 
parties) and the latter as a trend (increasing distance over time).  
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For voter opinions, political polarization means an increased clarity of party-policy 
linkages. As the parties move further away from each other and as the degree of intra-
party dissent decreases party stances become more clearly ‘crystalized’ and it becomes 
easier for voters to identify what opinions goes with what values. Thus, as polarization 
increases, it becomes clearer to the public what values are at stake (Petersen et al. 2010). 
This in turn increases the level of partisan motivated reasoning (directional motivation) 
among voters, especially among partisan voters. With increasing polarization party 
positions become more important to voter opinion formation (Ray 2003, Mullinix 2016). 
This leads to increasing divergence in attitudes between different parts of the electorate, 
i.e. higher mass polarization (Claassen and Highton 2009, Hetherington 2001, Zaller 
1992), and to a stronger correlation between party identities and issue positions (sorting) 
and between different issue positions (constraint) (Fiorina and Abrams 2008, Lelkes 
2016, Levendusky 2010). Increasing party polarization, and the resulting mass 
polarization, will therefore also be associated with overall lower levels of public support 
for any given issue (Gable and Scheve 2007, Hellström 2008, Ray 2003, Sanders and 
Toka 2013). Beside this, party polarization has been found to increase the strength of 
individual party attachments (Hetherington 2001, Lupu 2015), and to increase 
ideological voting (Lachat 2008). The degree of polarization has also been found to 
increase the importance of party endorsements to how individual respond to both party 
(Slothuus and de Vreese 2010) and issue frames (Druckman et al. 2013)7.  

The effects of political polarization have also been apparent in the case of climate change 
mitigation. Especially in United States, politics climate change has become an all more 
contested political issue, in part related to the recent economic recession. As the two 
major parties in United States have become all more polarized on the issue on climate 
change public opinion have followed suit (Dunlap and McCright 2008). The impact of 
this divide has been clearly visible in the case of US public opinion on climate change 
where party cues seem to be crucial to the perceptions of climate change threat (Brulle 
et al. 2012, Krosnick et al. 2000, Malka et al. 2009). This effect has been strongest 
among partisan voters that has a higher level of political awareness and therefore are 
more aware of partisan cues (Guber 2012). The impact of strong partisan information 
has had such as pervasive impact that it has reduced the impact of education and as such 
belief in scientific information (Hamilton 2011, Malka et al. 2009).  

Another manifestation of polarization is perceived party polarization (Lelkes 2016). 
Exactly how perceived polarization affects individual attitudes is debated. While some 
have suggested that perceived polarization should lead to public detachment with 
                                                             
7 Polarization is however not always portrayed as something with only negative consequences. Polarization has, 
for example, been suggested to enable voters to more easily hold parties accountable (Hetherington 2009). The 
increased consistency between voter attitudes has also been argued to be something normatively desirable, as 
voters with inconsistent attitudes don’t really have any attitudes at all (Levendusky 2010).  
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politics (Lupu 2015) and to unwarranted pessimism about chances of finding common 
ground with opposing groups (Sherman, Nelson, and Ross 2003, Robinson et al. 1995), 
some studies have found perceived polarization to be positively associated with different 
forms of political engagement, such as voting, making campaign contributions, and 
joining political parties (Van Boven et al. 2012, Westfall et al. 2015). One explanation 
to this anomaly is that one of the factors driving perceived polarization is attitude 
extremity (Levendusky and Malhotra, 2016, Lupu, 2015, Van Boven et al. 2012, 
Westfall et al. 2015). That is, individuals that have the strongest attitudes are the ones 
that perceive the most party polarization. This group is also probably more likely to 
already be engaging in different forms of political activities. Possibly, it is also so that 
different segments of the population are affected differently by perceive polarization. 
For example, that independents and individuals with less firmly held beliefs and 
attitudes are more negatively affected than partisans and those with stronger attitudes. 
Finally, while perceptions of political polarization are related to degrees of actual 
polarization (Lupu 2015), there are several other factors that influence these perceptions 
(e.g. attitude extremity as discussed above). This consequently means that perceptions 
of polarization, for many individuals, could differ from actual polarization. As most 
individuals have a hard time to accurately estimate the distance between political parties 
and making sense of their diverse ideological positions (Sniderman et al. 1991), 
individual misperceptions of polarization, so called ‘false polarization’, further risk 
becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy, effectively increasing inter-group animosity 
(Levendusky and Malhotra 2016). 

2.4 The theoretical model: Political communication and large-scale collective 
action 
Originating in the aim of the thesis and in the theoretical presentation above, Figure 3 
illustrates a conceptual theoretical model linking collective action theory to theories of 
political communication. The model focuses on the lack of face-to-face communication 
in large-scale collective action dilemmas and offers an account of how individuals 
compensate for this shortage. It does so by suggesting that individuals utilized party 
source cues to form attitudes both about different cooperative strategies, but also about 
the collective benefits of cooperation, about personal and collective efficacy, and about 
the selective costs and benefits of cooperation.  

So how then, does the use of party cues influence individual behaviors and attitudes in 
large-scale collective action dilemmas? To understand this, we should first consider 
what party cues actually are. According to the definition used above, a party source cue 
essentially consists of a source and a message (Goren et al. 2009). The essence of the 
theory of party source cues is that it is the source of the message, not the contents of the 
message, that dictates the acceptance or no-acceptance of the message. But while the 
content of the message is irrelevant (or at least less important) to an individual’s decision 
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to accept it or not, the message can still have a fundamental influence over individual 
attitudes and behaviors. In the case of large-scale cooperation around climate change 
mitigation, party cues can contain messages both about specific behaviors and policy 
attitudes, but also about the collective benefits, the level of personal and collective 
efficacy, and the selective costs and benefits of cooperation. Specifically, these 
messages might, for example, contain information (and frames) about: the risks 
associated with a changing climate (collective benefits), the individual moral 
responsibility to act in an environmentally friendly way (personal efficacy), the 
impact/non-impact of concerted public efforts (collective efficacy), the role of 
government in mitigation (collective efficacy), the individual economic incentives of 
energy conservation (selective costs/benefits), and about the behaviors and policies that 
most effectively mitigate climate change (cooperation). The contents of these messages 
will, in turn, either independently, or interactively, influence individual attitudes 
towards cooperation (Bolsen et al. 2014a).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Political communication and large-scale collective action 

Following the above reasoning, the effect of party cues can be expected to both have 
direct and indirect effects on individual attitudes towards cooperation. First, by both 
structuring behavioral choices and policy alternatives (relationship (a) Figure 3) and by 
mobilizing voters to adopt party congruent attitudes/behaviors (relationship (b)), party 
cues can have a direct effect on the cooperative behaviors of individual voters. Second, 
by influencing individual perceptions of the benefits of cooperation, the personal and 
collective levels of efficacy, and of the selective costs and benefits of cooperation, party 
cues can indirectly influence individual behavioral choices. The resulting effect of 
individuals processing political communications from a partisan perspective, is that 
individual voters supporting different parties will form different attitudes about what 
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behaviors are appropriate and what policies should be implemented, about the risks that 
climate change poses, and also about the possibilities for getting people and government 
to effectively cooperate. As political polarization increases, these differences will be 
even greater, and the chances for finding common ground with opposing partisans will 
decrease.  

Also the individual levels of perceived political polarization should be expected to have 
an effect on individual cooperative behaviors. Under high levels of perceived 
polarization, an individual will be faced with a large number of conflicting messages 
about the characteristics of the problem, the different solutions available, and the 
effectiveness of different actions. This is likely to both directly influence individual 
perceptions of different policies/behaviors, but also have an indirect effect by shaping 
perceptions of collective benefits, personal and collective efficacy, and selective costs 
and benefits. Exactly what this effect looks like is though largely an empirical question.  

2.4.1 Research questions 
In light of the aim of the thesis, and the theoretical framework elaborated above, two 
research questions are formulated. These two questions will guide the empirical part of 
the thesis:    

1) Do party cues affect individual choices to cooperate in large-scale collective 
action? If so, in what ways and to what extent? Included in this question is the 
ambition to both investigate the direct (relationship (b) in Figure 3) and the 
indirect (relationship (c) in Figure 3) relationship between party cues and 
individual cooperative decisions. The extent to which these relationships vary 
with individual and contextual factors will also be investigated.  
  

2) To what extent does the political climate, particularly the degree of political 
polarization, affect individual choices to cooperate in large-scale collective 
action? Just like the first research question, this research question is interested in 
both the direct and indirect relationships in the theoretical model. Furthermore, it 
is also interested in investigating the effect of polarization both as a moderating 
factor to party cues and the effects of perceived polarization.   

Overall, there are very few empirical studies investigating the above relationships. 
While there is a general understanding of how party cues influence individual attitudes 
(policy attitudes or candidate evaluations specifically), there is a lack of research 
investigating the importance of political communication generally, and party cues 
specifically, in the context of large-scale collective action dilemmas. This shortage 
concerns both the direct relationship between party cues and cooperative behaviors, and 
the indirect relationship via the intermediate variables. In the case of collective action 
on climate change, there are some studies that have focused on the direct relationship 
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between cues and cooperation These have though commonly failed to incorporate 
explicit measures of party cues (the effect has rather been assumed) and have been 
limited to only a few political contexts. Concerning the indirect relationships, there is to 
date very little research. While some have studied the effect of cues on public risk 
perceptions (i.e. collective benefits), these studies suffer from the same limitations as 
the ones described previously (often, they are the same studies). Beyond this, there is 
almost no evidence. The only study, that to my knowledge, explicitly focuses on the 
relationship between political communication and collective action is Bolsen et al. 
(2014a). Using data from a survey experiment, the authors investigate how different 
framings of responsibility attributions and behavioral outcome expectancy, impacts 
individual cooperative decisions. The study is though focused on framing effects and 
does not consider how party source cues affects the interpretations of the frames.   
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3. RESEARCH DESIGN 
 

In this chapter, I introduce the research design, focusing on the selection of cases and 
the data collection procedure, and discuss the merits and limitations of this design. The 
choice of research design is based in the overarching aim of this thesis and the research 
questions. In order to fulfil the aim and answer the research questions, a cross-sectional 
research design, with data collective through a country comparative sample survey is 
used. The choice of cases and the data collection procedure will be described below.  

3.1 Case selection  
In order to study the extent to which the investigated relationships vary across political 
contexts a country comparative approach is chosen. The main purpose of the 
comparative approach is to test the generalizability of the theoretical model. That is, to 
investigate if the relationship between party cues, polarization, and individuals’ 
willingness to cooperate in large-scale collective action is similar, or differs, across 
political contexts.  

Based in a ‘loose’ application of the Most Similar Systems Design (MSSD) (see Anckar 
2008:390), four cases: Sweden, Norway, Australia, and New Zealand, were selected. 
The underlying logic of the MSSD is to select cases that are as similar as possible in all 
relevant background factors, but that differ in the variable of interest (usually the 
dependent variable). Conversely, the aim of the Most Different Systems Design (MDSD) 
is to select case that are as different as possible on all relevant dimension, except on the 
variable of interest (Anckar 2008, Berg-Schlosser and De Meur 2009). According to the 
first, causal relationships are determined by the occurrence of pairwise differences in 
otherwise similar systems (‘Method Difference’), whereas they in the latter are 
determined by the occurrence of pairwise similarities in otherwise dissimilar systems 
(‘Method of Similarity’) (Denk 2012). The four cases in the present study was not, as is 
common, selected on the dependent variable, but on the independent variable (i.e. 
political communication, or party politics on climate change). This is done so because 
the focus of the thesis is on the effect of the independent variable on the dependent 
variable, and not on the independent variable itself (i.e. cooperation).  

In line with the MSSD, the four cases share many fundamental background 
characteristics, but differ significantly in the characteristics of party politics on climate 
change (which is the basis for political communication). All four countries are 
industrialized Western countries, with well-developed economies and stable 
parliamentary democracies. While the electoral systems differ somewhat between the 
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countries, the four countries also have a largely similar party system defined by a 
left/right-division between the Social democrats/Labor Party, the Green Party, and 
possibly a Left Party and the Conservatives, the Liberal Party(-ies), and possibly a 
Christian Democratic party. All countries also have a far-right populist party represented 
in parliament, that commonly are closer aligned to the Conservative/Liberal block. 
Despite these similarities, there are clear differences in the nature of party politics on 
climate change in each country. These differences are in turn believed to be strongly 
related to the overarching climate of political communication in each country.   

From an international perspective Sweden is often considered an international leader on 
climate change mitigation. This leadership position is for example evident in the 
country’s early adoption of many climate mitigation measures (e.g. a CO2 tax in 1991), 
and in the over-implementation of its commitments to many international climate 
agreements (e.g. the Kyoto Protocol and the EU burden sharing agreement) (SEPA 
2015). One factor that has enabled Sweden to take this leadership position is the 
overarching political consensus that historically has characterized Swedish climate 
change politics (Sarasini 2009, Zannakis 2015). Of the eight parties currently in 
parliament, seven officially support stricter measures to mitigate climate change. There 
are, however, variations among the parties on the extent and type of regulation. While 
the governing Social Democrats/Green Party coalition and the Left Party are more in 
favor of further government intervention, or a mix of government and market regulation, 
the four parties in the liberal/conservative coalition, the Moderates, the Liberal Party, 
the Christian Democrats, and the Center Party, are more in favor of market style 
intervention. Among these seven parties, the Green Party and the Left Party, followed 
by the Social Democrats and the Center Party are the strongest proponents of strong 
climate mitigation measures. The eighth party, the far-right, populist Sweden 
Democrats, is the least supportive of any type of government regulation or market 
intervention. 

Similar to Sweden, Norwegian climate change political have traditionally been 
characterized by an overarching political consensus. Norway has also traditionally been 
seen as an international leader on climate change mitigation and has in many cases been 
an early adopter of environmental policies (Hovden and Lindseth 2004, Roettereng 
2016). A growing economic dependence on the petroleum sector has, however, put the 
previous political consensus under pressure, leading to an increasing polarization among 
the political parties in Norway. Among the parties in parliament, the Socialist Left Party, 
the Liberal Party, the Christian Democrats, and the Center Party are the most willing to 
prioritize emission cuts and favors state involvement. The Labor Party, and the two 
parties making up the minority government coalition, the Conservative Party and the 
populist Progress Party, put less emphasis on emission cuts and are more oriented 
towards market solutions. 
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New Zealand politics on climate change has been clearly shaped by its unique emissions 
profile (with a large part of emissions from agriculture and forestry) and by the strong 
influence of lobby groups, notably from the agricultural sector. This is for example 
evident in the political indecisiveness surrounding the attempts to implement an 
emission trading schemes (ETS). An originally ambitious scheme (covering all 
economic sectors and all six Kyoto Protocol greenhouse gases) introduced by the Labour 
government in 2008, was revised and watered down under the new National government 
only one year after its enactment, in an attempt to calm unnerved business and 
agriculture groups (Bullock 2012, Harker, Taylor, and Knight-Lenihan 2017). So, while 
both major parties in New Zealand politics − the center-right National Party and the 
social democratic Labour Party − support some form of ETS, they have different ideas 
of how this should be done. Beside Labour and National, most parties in parliament, 
except the right-wing, climate-sceptic Association of Consumers and Taxpayers of New 
Zealand (ACT), support some degree of action on climate change. 

Despite previous bipartisan support for action on climate change, Australian climate 
politics have become increasingly politicized and polarized (Fielding et al. 2012, 
McDonald 2016, Pearse 2016, Tranter 2013). On one side of this political divide sits the 
Labor Party and the Green Party and on the other the four parties making up the 
liberal−conservative coalition; the National Party, the Liberal Party, the Country 
Liberals, and the Liberal National Party. The polarization has caused a considerable 
degree of volatility in the nature of climate change politics in Australia, e.g. evident in 
the attempts to implement an emissions trading scheme (ETS). The original ETS 
proposed by the Labor government in 2010, was first abandoned, then enacted in the 
form of a carbon pricing scheme under the Labor government in 2012, before 
subsequently being watered down by the same government, and finally being repealed 
by the Liberal/National coalition in 2014 (McDonald 2016). 

3.2 Data collection 
The data were collected by the use of a country comparative sample survey. The sample 
survey has several advantages compared to other alternative methods, such as 
interviews. Surveys are both cheaper and quicker to administer compared to interviews 
(especially compared to face-to-face interviews) and reduces (or eliminates) possible 
interviewer-effects (such as social desirability effects). There is also a convenience 
benefit to surveys, as respondents can answer them whenever (within the data collection 
period) and wherever (depending on the medium used) they want (Bryman 2002). The 
perhaps biggest advantage of using surveys is, however, the possibility to generalize 
findings from the sample to the population of interest. If done correctly, surveys can 
thus be a powerful tool for the researcher. A major weakness is though that, if done 
wrong, surveys can severely misinterpret what people think and do (Halperin and Heath 
2012). Some other limitations of surveys (compared to interviews) is the inability to 
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alleviate comprehension problems (i.e. when respondents don’t understand the 
questions), risks of response fatigue, problems with question wording and question order 
effects, and limited possibilities to use follow-up questions (Bryman 2002). 
Furthermore, in the case of cross-national surveys, which are used here, there are a 
number of further risks that need to be considered. Specifically, a researcher must 
consider the potential country level differences in the sampling procedures, the number 
of non-respondents, and differences arising as a result of translation (Denk 2012). The 
benefits of the survey approach are though considered to clearly outweigh its limitations 
it the present case.   

Sampling procedure 

In the present case, the sampling procedure varied somewhat between the four cases, 
and combined both random probability sampling and non-probability sampling. In 
Sweden, the survey was administered as part of a large on-going online panel 
administered by the Laboratory of Opinion Research (LORE), at the University of 
Gothenburg. The data were collected in two field periods with some variables collected 
between 5 June and 17 July 2014, and the variables in the second part collected between 
5 February and 5 March 2015. Upon registration for panel participation, respondents 
stated their gender, age, education and place of residence. The sample was then selected 
using proportional stratified random sampling, where the size of each stratum was 
decided based on census data from Statistics Sweden (which is very accurate and 
frequently updated). The total number of respondents were 4022 in the first wave 
(response rate 69.86%). Of these, 2632 also participated in the second wave (response 
rate 76.36%).8,9  

In Australia, New Zealand, and Norway the surveys were administered by the sample 
provider Cint and by Survey Sampling International (SSI). These are two companies 
that specialize in providing researchers and business with the means of conducting 
survey research, both by providing samples and by aiding with data collection. In 
Australia and Norway all data were collected by Cint (field period 3 March to 31 March 
2015), whereas the data for New Zealand also had some supplementary data collected 
by SSI (field period 3 March to 26 March 2015). Like the Swedish survey, these surveys 
were administered electronically. The samples collected by Cint and SSI were quota 
samples (with quotas for age and gender) with an aim of 2000 respondents from each 
country (1000 for each sample in New Zealand). In total, the number of responses was 
2268 in Australia, 2178 in Norway, and 2229 in New Zealand.  

                                                             
8 The response rate is calculated based on the net subsample size, which is the number of potential participants 
assigned to a specific study in the initial sample, excluding e-mail bounce backs within that subsample.  
9 The number of probability respondents was 43% in the first sample and 44% in the second. 
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The survey 

The surveys were identical in the four countries with the exception of some demographic 
variables, such as income and education, that were adjusted to account for local 
circumstances. The surveys were translated from Swedish by two separate translators 
for each language and the translations were then compared for any inconsistencies. The 
survey contained questions measuring party cues and political polarization, policy 
support, trust in government, risk perceptions, and a number of demographics factors 
such as income, education, age, and gender. Beyond this the survey also contained a 
number of other questions not used in the current study.    

3.3 Overview of the studies  
In light of the aim, the research questions, and the theoretical framework, the empirical 
part of the thesis is divided in two parts, each consisting of two studies. The first part, 
covering Study I and Study II, focuses on the direct relationship between party cues, 
polarization, and cooperative behavior. The second part, covering Study III and Study 
IV, focuses on the indirect relationship. An overview of the papers is given in Table 3. 
The results of the papers, and how they fit together will be discussed in chapter four and 
five.     

Study I and II 

The first part, covering studies I and II, focuses on investigating the direct relationship 
between political communication and large-scale collective action. In this part, the 
dependent variable, cooperation in large-scale collective action, is operationalized as 
support for climate policy measures. The specific characteristics of climate change 
mitigation means that it, like most forms of large-scale collective action dilemmas, is 
most likely to occur under the regulatory authority of third-party institutions 
(Mansbridge 2014). But to ensure the longevity of different policy instruments, 
governments need to create policies that are supported by the public. Overcoming the 
large-scale dilemma surrounding climate change thus becomes a question of finding 
public support for different government policy instruments. As individuals commonly 
utilize the same cognitive mechanisms for evaluating public policies as they do for 
actual behavior (Lubell et al. 2007), public policy support will resemble a large-scale 
collective action situation. The overall aim of papers I and II, is to investigate how party 
cues and political polarization affects public support for climate mitigation policy, and 
study how this relationship varies across contexts, individuals, parties, and policies.  

The first study, focuses on examining the direct relationship between political 
communication and large-scale collective action. Specifically, this study focuses on 
investigating the effects of party cues on public support for climate mitigation policy in 
a context defined overarching political consensus. While some studies have investigated 
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the effect of partisanship, and party cues, on public support for climate mitigation policy, 
these studies have almost exclusively been focused on high polarization contexts. What 
role, if any, party cues have in a consensus context is therefore unclear. Furthermore, an 
implicit assumption in these studies is that the ‘negative’ side-effects of a polarized 
political climate, notably a partisan divide among the public, will be eliminated in a 
more consensual context. The paper focuses specifically on Sweden as a case of a 
country characterized by political consensus on climate change.  

Study II investigates the direct relationship between party cues, polarization, and large-
scale collective action and focuses specifically on how this relationship varies across 
political contexts. While previous research to some extent has considered the role of 
party cues for public attitudes towards climate change, there is a surprising lack of 
country comparative studies investigating these effects. Furthermore, as indicated 
above, previous research has, almost exclusively, been focused on high polarization 
contexts, making inferences to other types of contexts difficult, if not impossible. The 
paper focuses on comparing the effects of partisanship and party cues across all the four 
countries in the sample: Sweden, Norway, Australia, and New Zealand. As explained 
above, these four countries differ in important ways concerning the nature of party 
politics on climate change in each country. 

Study III and IV 

The second part, covering studies III and IV, focuses on investigating the indirect 
relationship between political communication and large-scale collective action. Among 
the multiple indirect relationships described in the theoretical model, this part focuses 
on the relationship between party cues, polarization, and two of the collective interest 
variables: collective benefits and collective efficacy. Together, these two relationships 
cover some of the most central aspects of the theoretical model and can thus give good 
help fulfilling the aim.  

Study III investigates the effect of political communication on public perceptions of the 
collective benefits of large-scale collective action. Specifically, the paper investigates 
the relationship between party cues, polarization, and public perceptions of climate 
change risk. While some previous studies have investigated the importance of 
partisanship for public climate change risk perceptions, there is an overall lack of 
research actually measuring the effect of party cues on these perceptions. Using a 
comparative approach, the strength of this relationship compared across the same four 
countries studied in paper two: Sweden, Norway, New Zealand, and Australia.  

Study IV focuses on investigating the relationship between perceived party polarization 
and individual levels of trust in political institutions. As have been discussed in the 
theoretical section, institutional and political trust is by many seen as key factor in 
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explaining individual willingness to engage in collective action. To date, there is 
however a shortage of research investigating the relationship between political 
polarization and trust in political institutions. This is surprising, given the central role 
political communication is believed to have in general, and should have in large-scale 
collective action situations given the communication shortage. Similar to Study II and 
Study III a comparative approach is used in which the relationship between perceived 
polarization and trust is compared between a high polarization (Australia) and a low 
polarization (Norway) context.  

Table 3. Research design 

Study 
Theoretical 

relationship 

Independent 

variable 

Dependent 

variable 
Cases Data 

Research 

questions 

I Direct Party cues 
Policy 

support 
Sweden Survey 1 

II Direct Party cues 
Policy 

support 

Sweden, Australia, 

Norway, New Zealand 
Survey 1,2 

III Indirect Party cues 
Risk 

perceptions 

Sweden, Australia, 

Norway, New Zealand 
Survey 1,2 

IV Indirect 
Perceived 

polarization 

Political 

trust 
Norway, Australia Survey 2 
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4. RESULTS 
 

In this chapter, the results from the four studies are summarized and related to the two 
research questions. The results are then discussed in relation to the theoretical 
framework and the aim in the next chapter.  

1) Do party cues affect individual choices to cooperate in large-scale collective action? 
If so, in what ways and to what extent? 

To answer this question, we have to consider the results from each of the first three 
studies which all focused on the role of party cues. Study I and Study II investigated the 
relationship between party cues and public support for climate mitigation policies and 
how this relationship varies across individuals, parties, and countries. Study III focused 
on investigating the effect of party cues on public climate change risk perceptions and 
how this relationship varies with individual and contextual factors. The results from 
each of these studies is presented below.  

Study I, which investigated the effects of partisanship and party cues in a context of 
political consensus (Sweden), discovered a significant positive relationship between 
party cues and individual support for CO2-taxes. This effect was retained even when 
controlling for partisanship, two measures of ideology (left/right and 
environmentalism), and a number of demographic control variables (age, gender, 
income, and education). The effect of party cues was also found to be positively 
moderated by political interest (political awareness). This is a first indication of how 
individuals do rely on party source cues when making cooperative choices, and, how 
this effect also can be found in non-polarized political contexts. Two further findings 
are worth mentioning. First, as an indirect indication of the effect of party cues, the 
results also showed how the effect of partisanship (not party cues) is not isolated only 
to some policies (such as taxes) but can be found a across a wide range of different 
policies. Across the eight different policies studied, partisanship alone explained about 
10-20% of the variance in policy support. While it is unclear whether these differences 
in policy attitudes are the results of individuals following party cues, it does not seem 
unlikely that this at least partly is an explanation. Second, the results also show how the 
effects of party cues vary across parties such that supporters of some parties are more 
influenced than others. The effect of party cues was found to be the most important to 



48 

supporters of the Left Party and the Sweden Democrats, both of which can be considered 
ideologically ‘radical’ in different ways. For half of the parties (the Green Party, the 
Liberal Party, the Center Party, and the Christian Democrats), the effect of party cues 
was insignificant when allowed to vary across parties. For the last two parties (the Social 
Democrats and the Moderate Party), the effect of cues remained just barely significant. 
Overall, the results from Study I show that: party cues do influence individuals’ choices 
to cooperate in large-scale collective action situations; that this effect can be found also 
in consensus environments; but also, that the influence of party cues varies across 
parties.   

In Study II, the effect of party cues on public support for climate mitigation policy (CO2-
taxes) was investigated in a country comparative perspective. The results from the study 
showed how party cues is a significant predictor of policy support in all four countries, 
even when controlling for ideology (left/right and environmentalism), partisanship, and 
a number of demographic variables (age, gender, income, and education). The 
magnitude of this effect was though found to vary across the four cases. The results 
furthermore showed how the effect of party cues was positively moderate by political 
awareness in three of the four cases. The other individual level moderator, party 
attachment, was only barely significant for one country and insignificant in the rest. In 
the last part of the analysis, the effect of party cues was modeled such that it could vary 
across the four countries. This was done in order to compare the strength of the 
relationship between cues and policy support across the four cases. The results from this 
analysis indicated that there was a significant difference in the effect of party cues 
between New Zealand (which had a weaker effect) and the other three countries. While 
the limited country level sample size restricts possibilities for generalizations beyond 
the present cases, this is at least a first indication that the effect of cues varies across 
political contexts.  

In Study III, the relationship between party cues and climate change risk perceptions 
was investigated in a country comparative perspective (comparing all four countries in 
the sample). Two different measures of risk, abstract risk and concrete risk, was used to 
capture the fact that individuals evaluate risks differently depending on what they relate 
to. The first of these, abstract risk, captures risk for the earth’s climate and future 
generations whereas the second, concrete risk, focuses on risk for the respondents, their 
families, their countrymen, and for people globally. Looking across the four countries, 
the results showed that respondents in the two Nordic countries generally were more 
concerned about the abstract risk, whereas the opposite seemed to be the case for 
Australia (there was no clear pattern for New Zealand). The results also showed that 
party cues are a significant predictor of both abstract and concrete risk, even when 
controlling for partisanship, ideology, and a number of demographic control variables 
(age, gender, income, and education). This is an indication that the effect of party cues 
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not only affects individual cooperative choices directly, but also indirectly by shaping 
perceptions of climate change risk.  

The results furthermore showed how the relationship between party cues and risk 
perceptions generally holds up well in a cross-country perspective. There were though 
some differences between the two conceptualizations of risk. For the abstract risk 
perceptions, the relationship between party cues and perceived risk was significant for 
all countries except New Zealand. For the concrete risk, the relationship was significant 
for all countries except Sweden. It thus seems like the individual reliance on party cues 
for evaluating risks varies in cross-country perspective depending on what type of risk 
that is evaluated. Finally, just as in Study I and II, there were also some indirect evidence 
of the effect of party cues. Specifically, the results showed how partisanship alone is a 
strong predictor of climate change risk perceptions (for both conceptualizations of risk 
and across all countries).  

Together, the results from Study I-III clearly shows that individuals do rely on party 
source cues we forming attitudes about cooperative behaviors. The effect of party cues 
is found to both directly and indirectly influence individual attitudes and is also found 
to hold up well in a cross-country comparison. The results furthermore show that the 
individual reliance on party cues seems to vary across countries, as well as across parties, 
individuals, and different types of risk perceptions. These results underline the important 
role political parties have in shaping public preferences for cooperation, but also opens 
up for a discussion of under what circumstances they can exercise this influence.  

2) To what extent does the political climate, particularly the degree of political 
polarization, affect individual choices to cooperate in large-scale collective action? 

Three of the four studies investigated the relationship between political polarization and 
individual cooperative behaviors. In Study II, the effect of political polarization was 
mainly investigated as a factor that could moderate the effect of party cues, but the study 
also investigated the main effect of polarization on policy support. Similarly, Study III 
included a measure of political polarization to investigate if it moderated the relationship 
between party cues and risk perceptions, but also measured the main effect of 
polarization. Finally, Study IV investigated the impact of perceived polarization on 
public trust for political institutions, and how this relationship varied between a high 
polarization (Australia) and low polarization (Norway) context.  

Overviewing the results from Study II and III, there is very little evidence suggesting 
that political polarization moderates the effect of party cues. In Study II, the interaction 
effect between polarization and party cues was insignificant for all four countries. In 
Study III, the results were largely the same. Across the four countries and the two 
conceptualizations of risk, the interaction effect was insignificant in all cases save one. 
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The one exception here being the abstract risk perceptions in New Zealand, where 
polarization was found to negatively moderate the relationship between party cues and 
risk perceptions. Taken together, these results suggest that polarization has little effect 
on the effect of party cues. But while there is little evidence of a moderation effect, there 
is considerable evidence of a negative main effect of polarization. In Study II, the main 
effect of polarization was found to be negatively related to policy support in three of the 
four countries (the exception being New Zealand). Similarly, in Study III the main effect 
of polarization was found to be negatively related to abstract risk perceptions in all four 
countries. In the case of concrete risk perceptions, the main effect of polarization was 
though only significant for one country, New Zealand, and then only barely (the effect 
was though still negative). Overall then, it seems like polarization has little effect as a 
moderator, but that it has a considerable main effect by suppressing both policy support 
and risk perceptions.   

Study IV investigated the relationship between perceived polarization and political trust 
in a country comparative perspective (comparing Australia and Norway). Similar to 
Study III, two measures of trust were used: political trust (measuring the perceived 
competence of political institutions) and political priority (measuring the perceived 
priority the institutions give to climate change mitigation). The effect of perceived 
polarization on these two measures of political trust was investigated for four different 
political institutions (parliament, political parties, cabinet and minsters, and 
governmental agencies) both separately and as index variables.  Unexpectedly, the 
results showed that perceived polarization was unrelated to either of the two measures 
of trust in both countries.  

Beside the effect of perceived polarization, Study IV also investigated how the perceived 
mean party stance (that is, the ‘average’ of all parties’ position climate change 
mitigation) affected political trust. Unlike the measure of perceived polarization, the 
perceived mean party stance had a strong, positive and highly significant effect across 
both countries and both types of trust. So, while the degree of perceived polarization 
seems to be of limited importance to public political trust, the average position taken by 
parties seems to be of considerably bigger importance. Finally, by comparing the 
amount of explained variance across the two cases, there was again an indication that 
the explanatory power of the model varied contextually. Specifically, it seemed better 
suited to the highly polarized Australian context. Any such comparisons should though 
be made carefully, and further research is needed to better probe into the effects of 
context.   

Considering the findings in Study II-IV, it is clear that the political climate in general, 
and polarization specifically, do impact individuals’ choices about cooperation in 
important ways. While there was no evidence of the expected moderating effect of 
political polarization, there was consistent evidence of polarization having a significant 
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main effect on both policy support and risk perceptions. These findings were also found 
to hold up across countries. Finally, individuals also seem to take into account the 
average level of support political parties show for a given cause (such as climate change 
mitigation) when deciding on whether or not to trust the capacity and intentions of 
political institutions. Taken together, the results show that the political climate do have 
an important influence on cooperation, both directly and indirectly. 



52 

  



53 

 

 

5. DISCUSSION 
 

In this chapter, I consider the results in relation to the theoretical framework and discuss 
a number of implications that the chosen research design might have for the 
interpretation of the results. I start by summarizing the main findings.  

Main findings 

The results have shown that political communication does play an important role in the 
shaping of public preferences for cooperation in large-scale dilemmas. Political 
communication has been found to both directly, and indirectly, impact individuals’ 
attitudes. Study I and II clearly showed how individuals do rely on party cues when 
making cooperative choices (in this case policy support), even when controlling for 
other factors such as partisanship and ideology. Study III furthermore showed how party 
cues also affect cooperative choices indirectly, by shaping perceptions of collective 
benefits of cooperation (risk perceptions). The results have, furthermore, shown that not 
only communications from specific actors (i.e. party cues), but also the wider political 
climate (both the degree of polarization and the average stance of political parties) have 
considerable influence on individual attitudes, both directly and indirectly. Together, 
Study II and III showed that political polarization has a direct negative impact on both 
cooperate behavior (policy support) and perceptions of collective benefits (risk 
perceptions). Polarization did not, however, moderate the effect of party cues in a 
substantial way. Study IV furthermore showed how also the perceived mean stance of 
political parties has a strong and positive influence on perceptions of collective efficacy.  

Finally, the results have shown how the effects of political communication are not 
isolated to certain environments and parties but can be found across several different 
political contexts and parties. The extent of this effect was though found to vary between 
contexts and parties. In Study II, as well as in Study I, political communication (party 
cues and polarization) was found to be a strong predictor of cooperation both in 
polarized and consensus political environments (and environments with a mix of these 
characteristics). The strength of this relationship (as indicated by regression coefficient 
and amount of explained variance) did, however, seem to vary considerably across 
contexts. Similarly, Study III showed how also the relationship between perceptions of 
collective benefits (risk perceptions) and political communication is consistent across 
contexts, but with varying strength. Also in Study IV there were some evidence of a 
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contextual effect. Furthermore, Study I also showed that the effects of communications 
seem to vary across parties, such that supporters of some parties are more reliant on 
party communications than others.   

Methodological discussion 

A few points are worth discussing about the operationalization of some of the variables. 
Specifically, the operationalization of party cues, political polarization, and perceived 
polarization. All three of these measures were constructed based on the respondents’ 
perceptions of the national/federal level political parties’ positions on climate change 
mitigation. Specifically, respondents were asked to rate each party’s position on taking 
more ‘forceful measures against climate change’ even at the cost of economic growth. 
In the case of party cues, respondents were then assigned a value on the variable ‘party 
cue’ corresponding to how they rated their own preferred party. The measure of party 
cues is thus a measure of the perceived position of one’s preferred political party, and 
not the ‘actual’ position. Alternative measures include, for example, the use of expert 
surveys and party manifesto data. Comparing these to the perceptual measure used here 
shows that they are largely equivalent (Ray 2007). But while the choice of 
operationalization does not offer any apparent disadvantages compared to other 
measures, the perceptual nature is probably an explanation to why the expected 
moderation effects of political awareness and party attachment failed to materialize in 
the results. Since perceived party cues already reflect individuals’ perceptions, there is 
no ‘transition’ from the actual position of the party via political awareness and party 
attachment to a final perception. These moderating factors are in a sense already 
accounted for in the perceptual measure.  

A related point is the operationalization of political polarization and perceived 
polarization, which were measured in the same way. Both these concepts were 
operationalized as the weighted standard deviation of an individual’s perception of all 
parties in a given system (party positions were weighting by vote percentage in most 
recent election). While not problematic on its own (each operationalization is valid in 
itself), it does affect the interpretation of the results. Specifically, the negative main 
effects of polarization found in Study II and III, can alternatively be interpreted as a 
negative main effect of perceived polarization. Furthermore, just like the point made 
above, the operationalization of political polarization is probably the reason why there 
were so little evidence of a moderation effect of polarization.  

Another important aspect to discuss is the conceptualization of policy support as a form 
of collective action, and the following possibilities and limitations for making 
generalizations to other forms of cooperative behaviors. While policy support in many 
ways is similar to other forms of cooperative actions (specifically actual behavior); most 
notably by the fact that individuals largely use the same cognitive mechanisms for 
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evaluating the two (Lubell et al. 2007), there are also differences. The main difference 
lies in the transition phase from behavioral intention to actual behavior, a phase that 
doesn’t exist for many kinds of policy support. An individual might thus be expected to 
utilized similar cognitive and emotional processes when evaluating policies and 
behaviors (thus resulting in similar conclusion), but once an attitude is formed there is 
commonly several factors (e.g. habits, affect, and structural restraints) that could create 
an ‘attitude-behavior gap’ (see e.g. Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002).  

For many forms of policy support, the attitude is the only thing that matters, and the 
resulting behavioral change is more dependent on capacity of governmental institutions 
to effectively enforce cooperation. For example, using your car less often to save 
gasoline is much more dependent on the individual, whereas the behavioral impacts of 
a CO2-tax are more dependent on government efforts. The difference between the two, 
might though not be as big as it first appears, as the introduction of a new policy not 
necessarily have to result in actual behavioral change (an individual might e.g. continue 
driving to the same extent despite having to pay more). It is also important to note that, 
while it is (relatively) easy to make theoretical distinctions between different forms of 
cooperation, it is much harder to know whether the same distinctions apply in reality. 
That is, whether individuals actually perceive different forms of cooperation as 
collective action or not. As individuals often are driven by a range of different motives 
(Jagers et al. 2017) these behavioral perceptions will also most likely vary between 
individuals.  

Another important point to discuss is the chosen method of data collection and how this 
choice affects the interpretation of the results. As discussed above, the data were 
collected using a cross-sectional country comparative sample survey. The surveys were 
administered electronically with a mix of probability and non-probability respondents. 
While there are several strong benefits with using this method of data collection, there 
are also some weaknesses. First, the cross-sectional nature of the research design limits 
possibilities to make any strong claims of causality. Whether the relationship between 
political communication (as measured by party cues, perceived polarization, and mean 
party stance) and the dependent variables run in the hypothesized direction can thus not 
be determined from the data used here. There are, however, based on previous research, 
good reasons to believe that political communications in fact do influence individual 
attitudes (see e.g. Gable and Scheve 2007, Hellström 2008, Ray 2003, Steenbergen et 
al. 2007). The extent of this influence must though be further investigated in future 
research.  

Furthermore, the chosen sampling method, with a combination of non-probability and 
probability respondents, can also have affected the results. Non-probability sampling 
(with opt-in respondents and quota samples) are generally believed to both introduce 
unknown errors and lower the generalizability of the results (Berinsky 2017, Halperin 
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and Heath 2012). In the present case, one specific factor that could affect the results is 
the fact that opt-in respondents generally are more interested in politics. The 
combination of probability and non-probability respondents might thus lead to an 
overrepresentation of individuals with a strong interest in politics and who identify with 
a party (factors that both are central to the analysis). To control for this effect, the 
analysis in Study I was re-run separately for non-probability and probability 
respondents. Doing so showed that while the strength of the relationships (coefficients 
and variance explained) was considerably higher for the non-probability respondents, 
the pattern of effects still remained the same among the two parts of the sample. That is, 
the effects of partisanship and party cues was not isolated only to the non-probability 
respondents. To the extent that non-probability and probability respondents are different 
in the same ways across different countries, it is thus possible to assume that the results 
from non-probability samples at least to some extent are generalizable to more general 
populations.     

Theoretical discussion 

Together, these findings offer new interesting insights into how individuals make 
cooperative choices in large-scale dilemmas. While the results presented here are to 
limited to claim that communication has the same ‘dramatic’ effect on cooperation in 
large-scale collective action as in small-scale (see Bicchieri 2002), it is still clear that 
individual cooperative choices are significantly impacted by political communication. 
Given the limited attention that has been given to the role of political communication in 
large-scale collective action (but see Bolsen et al. 2014a), this is an important 
contribution to the literature on collective action. The results indicate how the reliance 
on political communications can be considered as an alternative way, in addition to the 
use of other heuristics (e.g. social norms and generalized trust), in which individuals can 
overcome the shortage of face-to-face communication and first-hand information in 
large-scale dilemmas.  

But political communication should not only be considered as an alternative, but to some 
degree as a superordinate, heuristic that not only affects cooperative behaviors on its 
own, but also affects the application of other heuristics. As was shown in the results, the 
effects of political communications are not limited to cooperation (i.e. policy support) 
directly, but also affects individual perceptions of collective efficacy (political trust) and 
collective benefits (risk perceptions). The degree to which individuals choose to follow 
social norms, such as norms of reciprocity, can thus be expected to be affected by the 
type of communications and individual receives. That this might be the case is also 
indicated by Bolsen et al. (2014a), who shows that political communications can shape 
collective action behavior by emphasizing the importance and efficacy of individual 
behavior.  
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This reasoning also resonates well with research on both social movements and social 
norms. It has for example been argued that social movements, by appealing to a given 
set of values (environmental, social, traditional), can trigger individual personal norms 
of responsibility and guilt, leading to different forms of collective behaviors (Stern et al. 
1999). So, while individuals might hold a given set of values and beliefs that are 
necessary for engaging in collective action, these predispositions need to be activated to 
influence behavior. Similarly, research on social norms have shown how social norms 
are unlikely to have any impact on behavior unless they have been made salient to the 
agent (Kallgren et al. 2000). Individuals that are unaware that a certain norm is in play, 
will as such not change their behavior according to this norm. The impact of social 
norms on behavior will, furthermore, also depend on whether an individual is focused 
on personal, societal, or situational norms (Cialdini et al. 1990). Also this kind of 
‘focusing process’ could be, at least partly, driven by the influence of political 
communications. The activation of social norms is also one of the main explanations to 
why communication matters in small-scale dilemmas (Bicchieri 2002).  

Furthermore, just like the results in this study have indicated how (perceived) 
polarization has a negative influence on individual cooperative intentions (both directly 
and indirectly), so too have previous research shown that norm conflicts can have 
substantial impact on behavior. Specifically, when norms of several in-groups are made 
salient to an individual at the same time, norms can have both a de-motivating as well 
as encouraging effect. For individuals with a positive attitude towards a behavior, norm 
conflicts can have an encouraging effect by enforcing the need for them to act in defense 
of their values. Contrary, individuals with a negative attitude towards a behavior will to 
a greater extent be de-motivated by the existence of a norm conflict (McDonald, 
Fielding, and Louis 2013). In a similar fashion, research focusing on the effects of 
polarization have indicated that individuals might be both encouraged and discouraged 
by high levels of perceived polarization (see e.g. Levendusky and Malhotra 2015, Lupu 
2015, Sherman et al. 2003, Westfall et al. 2015). 

A final, and related, point of discussion concerns the reasons to why political 
communication affects individual cooperative behaviors. As discussed previously, there 
are several different (and partially competing) explanations to why communication has 
such strong effect in small-scale dilemmas. It has, for example, been suggested that 
(face-to-face) communication enables the sharing of information, increases levels of 
trust and expected reciprocity, elicit social norms, emphasizes certain values, and 
enhances group identities (see e.g. Bicchieri 2002, Orbell et al. 1988, Ostrom 1998, 
Simpson 2006, van der Kragt et al. 1983). These explanations are in many ways similar 
to the two main theoretical perspectives explaining the influence of party cues. 
According to one perspective, party cues are seen as cognitive short-cuts that enable 
voters to form political attitudes that are consistent with their underlying predispositions 
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(Downs 1957, Sniderman et al. 1991). This perspective is in many ways similar to small-
scale explanations focusing on the sharing of information and on the enhancement of 
certain values. According to the second perspective, individuals follow party cues in 
order to align their attitudes to those of their in-group (Campbell et al. 1960, Greene 
1999). This perspective is in turn closer to explanations focusing on the role of group 
identities. Given these similarities, it seems reasonable to assume that political 
communication fills many of the same functions for large-scale collective action that 
face-to-face communication does for small-scale collective action.  
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6. CONCLUSION 
 

So, given the discussion above, what can be said about the role of political 
communication in shaping the prospects for large-scale collective action? First and 
foremost, the collective findings of the four papers show that political communications 
do have an important role in shaping individual attitudes and behaviors in large-scale 
collective action, both directly and indirectly. While there are a number of 
methodological considerations that can affect the interpretation of the results, the 
aggregate results still speak to the important role political communication plays in large-
scale dilemmas.  

The are two main implications of the results. First, the results contribute with new 
insights into how individuals make decisions in large-scale collective action dilemmas. 
Specifically, they illustrate how individuals can compensate for the shortage of face-to-
face communication in large-scale dilemmas by turning to trusted elite sources for 
guidance. This finding has important implications both for our understanding of 
individual decision-making, but also for evaluations of the prospects for large-scale 
collective action. Second, the results also illuminate the important role political parties 
have for public climate change attitudes, both by shaping individual policy preferences 
directly, but also indirectly by affecting risk perceptions and political trust. The results 
furthermore show how this role is not isolated only to highly polarized political contexts. 
Given this influence, political parties can potentially both facilitate and/or undermine 
chances large-scale cooperation on climate change. This is an important insight for 
policy makers wanting to design effective and long-lasting policy regimes.  

The results have, however, also shown how the effect of political communication varies 
across countries as well as across individuals, parties and policy issues. Further research 
is therefore needed, both to validate the findings presented here and to develop a deeper 
understanding of the role of communication in large-scale collective action. First, from 
a methodological standpoint, the findings in this thesis should be validated using 
alternative research designs, for example employing large-N country comparative 
surveys, multilevel or longitudinal data, and/or the use of experimental manipulation. 
These kinds of studies should also focus on a wider range of cooperative behaviors 
(other than policy support) to see if the effects of political communication are consistent 
or varies for different forms of cooperation. Second, from a theoretical standpoint, future 
research should also delve deeper into how political communication affects a number of 
other factors, such as the activation of personal and social norms, and more closely study 
its effects on individual perceptions of personal and collective efficacy. Future research 
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should furthermore also investigate how the effects of communication varies with 
different sources (e.g. NGOs, scientists, government institutions), how communications 
from different sources interact, and how acceptance of the message content (e.g. frames 
or policy information) is affected by the source. Together with the results presented here, 
these potential avenues of research can provide a deeper understanding of the effects of 
communication in large-scale collective action dilemmas.  
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ABSTRACT
By creating attitudinal rifts among partisan voters, political polarization is
expected to negatively affect chances of effectively mitigating climate change.
While such expectations generally have found support, less attention has been
paid to the opposite claim that political consensus should eliminate the
partisan dimension in climate change politics. This study tests this claim by
studying how party identification, and party cues specifically, affects public
policy attitudes in a context defined by political consensus. Using data from a
large online access panel in Sweden, party identification and party cues are
shown to matter for policy attitudes even in a consensus context. This effect is
not limited to certain issues but is found across a wide range of policies, and
the effect of party cues, for a given issue, varies across parties. The implications
of this study and areas for future work are discussed.

KEYWORDS Policy support; party cues; climate change; political parties; political consensus; political
polarization

Introduction

Political polarization is held to be one of the biggest obstacles to long-lasting
structural solutions to climate change and other large-scale environmental
problems. As voters often use political parties as ‘reference groups’, parties
have considerable influence over public opinion formation (Goren et al. 2009,
Slothuus 2010, Bullock 2011, Nicholson 2012). As a result, a polarized political
climate risks creating attitudinal rifts in the general public, undermining
chances of building the widespread public support necessary for effectively
implementing policies aimed at overcoming these problems. This is especially
the case for large-scale collective action problems like climate change, where
individuals’ incentives are at odds with the collective’s interests and where the
behavior of individuals has little or no effect on the overall outcome (Hardin
1968, Lubell, Zahran and Vedlitz 2007, Dawes 1980, Duit 2010). Furthermore,
given that problems like climate change remain both temporally and spatially
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distant for many individuals, it is likely that political parties are one of themain
sources from which they acquire information about these problems. Research
has found partisanship to be a strong predictor of public concern over climate
change (McCright 2011, Tranter 2013, Guber 2012), beliefs about global
warming (Dunlap and McCright 2008, Fielding et al. 2012), trust in climate
science (McCright and Dunlap 2011) and support for climate change policy
(Unsworth and Fielding 2014). Political polarization, as such, risks under-
mining the chances of finding the public support necessary for the effective
implementation of climate change mitigation or adaptation policies.

A mostly implicit conclusion in studies of political polarization is that
‘negative’ side effects of a polarized political climate will be absent in policy
areas, or political contexts, defined by consensus. That is, under political
consensus, the leadership role of political parties will ensure an electorate
unified across party lines and widespread policy support (Zaller 1992,
Hetherington 2001, Levendusky 2010, Druckman et al. 2013). Under such
conditions, we would expect partisanship and party cues to play a minor
role in explaining attitudinal differences across the electorate. This implicit
argument has however rarely been tested, and there are good reasons to be
skeptical about its validity. In reality, very few countries exhibit complete
political consensus on any political issue (Fiorina and Abrams 2008).
Instead, an overarching political consensus is often associated with a num-
ber of policy-related conflicts (choice of policy tools, funding, political
priorities etc.) coexisting with an overall consensus on political goals.
Furthermore, the importance of party identification and party communica-
tions might also vary with the availability of substantive policy information,
the type of policy issue and across parties. Since research investigating the
effects of partisanship and political communication on public climate
change attitudes have focused on highly polarized environments, it is still
unclear what role these variables play in a more consensual context.

Here, I explore how party identification and party cues shape public
policy attitudes in a context defined by political consensus, and how these
effects vary across types of policy and across parties. Specifically, I investi-
gate if and how party identification matters for policy support, the impor-
tance of party identification to policy support varies across different types of
policy, the effect of party cues matter to policy support and the effect of
party cues varies across different parties. Using data from a large online
access panel, I study these effects in Sweden, a country often described as a
frontrunner on climate change mitigation. In 1988, Sweden adopted its first
climate policy proposal for the stabilization of carbon dioxide emissions
(Government Bill 1987/88:85, 1988) and in 1991 was one of the first
countries to enact a tax on CO2 emissions (Government Bill 1990:582,
1990). Sweden has also voluntarily adopted stricter greenhouse gas reduc-
tion targets than those agreed by the EU burden sharing agreement (−4% as
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compared to +4%) and has over-implemented its commitments to the
Kyoto targets (SEPA 2015). The overarching political consensus on the
importance of actively working to mitigate climate change has been central
to Sweden’s ability to adopt this frontrunner position (Sarasini 2009,
Zannakis 2015); Sweden is therefore a good case for studying the impor-
tance of partisanship and political communication in a consensus environ-
ment. In the following section, I give an introduction to previous research
on party cueing and outline the main theoretical expectations of the present
work.

Party cues and public policy attitudes

Although traditionally seen as representatives of the public will, political
parties have been found not only to channel public opinion but to play a
considerable role in shaping it (Druckman 2014). The source of this
influence lies in the fact that voters, when faced with the often cognitively
taxing task of making political choices, utilize parties as ‘reference groups’
to evaluate political information (Goren et al. 2009). By simply adopting the
position of their preferred party, or by using party cues to infer information
about a given piece of communication (policy proposal, political statement
etc.), voters have an effective way of forming consistent political attitudes
without necessarily knowing much about politics at all. Thus, to a generally
uninterested and ill-informed electorate, political parties play a vital role by
providing citizens with the necessary structure and guidance to make
reasoned political choices. But, as party identification is a deep-rooted,
emotional and long-lasting part of many individuals’ lives, evaluations of
political statements based in these identities are often heavily biased in one
way or another. This kind of partisan-motivated reasoning makes indivi-
duals uncritically accept politically congruent information, spend consider-
able effort counterarguing contradictory policy information and even
reevaluate previously held beliefs to align them with their party identity
(Taber and Lodge 2006, Slothuus and De Vreese 2010, Druckman et al.
2013, Bolsen et al. 2014).

Although voters sometimes spontaneously process political communica-
tions through a partisan lens, they are most likely to do so when their partisan
identities are activated (Zaller 1992). In its most simple form, the ‘cueing
process’ by which parties prime partisan motivated reasoning among voters
consists of a political party sending a message (e.g. taking a position on a policy
proposal) and a voter receiving it. When a source with a clear connection to a
political party sends a political message, individual voters who manage to
identify this party cue (i.e. that the message comes from a party source) will
evaluate the message through a partisan lens. Where both source and recipient
share a party label, the latter will trust the former and will therefore accept the
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message. Where this is not the case, the recipient will try to resist and counter-
argue the message (Druckman and Lupia 2002, Goren et al. 2009). For
example, if a representative of a liberal party sends a political message advocat-
ing support for a new environmental policy, a liberal voter would accept the
message, whereas a conservative voter would reject it. The effect of cueing is
thus not only confined to in-party cues but is also found in out-party cues
(Nicholson 2012).

The extent to which party cues are important to public policy attitudes
depends, among other things, on the degree of polarization in a party
system. As political polarization increases, party cues become more distinct
and more easily identifiable to voters. This facilitates cue taking and
increases the importance of cues to individual attitude formation (Zaller
1992, Levendusky 2010, Petersen et al. 2010). With increasing polarization,
individuals will also become more confident in their opinions, and the
importance of substantive policy information will decrease (Druckman
et al. 2013). As the electorate becomes more polarized, the overall level of
public policy support should also be expected to decrease (Gabel and
Scheve 2007).

In contrast to polarization, a political system can also be characterized by
cross-partisan support or consensus. A cross-partisan environment is one
where a mix of (though not all) members of different parties support a
given policy proposal. Cross-party support signals intraparty dissent to
voters, which is expected to reduce the importance of party cues (Bolsen
et al. 2014). Political consensus exists when almost all members of all
parties are in support of a policy and may arise on issues of consensual
values or of national interest. Although political consensus implies that
opposing parties support a given policy, this is expected to be seen as a
matter of shared interest rather than as a reason to dismiss the policy
(Slothuus and De Vreese 2010). As consensus increases, cues from different
parties will be harder to distinguish from each other and we would there-
fore expect little, if any, difference in the effect of cues across parties.
Political consensus is also expected to lead to an overall increase in policy
support (Gabel and Scheve 2007), and a ‘positive’ political consensus (i.e.
one in support of stricter environmental policies) should therefore be fertile
ground for finding widespread policy support.

The extent to which political consensus reduces partisan conflict and works
as a guarantor of widespread public policy support could, however, be ques-
tioned. As a defining element of democracy, competition is an essential
component of party politics and central factor in determining political parties’
electoral fortunes. To win the most votes, parties need to position themselves
in contrast to other parties (Downs 1957). Therefore, except on issues of
marginal political importance, we would expect some degree of conflict
between political parties on most issues. As a result, very few policy areas

ENVIRONMENTAL POLITICS 231



should be seen as truly consensual (Fiorina and Abrams 2008). In most cases,
an overarching political consensus is instead linked to more policy-specific
conflicts among parties, such as choice of policy tools, policy priorities and
funding. So, while parties might agree that a problem has to be dealt with, they
disagree on how to proceed. Partisanship can also become important in a
consensus environment when other information fails to give voters guidance
about what attitude to adopt. In an experimental study, Druckman et al. (2013)
found that when faced with two substantive policy arguments of similar
strength, voters follow party endorsements even on low-polarization issues.
Thus, when the substantive information voters receive about a given policy is
insufficient to help them choose whether to support it or not, voters turn to
party cues for guidance.

The influence of party identification on policy support can also be
expected to vary with different types of policy. Support for environmental
policies more clearly connected to the traditional left/right scale (e.g. the
economy, the role of the state) can be expected to be more strongly
influenced by partisan motivated reasoning compared to issues with a
less clear connection. Harring and Sohlberg (2017), for example, showed
that left/right ideology has greater effect on environmental policy support
when policy is contrasted with economic growth. Finally, the effect of
party identification and party cues can also be expected to vary across
parties such that supporters of some parties are affected while others are
not. It might, for example, be the case that parties with the most distinct
stance on environmental issues successfully cue their voters, whereas the
other parties, for most voters, are indistinguishable from each other.
Unsworth and Fielding (2014), for example, found the effect of party
identity on climate policy support to be stronger among right-wing than
left-wing supporters.

These points indicate that there are several circumstances in which it is
reasonable to believe that party identification and party cues have an effect
on policy attitudes, even in a consensus context. Four different scenarios are
possible. First, it may be the case that most voters do not pick up on policy-
specific conflicts but only identify the overall consensus. In this scenario, we
would expect no difference in policy support between supporters of differ-
ent parties. Second, voters might respond only to policy-specific conflicts
and disregard the overall consensus. In this scenario, we would expect
voters to order along party lines just as in a polarized system, with clear
differences between supporters of different parties. Third, the effect of
partisanship might be isolated to only some policy issues, notably those
with a clear connection to the traditional right/left dimension. Here, we
would expect differences in policy support between parties on some issues,
but not others. Finally, the effect of partisanship and party cues might vary
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across parties such that party cues are more significant for some parties
than for others.

Methods

The analysis is performed in two steps. In the first step, data on individual
party preferences and support for a number of policies are used to inves-
tigate the extent to which partisanship is important to policy support and to
which extent this importance varies across different policies. The second
step measures the effect of party cues on policy support and estimates the
extent to which this effect varies across parties.

Data collection

All variables were collected as part of a large online access panel adminis-
tered by the Laboratory of Opinion Research at the University of
Gothenburg. The data were collected in two waves, with the variables
used in the first part of the analysis collected between 5 June and 17 July
2014, and the variables in the second part collected between 5 February and
5 March 2015. Upon registration for panel participation, respondents stated
their gender, age, education and place of residence. The sample was then
selected using proportional stratified random sampling, where the size of
each stratum was decided based on census data from Statistics Sweden. The
response rate was 69.86% for the first sample and 76.36% for the second.
The number of probability respondents was 43% in the first sample and
44% in the second.

Variable operationalization

Policy support was measure by asking respondents to indicate their level of
support for a number of different policy alternatives on a 7-point scale
(−3 = completely against, 0 = neither against nor for, 3 = completely for).
The number and type of policies varied between the two samples. The first
sample (used for the first part of the analysis) covered eight different
policies: an increased CO2 tax, a tax-financed expansion of public trans-
portation, a limitation on car traffic in densely populated areas, a tax
increase on household electricity, a subsidy on green electricity, a tax on
meat, a state sponsored information campaign to reduce meat consumption
and an increased CO2 tax combined with a green tax shift. The second
sample (used in the second part of the analysis) covered three policy
questions relating to a carbon dioxide tax on individuals, on industry and
on energy producing companies. These three policies were combined into a
composite measure for policy support (α = 0.845).
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To measure party preference, respondents were asked to indicate if they
generally considered themselves close to any particular party. Respondents
who did not indicate any party preference, or who indicated a party outside
parliament, were excluded from the analysis.1 The second part of the
analysis also needed an operationalized measure of party cues. To get
this, respondents were asked whether their preferred party (and all other
parties in parliament) was ‘for or against more forceful measures against
climate change even if it means low or no economic growth for the
country’. Respondents indicated their answer on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly
opposed to 7 = strongly favor). The variable party cue is operationalized as
each individual’s perception of their preferred party’s stances on climate
change mitigation.

A notable feature of the cueing process is that the extent to which indivi-
duals are able to receive and internalize party cues is dependent on their level of
knowledge and interest in politics. The more knowledgeable and interested
individuals are, themore receptive they are to party cues (Zaller 1992, Claassen
and Highton 2009). To control the effect of political interest, respondents were
asked to what degree they generally were interested in politics (1 = ‘not inter-
ested at all’ to 4 = ‘very interested’), M = 2.93, SD = 0.755.

Two measures of ideology were also included. First, left/right position was
measured by asking respondents to place themselves on the common left/
right dimension using an 11-point scale (0 = furthest to the left, 5 = neither
to the left nor right, 10 = furthest to the right), M = 4.55, SD = 2.455. Besides
its general importance to most political issues, left–right placement is also
expected to be related to policy attitudes. Specifically, right-leaning respon-
dents are expected to be more averse to state regulation and thus more
negative toward new environmental policies compared to leftist respondents
(Harring and Sohlberg 2017). Second, adherence to environmentalism values
was measured on an 11-point scale ranging from ‘not green at all’ (0) to ‘a
great deal green’ (10), M = 6.08, SD = 2.51. Table 1 presents descriptive
statistics for the main independent variables.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics.
Left Social Green Center Liberal Moderate ChriDem SweDem

Party cue 5.84 4.70 6.63 4.89 4.08 3.84 4.17 3.72
Political interest 3.22 2.89 2.98 2.90 2.97 2.89 2.97 2.92
Left–right 1.59 3.03 3.56 6.31 6.58 7.42 7.10 6.02
Environmentalism 7.09 5.83 8.22 6.30 5.47 4.86 4.37 3.91
N 342 524 356 101 197 305 63 177

The table reports mean values in left/right position (scale 0–10), environmentalism (scale 0–10) and
political interest (scale 1–4), and party cue (scale 1–7), stratified by party preference. Left: Left Party;
Social: Social Democrats; Green: Green Party; Center: Center Party; Liberal: Liberal Party;
Moderate: Moderate Party; ChriDem: Christian Democrats; SweDem: Sweden Democrats.
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Four demographic variables were also controlled for. Level of education
was measured on a 9-point scale, recoded into three categories: low educa-
tion (below upper secondary), medium education (upper secondary) and
high education (tertiary). Income was measured as monthly salary before
taxes, recoded into three categories: low income (income quartile 1), med-
ium income (income quartiles 2–3) and high income (income quartile 4).
Respondents were also asked to report their age and gender (0 = ‘female’
and 1 = ‘male’). More information about the exact question wording of the
survey can be found in Appendix A.

Results

The first step of the analysis investigates to what extent party preferences
are important to policy support, and if the importance of party identifica-
tion varies across policies. Table 2 presents the results from a regression
model, in which support for eight different policies has been regressed on
N − 1 party dummies. The results show that party identification has
considerable impact on policy support, even in a consensus context; more-
over, they show that the importance of party is not isolated to some issues
only (such as taxes) but can be found for all policies studied. Across all
eight policies, respondents largely fall into three groups: supporters of the
Green Party and the Left Party are the most positive; the Social Democrats,
Center Party and to some extent the Liberals are grouped in the middle;
and the Christian Democrats, the Moderate Party and the Sweden
Democrats are the least positive. As this pattern largely holds across all
eight issues, there is evidence that the importance of partisanship is not
confined to issues clearly related only to the traditional left/right scale but
can be found across a range of different policies.

However, some evidence suggests that party identification is of different
importance across the eight policies. While a similar grouping pattern can be
found across the different policies, there is a clear variation in the explanatory
power of the model depending on what policy is investigated. For four policies
(the CO2 tax, public transportation policy, the meat tax and the green tax shift
policy), the amount of explained variance lies between 15% and 20%. For these
policies, a considerable amount of variance can thus be explained solely by
partisanship. For other policies (the tax on household electricity, the subsidy
on green electricity), the model explains a more modest 7–8% of the variance,
indicating that partisan identification may in fact carry different weight for
different issues. Based on the amount of variance, the results suggest that
support for policies related to tax issues is more easily explained by partisan-
ship. Evidence for this is however somewhat mixed, since the policy with the
least amount of explained variance (the tax on household electricity) is also a
tax-related policy.
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Having found evidence that the effect of party identification can be
found across a wide range of different policies, the second step of the
analysis measures the effect of party cues on policy support and the extent
to which this effect varies across parties. In this case, the dependent variable
is the composite measure of three types of CO2 taxes, and the main
independent variable is the party cue measure. While the composite mea-
sure for the dependent variable is made up of only one type of mitigation
policy (CO2 taxes), the analysis above has shown how the stratification of
voter attitudes according to partisan preferences is similar across a wide
range of issues. The dependent variable could thus be considered a valid
measure of policy support in general.

Table 3 reports the mean and standard deviation in policy support for
supporters of each party. As in Table 2, there is a clear difference in the
reported level of policy support across parties. A one-way ANOVA shows
that the difference in policy support found across parties is also significant at
the p < 0.001 level, F(7, 2029) = 101,390, p < 0.000. A least significant
difference (LSD) test post-hoc reveals that the individual difference between
each pair of parties is statistically significant at the p < 0.001 level, save for
the difference between the Liberal Party and the Center Party and between
the Sweden Democrats and the Christian Democrats. The overall pattern is
as such very similar to what was found for the comparison of different
policies.

Next, the effect of party cues on climate policy support is investigated.
Table 4 reports the results of a three-step regression, where policy support is
regressed on party cue, political interest, left/right ideology, environmental-
ism and the control variables. Given the clustered nature of the data, with
voters clustered within parties, a fixed-effects approach was used. This
approach controls for cluster heterogeneity by including dummy variables
for N − 1 clusters in the model (Allison 2009). Policy support is thus
modeled as

yij ¼ γ0 þ β1xij þ . . .þ βkxkij þ α1uj1 þ . . .þ αN#1ujN#1 þ eij

Table 3. Policy support across party sympathizers.
Policy support M (SD)

Left Party 1.56 (1.26)
Social Democrats 0.69 (1.35)
Green Party 1.91 (0.98)
Sweden Democrats −0.55 (1.60)
Center Party 0.31 (1.52)
Liberal Party 0.34 (1.45)
Christian Democrats −0.35 (1.57)
Moderate Party −0.05 (1.54)

The table reports the mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) in policy support
(scale from −3 to 3).
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where γ0 is the intercept, β1xij þ . . .þ βkxkij are the independent variables,
their coefficients, α1uj1 þ . . .þ αN#1ujN#1 are the fixed effects for N − 1
parties and eij is the error term (as a number of different models are
estimated, the exact specification varies somewhat between the different
models). To enable easier interpretation of the results, all independent
variables have been centered on either the group or grand mean (specified
for each model).

Table 4 displays the results from the regression (fixed effects supressed, full
output in Appendix B). Model 1 shows that party cue has a strong and
significant effect on policy support. As expected, this effect is also positively
moderated by political interest. Party cues, and their interaction with political
interest, also explain a considerable amount of variance in the dependent
variable. In Model 2, the two ideological measures are included. As expected,
policy support is negatively related to left/right placement, while being posi-
tively related to environmentalism. Although the effect of party cues is con-
siderably reduced by the inclusion of the ideological measures, its effect
remains highly significant and of relatively large magnitude. The inclusion of
the ideological measures increases the amount of explained variance by about
30%. In Model 4, the demographic control variables are included.

Finally, to examine whether the strength of the cueing effect varies across
parties, Models 4 and 5 interact the fixed party level error terms, ujN#1, with
the individual level variable party cue:

Table 4. Policy support regressed on party cues.
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Party cue 0.2033 (0.0288)*** 0.1191 (0.0275)*** 0.1224 (0.0275)***
Political interest 0.1466 (0.0431)*** 0.0405 (0.0407) 0.0110 (0.0424)
Cue × interest 0.1158 (0.0297)*** 0.0934 (0.0272)*** 0.1009 (0.0270)***
Left/right ideology −0.0986 (0.0203)*** −0.0.999 (0.0203)***
Environmentalism 0.2286 (0.0159)*** 0.2198 (0.0160)***
Male −0.1152 (0.0591)*
Age −0.0056 (0.0020)***
Low income 0.13.65 (0.0688)**
High income 0.2615 (0.0763)***
Low education 0.0204 (0.0850)
High education 0.2615 (0.0668)***
Constant 0.3319 (0.1527)** 0.4586 (0.1499)*** 0.2879 (0.1618)*
N 1954 1948 1948
F 97.0647*** 120.1123*** 86.8837***
Adj. R2 0.296 0.403 0.416

Entries are unstandardized coefficients with heteroskedasticity consistent standard errors in parenth-
eses. Party cue, political interest, left/right ideology, environmentalism and age have been grand mean
centered. Party fixed effects suppressed, full output in Appendix B. Dependent variable: policy
support. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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yij ¼ γ00 þ β1x1ij þ . . .þ βkxkij þ δ1x1ijuj1 þ . . .þ δN#1x1ijujN#1 þ α1uj1
þ . . .þ αN#1ujN#1 þ eij

where δ1x1ijuj1 þ . . .þ δN#1x1ijujN#1 þ α1 are the interaction terms.
Table 5 displays the results of these regressions, but with the main effects
and the control variables suppressed for increased readability (full regression
results can be found in Appendix C). In Model 4, policy support is regressed on
the party fixed effects and the party specific cues, but without the ideological
measures and the control variables. The results show that there is a consider-
able difference in the effect of party cues across parties. While the effect is
practically zero for the Green Party, it has a substantially stronger effect for
several of the other parties, such as the Left Party and the Sweden Democrats.
Furthermore, the effect of party cues fails to reach statistical significance for the
Green Party and the Liberal Party. With the inclusion of the ideological
measures and the control variables in Model 5, the effect of cues loses its
significance for two more parties but is retained for four parties. For the Left
Party and the Sweden Democrats, the effect remains highly significant.

The results illustrate that not only does the intercept vary across parties, but
so does the slope of the regression line – clearly showing how the relationship
between party cues and voters takes on different properties across parties. The
Green Party, for example, has a relatively high intercept on the y-axis, but a flat
slope. So, while the average Green voter will show a relatively high level of
support for climate mitigation policy, the effect of cues from the Green party will
have little effect on these attitudes. Quite a different effect can be found among
the Left Party’s supporters. While the intercept for the Left Party is just about
average, the slope of the curve is steep. So, while the average Left voter is just
about average when it comes to policy support, the voter who perceives the
strongest party cues is far more willing to support climate policies. Those Left

Table 5. Party cueing across parties.
Model 4 Model 5

Left Party cue 0.3597 (0.0677)*** 0.1823 (0.0540)***
Social Democrats cue 0.1642 (0.0633)*** 0.0886 (0.0536)*
Green Party cue 0.0768 (0.0805) 0.0138 (0.0735)
Sweden Democrats cue 0.3212 (0.0846)*** 0.2321 (0.0780)***
Center Party cue 0.2070 (0.1076)* 0.1392 (0.0991)
Liberal Party cue 0.1433 (0.0919) 0.1030 (0.0921)
Christian Democrats cue 0.2813 (0.1630)* 0.2324 (0.1507)
Moderate Party cue 0.1752 (0.0650)*** 0.1126 (0.0631)*
Constant 0.6879 (0.0583)*** 0.5922 (0.0694)***
N 2553 2543
F 61.5956*** 79.9786***
Adj. R2 0.222 0.394

Entries are unstandardized coefficients with heteroskedasticity consistent standard errors in parenth-
eses. Variables are group mean centered. Party fixed effects and control variables have been
suppressed, full output in Appendix C. *p < 0.10; ***p < 0.01.
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Party supporters who perceive the strongest party cues surpass even Green Party
supporters in policy support. A similar effect can also be found for the Christian
Democrats and the Sweden Democrats, who both not only start quite low but
also demonstrate a quite strong effect of party cues.

Discussion

Political polarization is often portrayed as one of the biggest obstacles to long-
lasting political solutions to climate change. Whilst multiple studies have shown
how party identification is an important predictor of a wide range of public
attitudes to climate change, no previous study has investigated the role of
partisanship in consensus contexts. Here, I have argued that there are good
reasons to expect partisanship and party cues to also play an important role in
political environments defined by overarching political consensus. Specifically, I
have suggested four different scenarios of how party identification could matter
in a consensus context: where voters respond only to the overarching consensus,
where voters respond only to policy specific conflicts, where partisanship mat-
ters only for some types of policy and where partisanship matters only for
supporters of some parties.

My analysis generates three main findings. First, in contrast to what is often
(at least implicitly) assumed in studies of political polarization, party identities
and party cues do have an important influence over voter attitudes, even in
consensus contexts. Second, the effect of partisanship does not only matter for
policies with a clear connection to the traditional left/right dimension (e.g.
policies associated with a redistributive role for the state, such as taxes) but can
be found across a wide range of policies. Third, the effect of party cues to voter
policy attitudes varies across parties. For supporters of some parties, party cues
have a considerable impact on policy support, whereas the effect is insignificant
for others. Taken together, these results support the propositions in scenarios
two and four: voters largely ignore the overarching consensus and focus on the
policy specific conflict, but the effect of identifying these policy conflicts only
matters to some voters.

How then is it that the results so clearly show the effects of partisanship, even
in the consensual Swedish context? One explanation lies in the fact that political
parties in Sweden, despite overarching consensus, still disagree on several issues
central to the mitigation process – such as the choice of policy tools and the
impact of mitigation policy on industrial competitiveness. The findings of my
investigation indicate that these lines of conflict have clearly been recognized by
large parts of the electorate. Another explanation concerns the relatively high
political salience of climate change in Sweden. Potentially, this high salience
enables the cueing process to take place, despite low levels of political conflict.

Further, the results show how the effect of party cues in a consensus context
varies between parties such that supporters of some parties are more
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influenced by political communications than are supporters of other parties.
This finding gives a more nuanced, and perhaps more realistic, picture of the
cueing process. But it also opens up discussion, and requires further study, of
the conditions under which party cues matter. Here, two parties (the Left Party
and the Sweden Democrats) stand out as those most influenced by party cues.
While ideologically distant from each other, they share the trait of being
‘radical’, and at least in some sense in opposition to the current economic
and/or political order. In the case of the Left Party, this ‘radicalism’ is based in
the classical leftist critique of the economic and class structures of society; for
the Sweden Democrats, it is based in a critique of the political establishment,
especially concerning immigration. Potentially, this ‘radical’ position distin-
guishes them from the other parties, enabling them to cue their voters.

For other parties, it is potentially the low salience of environmental
issues to their voters that makes them more receptive to party cues.
Along with the Sweden Democrats and the Christian Democrats, the
Moderate voters have the least positive stance on climate mitigation policy;
it may be this low interest that enables the party to influence its voters.
Similarly, the high salience of environmental issues among Green Party
supporters may negate the effect of party cues within the party’s constitu-
ency. The Green Party’s identity is to a large extent, if not completely, built
around protecting the natural environment, which is also reflected in its
voters’ values and beliefs. If Green Party supporters are already ‘as green as
they get’, then they may not have to follow party cues to know what stance
to take on policies aimed at mitigating climate change.

Differing cueing effects across parties may potentially also be explained
by the degree of dissent within parties. Parties that are internally unified on
a political issue will usually be more willing and better equipped to com-
municate effectively with their voters. In contrast, internally conflicted
parties will either be unable to send consistent messages to the public or
unwilling to communicate at all. This may particularly be the case for large
‘catch all’ parties like the Social Democrats and the Moderates, who struggle
to strike a balance between industrial growth and sustainable development.

The results must nonetheless be considered in light of the chosen sampling
approach. The mix of probability and non-probability respondents creates an
overrepresentation of individuals with a high degree of interest in politics and of
individuals who identify with a party. Compared to data from the Nordic
election studies, the number of party identifiers in this sample is more than
twice as high. While these differences can, at least partially, be explained by
question wording effects, there remain implications for the results. To investi-
gate these implications, I reran the analysis for the probability and non-prob-
ability respondents separately. Doing so showed that while the effect
(coefficients, variance explained) was considerably larger for the non-probability
respondents (many times, twice as strong), the overall findings remained the
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same. The effect of partisanship and party cues was thus not limited only to one
part of the sample. The difference between these two groups resonates with
previous research showing that individuals with a strong interest in politics are
those who most easily pick up on, and adapt to, political communications.

What then are the implications of these findings, and to what extent can they
be generalized to other contexts? While very few countries exhibit wide ranging
political consensus on climate change, the number of countries exhibiting an
increasing degree of political agreement on the importance of adopting effective
mitigation measures has recently grown. This increasing political resolve can be
seen in the 2015 Paris Agreement, which was the first ever universal, and legally
binding, global climate deal. Although many participating countries still face
considerable political hurdles, this growth in political resolve indicates the
necessity of better understanding the role of partisanship and political commu-
nication in contexts other than highly polarized ones. This study is a first step in
doing so.

Note

1. In the post-war period, there has been a steady decrease in party identification in
Sweden. Data from the Nordic National Election Studies show that the number of
party identifiers has dropped from 65% in 1965 to 29% in 2010 (Bengtsson et al.
2014). In this study, roughly 80% indicated support for one or other of the major
parties. Measures of party identification are sensitive to question wording, and the
differences between this study and national election studies might therefore not be
as big as they first appear.
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Appendices

Appendix A. Survey question wording.
Variable Question Scale

Policy support What is your position on the
following policy proposals?

Completely disagree (−3), −2, −1,
neither agree nor disagree (0), +1,
+2, completely agree (+3)

Party cue For each of the following political
parties, report to what extent you
think that they are for or against
more forceful measures against
climate change even if it means
low or no economic growth for the
country

Strongly opposes 1, opposes 2,
somewhat opposes 2, neither
opposes nor favors 4, somewhat
favors 5, favors 6, strongly favors 7

Party preference Generally speaking, do you consider
yourself attached to one particular
party? If so, which one?

Left party, Social democrats, Center
party, Liberal party, Moderates,
Christian Democrats, Green Party,
Sweden Democrats, other party,
not close to any party, don’t know

Political interest Generally speaking, how interested in
politics are you?

Very interested (1), somewhat
interested (2), not very interested
(3), not interested at all (4)

Left/right ideology There is sometimes talk of political
attitudes falling on a left–right
scale. Where would you place
yourself on this left–right scale?

Furthest to the left 0, 1, 2, 3, 4,
neither left nor right 5, 6, 7, 8, 9,
furthest to the right

Environmentalism There is sometimes talk of a green
environmental dimension in
Swedish politics. Where would you
place yourself on this green
dimension?

Not green at all 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8,
9, a great deal green 10

Gender Are you female or male? Female (1), male (2)
Age What year were you born? Before 1910 . . . 1998 or later
Income On average, what is your monthly

salary before taxes?
Less than 4000 SEK (1), 4000–8999
SEK (2), . . . 55,000–64,999 SEK
(12), more than 65,000 SEK (13),
don’t know/rather not say (14),
other (15)

Education What is the highest level of education
you have completed? Mark the
answer that best applies to you. If
you haven’t completed your
education, mark the level you are
at right now

Have not finished primary school (1),
primary school (2), secondary
school (3), senior secondary
school (4), vocational education
shorter than 3 years (5),
vocational education longer than
3 years (6), university education
shorter than 3 years (7), university
education 3 years or longer (8),
doctoral degree (9)
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Appendix B. Policy support regressed on party cues.
Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Party cue 0.2033 (0.0288)*** 0.1191 (0.0275)*** 0.1224 (0.0275)***
Political interest 0.1466 (0.0431)*** 0.0405 (0.0407) 0.0110 (0.0424)
Cue × interest 0.1158 (0.0297)*** 0.0934 (0.0272)*** 0.1009 (0.0270)***
Left/Right ideology −0.0986 (0.0203)*** −0.0.999 (0.0203)***
Environmentalism 0.2286 (0.0159)*** 0.2198 (0.0160)***
Male −0.1152 (0.0591)*
Age −0.0056 (0.0020)***
Low income 0.13.65 (0.0688)**
High income 0.2615 (0.0763)***
Low education 0.0204 (0.0850)
High education 0.2615 (0.0668)***
Left Party 0.9815 (0.1714)*** 0.4585 (0.1851)** 0.4793 (0.1847)***
Social Democrats 0.4009 (0.1640)** 0.1722 (0.1667) 0.2415 (0.1664)
Green Party 1.2233 (0.1712)*** 0.6694 (0.1710)*** 0.6140 (0.1717)***
Sweden Democrats −0.5906 (0.1939)*** −0.1809 (0.1861) −0.0724 (0.1815)
Liberal Party 0.2245 (0.1883) 0.3812 (0.1718)** 0.3646 (0.1780)**
Christian Democrats −0.4805 (0.2471)* −0.0093 (0.2336) −0.0042 (0.2368)
Moderates −0.1218 (0.1779) 0.2146 (0.1714) 0.2413 (0.1712)
Constant 0.3319 (0.1527)** 0.4586 (0.1499)*** 0.2879 (0.1618)*
N 1954 1948 1948
F 97.0647*** 120.1123*** 86.8837***
Adj. R2 0.296 0.403 0.416

Entries are unstandardized coefficients with heteroskedasticity consistent standard errors in parentheses.
Party cue, political interest, left/right ideology, environmentalism and age have been grand mean centered.
Dependent variable: policy support. Reference dummy: Center Party. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.

Appendix C. Party cueing across parties.
Model 5 Model 6

Left Party cue 0.3597 (0.0677)*** 0.1823 (0.0540)***
Social Democrats cue 0.1642 (0.0633)*** 0.0886 (0.0536)*
Green Party cue 0.0768 (0.0805) 0.0138 (0.0735)
Sweden Democrats cue 0.3212 (0.0846)*** 0.2321 (0.0780)***
Center Party cue 0.2070 (0.1076)* 0.1392 (0.0991)
Liberal Party cue 0.1433 (0.0919) 0.1030 (0.0921)
Christian Democrats cue 0.2813 (0.1630)* 0.2324 (0.1507)
Moderate Party cue 0.1752 (0.0650)*** 0.1126 (0.0631)*
Left/Right ideology −0.1228 (0.0158)***
Environmentalism 0.2324 (0.0134)***
Male −0.1117 (0.0510)**
Age −0.0077 (0.0018)***
Low income 0.1361 (0.0590)**
High income 0.1896 (0.0688)***
Low education −0.0136 (0.0772)
High education 0.2134 (0.0577)***
Left Party 0.5813 (0.1153)*** 0.1217 (0.1028)
Social Democrats 0.0344 (0.0851) −0.0547 (0.0786)
Green Party 1.1113 (0.1592)*** 0.4924 (0.1456)***
Sweden Democrats −0.8338 (0.1621)*** −0.1821 (0.1527)
Liberal Party −0.1985 (0.1534) 0.1219 (0.1493)
Christian Democrats −0.7592 (0.2279)*** −0.0880 (0.2229)
Moderates −0.5374 (0.1259)*** 0.0295 (0.1259)
Constant 0.6879 (0.0583)*** 0.5922 (0.0694)***
N 2553 2543
F 61.5956*** 79.9786***
Adj. R2 0.222 0.394

Entries are unstandardized coefficients with heteroskedasticity consistent standard errors in parentheses.
Variables are group mean centered. Reference dummy: Center Party. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01.
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ABSTRACT
Understanding under what conditions individuals are willing to support policies
aimed at mitigating climate change has important consequences for the legitimacy,
costs, effectiveness, and longevity of any policy alternative. Given the politicized
nature of climate change, one factor that has been found to be important in
explaining public support is partisan political communication. It has, for example,
been shown how political communication has important effects on public beliefs
and attitudes regarding climate change. A lack of country comparative studies,
together with methodological limitations in previous research, has, however, led to
a limited understanding of how these processes work, especially in a comparative
perspective. In this paper, the effects of political communication on public support
for climate mitigation, and the cross-country variations of these effects, is studied.
Specifically, this paper investigates: (1) to what degree individual policy attitudes
varies across party lines, (2) to what degree variations in policy attitudes can be
explained by the effect of party cues, and (3) to what extent the effect of
partisanship and political communication varies across political contexts. Using
original data from a country comparative online public opinion survey covering
Australia, New Zealand, Norway and Sweden political communication is found to
significantly influence public policy attitudes in all contexts studied, albeit to
different degrees.

POLICY RELEVANCE
How individuals perceive and respond to the introduction of public policy is of
considerable importance for the chance of any policy being effective.
Understanding of how individual policy attitudes are formed is therefore of great
importance to the design and implementation of public policy, climate mitigation
policy included. Understanding of cross-country variations of factors influencing
public policy attitudes is furthermore important for possibilities to effectively import
or export policy solutions across political contexts.
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1. Introduction

Many of the world’s most pressing environmental problems, among them global climate change, are defined by
an underlying conflict between individual and collective incentives. They are therefore highly unlikely to be
resolved only by voluntary individual actions (Dawes, 1980; Duit, 2010; Hardin, 1968). The effective resolution
of these large-scale collective action problems is instead dependent on state efforts to design policy regimes
that, through the use of coercion, information sharing, and monitoring, regulate individual behaviour (Mans-
bridge, 2014; Ostrom, 2010). For these policies to have their intended effect, they are in need of public
support, which not only grants political legitimacy but is also vital for effective implementation, low monitoring
costs, and reducing risks for policy withdrawal owing to electoral volatility (Citrin & Muste, 1999; Joireman et al.,
2001; Matti, 2010). Understanding when individuals are willing to offer their support is therefore key to the
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successful implementation of any policy regime aimed at overcoming large-scale environmental problems, such
as climate change.

To date, considerable effort has been put into investigating how individual predispositions, such as values,
beliefs, norms, personality traits, and habits, shape public attitudes towards policy regimes designed to address
large-scale environmental collective action problems (see e.g. Steg & Vlek, 2009 for an overview). However, the
degree to which these cognitive predispositions can be brought to bear to make actual political choices, such as
forming policy attitudes, are dependent on the political context in which individuals reside, and, more specifi-
cally, on the political information individuals acquire within this context. Political information about existing
policy alternatives’ practical and ideological consequences are necessary for individuals to be able to connect
their own predispositions with specific policy alternatives (Lupia & McCubbins, 1998; Sniderman, Brody, &
Tetlock, 1991; Zaller, 1992). For example, not knowing what a carbon dioxide tax is, how it works, and how it
will affect you, will likely make it hard to decide whether such a tax is in line with your personal and ideological
preferences.

The information that helps individuals connect their predispositions to specific policies has been argued, to a
large extent, to be provided by political parties, who through the process of political signalling, or ‘cueing’,
inform the electorate which predispositions go with what policy attitudes (e.g. Lupia & McCubbins, 1998; Snider-
man et al., 1991; Zaller, 1992). There are also good reasons to believe this to be the case for climate change policy
attitudes. Several previous studies have for example shown how party identification is an important predictor to
beliefs and attitudes towards climate change (Dunlap & McCright, 2008; Fielding, Head, Laffan, Western, &
Hoegh-Guldberg, 2012; Guber, 2013; Krosnick, Holbrook, & Visser, 2000; McCright, 2011; McCright & Dunlap,
2011). Although the above studies all lack an operationalized measure of party cues, a few studies have also
shown how party cues specifically are an important predictor of public concern for climate change (Brulle, Car-
michael, & Jenkins, 2012) and support for government climate change policies (Unsworth & Fielding, 2014).

Presently, however, there is a lack of comparative research investigating how the effect of party cues varies
across political contexts. This is a clear shortcoming as there are good reasons to believe that the effect of party
cues varies across contexts, e.g. with the salience of, and polarization over, climate change as a political issue. It is
also hard to draw any firm conclusions about the contextual variation of party cues from present research as
those studies that have measured the effect of cues on the one hand have been performed only in highly polar-
ized political contexts, and on the other have used varying methodologies. To gain knowledge of these pro-
cesses is imperative if we are to understand the development of climate policy attitudes and the interplay
between political information and public policy support.

In this paper, the effect of party cues on public climate change policy attitudes is studied in a comparative
perspective. Using original data from a comparative online public opinion survey, the study specifically investi-
gates to what degree: (1) policy attitudes varies across party lines, (2) variations in policy attitudes across parties
can be explained by the effect of party cues, and (3) the effect of party cues varies across countries. The com-
parison centres around four countries – Australia, New Zealand, Sweden, and Norway – chosen on basis of their
domestic climate change politics. By comparing the cueing effect across different political contexts, this study
not only adds new case studies to test previous findings, but also adds new insights into how the cueing process
varies between political contexts. Understanding how public policy attitudes are affected by different political
contexts is also of considerable importance to policy makers wanting to introduce new policy. This is perhaps
especially important in cases where policy makers want to ‘import’ policy solutions previously implemented in
other contexts. In the next section, the theoretical model and the hypothesis are introduced.

2. Theory

2.1. Party cues and public policy attitudes

To make political choices, such as forming policy attitudes, individual voters need political information. Political
information helps individuals interpret the ideological consequences of different political choices and to
connect these choices with their own underlying political predispositions (e.g. values, ideology, attachments)
(Leeper & Slothuus, 2014). The process of making this connection does not always come easily, but is for
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many individuals, because of a lack of interest and knowledge, cognitively taxing (Converse, 1964). To still be
able to form consistent political attitudes, individuals have been found to rely on different forms of judgmental
shortcuts, ‘heuristics’, to make qualified political choices without necessarily knowing much about politics (Lupia
& McCubbins, 1998; Sniderman et al., 1991; Zaller 1992).

One such heuristic, which has been found especially stable and influential, is for individuals to use cues from
trusted elite sources, notably political parties. By identifying, and following, party cues, individual voters have an
efficient way to figure out ‘the right’ stance on different policy issues (that is, in line with personal values/beliefs
and/or partisan preferences) (Bolsen, Druckman, & Cook, 2014; Converse, 1964; Downs, 1957; Druckman, Peter-
son, & Slothuus, 2013; Lupia & McCubbins, 1998; Slothuus & de Vreese, 2010; Sniderman et al., 1991; Taber &
Lodge, 2006; Zaller, 1992). Political parties thus play an essential role in individual attitude formation, by provid-
ing a simple basis by which individuals can evaluate political information (Druckman, 2014; Goren, Federico, &
Kittilson, 2009; Zaller, 1992).1

A party cue essentially consists of two parts: a message and a source. When an individual identifies a political
statement as originating in a partisan source (e.g. a politician), the individual’s partisan identity is activated and
he or she will evaluate the message through a partisan lens. If the source and the individual belong to the same
party, the individual will trust the source and accept the message without much reflection. If, on the other hand,
the individual and the source support different parties, then the individual will mistrust the source and reject the
message. In both situations, it is more the level of trust in the source, rather than the message content, which
makes an individual accept or reject a message (Goren et al., 2009; Zaller 1992). An important point to make here
is that party cues are not all encompassing, but that individuals also, to some extent, employ other decision prin-
ciples, such as evaluating policy information when forming policy attitudes (Boudreau & MacKenzie, 2014;
Bullock, 2011; Slothuus, 2010).

A present-day example of the cueing process in the case of climate change policy can be taken from Sweden,
which is in the midst of a political debate over the introduction of a new tax on domestic airline travel. Intro-
duced by the governing Social Democrat/Green Party coalition as a measure to reduce the emission of domestic
air traffic, the tax has been heavily opposed by most opposition parties, which have argued that the tax is both
inefficient and will have negative economic effects. For most voters, deciding whether they should support the
tax or not would be a difficult, if not impossible, endeavour; encompassing both an estimation of the potential
effectiveness of the policy and the trade-off between environmental, economic, and social values. A more effi-
cient way to figure out what stance to take on the policy is to instead simply adopt the stance of one’s preferred
party. To the extent that an individual shares the fundamental values of his or her preferred party, the individual
stance on the policy would most likely be the same. In the present example, we would as such expect voters
supporting either of the governing parties to support the tax, while supporters of most of the opposition
parties would oppose it.

One longstanding debate about the party–public relationship is over the causality of this relationship, i.e.
whether parties influence voters or vice versa. Although there is plenty of empirical evidence supporting
each proposition (see e.g. Gabel & Scheve, 2007; Hellström, 2008; Hobolt & Klemmemsen, 2005; Ray, 2003; Steen-
bergen, Edwards & de Vries, 2007), it is probably more likely that the party–public relationship is reciprocal in
nature rather than being only a one-way relationship in either direction. A more fruitful debate then, is not
whether parties matter or not, but under what conditions, and to what degree (see e.g. Leeper & Slothuus,
2014 for discussion). Although there presently is no firm answer to this question, it has been suggested that
voters will rely more heavily on cues on more complex policy issues and for more difficult decisions (Boudreau,
2009; Nicholson, 2012). This would in turn suggest that climate change, which for most individuals still is a
largely abstract and distant phenomenon, is a typical policy area in which individuals will be more dependent
on party cues. This leads to the generation of hypothesis one:

H1: Party cues positively influence voter policy attitudes.

The cueing process is not the same for all individuals, at all times, and in all contexts, but has been found to vary
with both individual and contextual characteristics (Boudreau, 2009). On an individual level, party cues have
been found to differ in impact both across levels of political awareness and across degrees of party attachment.
Individuals with a higher degree of interest in, and knowledge about, politics will both receive more political
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information (e.g. as a result of high news consumption), but will also be better equipped to identify party cues
within this information. Highly aware individuals will as a result be the most affected by party cues (Claassen &
Highton, 2009; Gabel & Scheve, 2007; Slothuus & de Vreese, 2010; Zaller, 1992).

H2: Political awareness positively moderates the effect of party cues on policy support.

In a similar fashion, the effects of party cues have also been found to differ between those that most strongly
identify with a political party and those that are less attached. Generally, those that identify the strongest with a
party will also be the ones that most closely follow party cues (Ray, 2003).

H3: Party attachment positively moderates the effect of party cues on policy support.

2.2. The effect of party cues under different political contexts

The effect of party cues also varies with the political context, specifically with the degree of political polarization.
A polarized political climate is characterized by ‘high levels of ideological distance between parties and high
levels of homogeneity within parties’ (Druckman et al., 2013, p. 57). As the political parties in a system grow
further apart on an issue their respective ideological cues will become more distinct and thus more easily recog-
nizable to voters. As a result, cue taking will be easier and party cues will become more important to voters’
attitude formation (Druckman et al., 2013; Gabel & Scheve, 2007; Levendusky, 2010; Petersen, Slothuus, &
Togeby, 2010; Slothuus & de Vreese, 2010; Zaller, 1992). The increasing clarity of party cues will also help increase
voter attitudinal consistency. That is, by enabling parties to more clearly signal what values are at stake, political
polarization helps voters adopt political attitudes more consistent with their own underlying values and beliefs
(Levendusky, 2010; Petersen et al., 2010).

Conversely, a political climate can also be characterized by political consensus, i.e. when most, or all, party
members support a given proposal. This will most commonly occur on consensual values or issues of national
interest. Under political consensus, voters will find it harder to distinguish between different parties, and party
cues will have little differentiating effect on the attitudes of partisan voters (Bolsen et al., 2014; Slothuus & de
Vreese, 2010; Zaller, 1992). This effect is similar under cross-partisan endorsement, i.e. a situation where a
mix of representatives of different political parties supports a given policy proposal. Also in this case, the
effect of party cues is expected to decrease (Bolsen et al., 2014). The influence of party cues will as such increase
with increasing political polarization. Together, this leads to hypothesis four:

H4: Political polarization positively moderates the effect of party cues on policy support.

The effect of political polarization could also be expected to have a direct effect, and not only a moderating
effect, on policy support. On an aggregate level, increased polarization on a policy issue means an increase
in ‘negative’ cues and therefore leads to a decrease in the aggregate level of public support for that issue. Con-
versely, when parties take on more similar positions on an issue, i.e. increasing consensus, it will be more difficult
for voters to clearly distinguish between them, which in turn will lead to a mainstreaming effect among the
public (Gabel & Scheve, 2007; Sanders & Toka, 2013; Zaller, 1992). On an individual level, the degree of perceived
polarization could be expected to have a similar effect by reducing the individual level of policy support. That is,
the more polarization an individual perceives the less will he or she be willing to support a given policy proposal.

H5: Perceived polarization negatively influences the individual level of policy support.

In the next section, the case selection process, the data collection procedure, and the operationalization of the
variables is introduced.

3. Design and data

3.1. Case selection

The aim of this study is to investigate how the importance of party cues for public support of climate mitigation
policies varies across political contexts. Using a country comparative approach, four countries (Sweden, Norway,
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New Zealand, and Australia) were selected based on the characteristics of party politics on climate change in
each country. The selection of countries represents four distinct examples of national climate change politics
and are thus ideal for studying how the effect of party cues varies across contexts.

Swedish climate politics has historically been characterized by an overarching political consensus on the
importance of tackling climate change, which has enabled the country to take an aggressive approach
towards mitigation both domestically and internationally (Sarasini, 2009; Zannakis, 2015). Of the eight parties
currently in parliament, seven officially support stricter measures to mitigate climate change. There are,
however, variations among the parties on the extent and type of regulation. While the governing Social Demo-
crats/Green Party coalition and the Left Party are more in favour of further government intervention, or a mix of
government and market regulation, the four parties in the liberal/conservative coalition, the Moderates, the
Liberal Party, the Christian Democrats, and the Center Party, are more in favour of market style intervention.
Among these seven parties, the Green Party and the Left Party, followed by the Social Democrats and the
Center Party are the strongest proponents of strong climate mitigation measures. The eighth party, the social
conservative and populist Sweden Democrats, is the least supportive of any type of government regulation
or market intervention.

Similar to Sweden, Norway has traditionally been characterized by a political consensus on climate change
and has been an early adopter of many environmental policies (Hovden & Lindseth, 2004; Roettereng, 2016). A
growing economic dependence on the petroleum sector has, however, put the previous political consensus
under pressure, leading to an increasing polarization among the political parties in Norway. Among the
parties in parliament, the Socialist Left Party, the Liberal Party, the Christian Democrats, and the Center Party
are the most willing to prioritize emission cuts and to state involvement. The Labour Party, and the two
parties making up the minority government coalition, the Conservative Party and the populist Progress Party,
put less emphasis on emission cuts and are more oriented towards market solutions.

New Zealand politics on climate change has been coloured by its unique emissions profile (with a large part
of emissions from agriculture and forestry) and by the strong influence of lobby groups, notably from the agri-
cultural sector. This is for example evident in the political indecisiveness surrounding the attempts to implement
emission trading schemes (ETS). An originally ambitious scheme (covering all economic sectors and all six Kyoto
Protocol greenhouse gases) introduced by the Labour government in 2008, was revised and watered down
under the new National government only one year after its enactment, in an attempt to calm unnerved business
and agriculture groups (Bullock, 2012; Harker, Taylor, & Knight-Lenihan, 2017). So, while both major parties in
New Zealand politics − the centre-right National Party (currently the major party in the minority government)
and the social democratic Labour Party − support some form of ETS, they have different ideas of how this should
be done. Beside Labour and National, most parties in parliament, except the right-wing, climate-sceptic Associ-
ation of Consumers and Taxpayers of New Zealand (ACT), support some degree of action on climate change.

Despite previous bipartisan support for action on climate change, Australian climate politics have become
increasingly politicized and polarized (Fielding et al., 2012; McDonald, 2016; Pearse, 2016; Tranter, 2013). On
one side of this political divide sits the Labor Party and the Green Party and on the other the four parties
making up the liberal−conservative ‘coalition’; the National Party, the Liberal Party, the Country Liberals, and
the Liberal National Party. The polarization has caused a considerable degree of volatility in the nature of
climate change politics in Australia, e.g. evident in the attempts to implement an ETS. The original ETS proposed
by the Labor government in 2010, was first abandoned, then enacted in the form of a carbon pricing scheme
under the Labor government in 2012, before subsequently being watered down by the same government, and
finally being repealed by the Liberal/National coalition in 2014 (McDonald, 2016).

3.2. Data collection

The data were collected by the use of a country comparative online public opinion survey. Although the surveys
were the same in all countries, the data collection process differed somewhat between the countries. In Sweden,
the survey was administered as part of an on-going online panel survey administered by the Laboratory of
Opinion Research (LORE), at the University of Gothenburg, between 5 February and 5 March, 2015. The
sample came from a large online access panel where respondents had stated their gender, age, education
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and place of residence when they registered for participation in the panel. The sample was selected using pro-
portional stratified random sampling where the size of each stratum was decided based on census data from
Statistics Sweden. Out of 3447 possible respondents, 2632 chose to participate in the survey (response rate
= 76.36%).

In Australia, New Zealand, and Norway the surveys where administered by the sample provider Cint and by
Survey Sampling International (SSI). These companies specialise in providing researchers and business with the
means of conducting survey research, both by providing samples and by aiding with data collection. In Australia
and Norway all data were collected by Cint (field period 3 March to 31 March 2015), whereas the data for New
Zealand also had some supplementary data collected by SSI (field period 3 March to 26 March 2015). Like the
Swedish survey, these surveys were administered electronically. The surveys were translated from Swedish by
two separate translators for each language and the translations were then compared for any inconsistencies.
The samples collected by Cint and SSI were quota samples (with quotas for age and gender) with an aim of
2000 respondents from each country (1000 for each sample in New Zealand). In total, the number of responses
was; 2268 in Australia, 2178 in Norway, and 2229 in New Zealand.

Table 1 presents some sample demographics (see Section 3.3 for measurement information). Comparing the
sample demographics with census data for each country, we can see that the respondents generally are both
older and better educated than the general population. There is also a small overrepresentation of women in all
countries except Sweden. Overall, the sample demographics fit the general population demographics relatively
well.

3.3. Operationalization

The dependent variable, Policy support, was measure using an aggregate index of three policy variables. Using a
seven-point scale (−3 = completely against, 0 = neither against nor for, 3 = completely for), the respondents
were asked to report their support or opposition for a tax on CO2 emissions from individuals, from industry,
or from energy producing companies. Although a wide range of different mitigation policies could be used
to create this measure, carbon dioxide taxes was chosen as it is commonly perceived as one of the most
cost-effective means of reducing emissions. Furthermore, the measure can also be fairly well compared
across political contexts. The index showed a high degree of internal consistency (α = 0.857). Table 2 displays
the mean and standard deviation in Policy support for each country.

The main independent variable, Party cue, was measured by first asking respondents to rate the position of
each party in the national/federal parliament on taking ‘more forceful measure against climate change even if it
means low or no economic growth for the country’. Responses were reported on a seven-degree scale from 1 =
strongly opposes, to 7 = strongly favours. Based on their reported party preference, individuals were then
assigned a value on Party cue. Party cue is thus a measure of were each individual perceive their own preferred

Table 1. Sample demographics.

Male Age Low education High education Low income High income

Australia 47.8 44 1.4 43 35 15
New Zealand 43.8 43 1.4 40 43 8
Norway 46.2 43 5.9 46 35 14
Sweden 59.9 52 5.6 50 27 21

The table reports Male (per cent male respondents), Age (median age), Low/high education (per cent), Low/high income (per cent)

Table 2. Policy support, party cues, and polarization across party sympathizers.

Policy support M (SD) Party cue M (SD) Polarization M (SD)

Australia 0.473 (1.644) 4.69 (1.614) 0.653 (0.150)
New Zealand 0.548 (1.432) 4.67 (1.551) 0.717 (0.226)
Norway 0.426 (1.698) 4.99 (1.601) 0.485 (0.143)
Sweden 0.744 (1.566) 4.94 (1.553) 0.391 (0.152)

The table reports the mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) in Policy support (scale from−3 to 3) and Party cue (scale from 1 to 7), and Polarization
stratified by country.
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party to stand on the issue of climate change mitigation. Respondents not reporting any party preference, or
those supporting a party outside of parliament, were excluded from the analysis. Table 2 reports the mean
and standard deviation in Party cue across the four countries.

The respondents’ rating of the political parties were also used to calculate a measure for Polarization. Given
that parties are expected to have different influence on the political environment (specifically that bigger
parties generally are expected to be more influential), Polarization was operationalized as the weighted stan-
dard deviation of the perceived party cues (see e.g. Gabel & Scheve, 2007). The weighting was done by mul-
tiplying the perceived party cues with each party’s vote share in the last national/federal election, before
calculating the standard deviation. Table 2 reports the mean and standard deviation in Polarization for
each country.

Political awareness was operationalized as degree of political interest. Using a four-point scale, respondents
were asked to indicate to what degree they were interested in politics in general (1 = very interested, 2 = some-
what interested, 3 = not very interested, 4 = not interested at all). The responses were then reverse coded so that
higher numbers indicate more Political awareness. Party attachment was measure on a three-point scale, asking
respondents how closely attached they felt to their preferred party (1 = very closely, 2 = somewhat closely, 3 =
not very closely). Again, the scale was reverse coded so that higher numbers indicate stronger Party attachment.

To control that any effects of Party cues are not just the result of shared ideological leaning between a party
and its voters, two ideological measures were included in the analysis. First, using an 11-point scale, respondents
had to place themselves on the common left−right dimension (0 = furthest to the left, 5 = neither to the left nor
right, 10 = furthest to the right). Second, while the left/right dimension probably can capture voter attitudes
towards state regulation in general, attitudes towards climate mitigation measures should also be expected
to vary with individual acceptance of environmentalist values. Environmentalism was measured on an 11-
point scale, asking respondents where they would place themselves on a green dimension (1 = not green at
all, 10 = a great deal green) (Table 3).

Four demographic control variables were also used. Level of education was measured on a nine-point scale,
recoded into three categories; Low Education (below upper secondary), Medium Education (upper secondary), or
High Education (tertiary). Income was measured as monthly salary before taxes, recoded into three categories;
Low income (income quartile 1), Medium income (income quartile 2–3), High income (income quartile 4). Respon-
dents were also asked to report their age and gender (0 = ‘Female’ and 1 = ‘Male’).

4. Results

Given the clustered nature of the data set, with voters clustered within parties and parties clustered within
countries, there is a chance that the independence assumption of ordinary least squares (OLS) regression will
be violated. Specifically, it is likely that policy attitudes will be more alike within clusters (i.e. parties and
countries), than when comparing across clusters. There is therefore a risk that the estimated standard errors
will be artificially reduced, with an increased risk of committing Type I errors (Luke, 2004; Steenbergen &
Jones, 2002). Because of this, estimation of the regression models is performed using a fixed effects approach.
Compared to the OLS model, the fixed effects approach includes dummy variables for N− 1 clusters in the
model to control for heterogeneity across clusters (Allison, 2009).

The first step of the analysis investigates the extent to which policy support varies with partisanship. A fixed
effects model with N− 1 party dummies as the only predictors is estimated separately for each country. This so-

Table 3. Ideology, political awareness, and party attachment across party sympathizers.

Awareness Attachment Left/ right Environmentalism

Australia 2.73 1.66 5.07 5.38
New Zealand 2.60 1.65 4.93 5.78
Norway 2.84 2.02 5.04 5.76
Sweden 3.03 2.13 4.46 6.09

The table reports mean values in Political awareness (scale 1 to 4), Party attachment (scale 1 to 4), Left/Right position (scale 0 to 10), Environment-
alism (scale 0 to 10),
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called null model will show the amount of variance in Policy support that can be explained by partisanship alone.
The results (see Table 4) show that there are statistically significant differences in Policy support between sup-
porters of different parties in each country. The importance of partisanship to policy attitudes is thus not only
present in the more polarized environments (Australia and New Zealand), but can also be found in the less pol-
itically conflicted environments (Sweden and Norway).

Although partisanship is found to be important across contexts, there are some differences between the
countries. These differences seem to reflect two patterns. In Australia and New Zealand differences between
parties run mainly between two groups of parties; Labor and the Greens on the one hand, and the liberal/con-
servative parties on the other, largely reflecting current left−right cleavages in the party systems. In contrast,
differences in Policy support can be found across (almost) all parties in Sweden and Norway, which seems to
reflect a different political dynamic between the two regions. Furthermore, studying the amount of explained
variance (the adj. R2) in each country, we can see that partisanship seem to be of considerable importance to
individual Policy support in at least three out of four countries (explaining between 10–18% of the variance). The
exception here is New Zealand, for which only roughly 4% of the variance in Policy support can be explained by
partisanship. This could indicate that climate change politics in New Zealand are organized along other lines
than those of traditional partisan politics.

Given that we have found that Policy support varies with partisanship, the next step of the analysis is to inves-
tigate the importance of Party cues to individual Policy support. To do so, a fixed effects model, in which Policy
support is regressed on Party cues (and its interaction with Political awareness, Party attachment, and Polariz-
ation), the control variables, as well as the party fixed effects, is estimated for each country separately. Policy

Table 4. Regressing policy support on partisanship.

Australia New Zealand Norway Sweden

Green Party 1.324 (0.102)***
Labor Party 0.833 (0.079)***
Country Liberals 0.434 (0.228)*
Liberal Party −0.054 (0.039)
National Party −0.010 (0.043)
ACT −0.011 (0.462)
Green Party 0.749 (0.106)***
Labour Party 0.329 (0.088)***
Maori Party 0.113 (0.215)
National Party −0.114 (0.091)
United Future 0.374 (0.392)
Labour Party 0.496 (0.095)***
Progress Party −0.789 (0.125)***
Christian Peoples Party 0.668 (0.190)***
Green Party 1.492 (0.114)***
Center Party 0.0056 (0.198)
Socialist Left Party 1.231 (0.162)***
Liberal Party 0.872 (0.158)***
Social Democrats −0.354 (0.077)***
Green Party 0.8791 (0.071)***
Sweden Democrats −1.587 (0.131)***
Center Party −0.729 (0.161)***
Liberals −0.705 (0.114)***
Christian Democrats −1.393 (0.205)***
Moderates −1.083 (0.101)***

Constant 0.212 (0.117)* 0.376 (0.066)*** 0.115 (0.067)* 1.039 (0.049)***
N 1956 1877 1932 2640
F 47.510*** 13.936*** 50.618*** 105.408***
Adj. R2 0.098 0.038 0.139 0.179

Dependent variable: Policy support. Unstandardized estimates, robust standard errors in parenthesis. Reference dummies: Liberal National Party
(Australia), New Zealand First (New Zealand), Conservative Party (Norway), Left Party (Sweden).

*p < 0.10.
**p < 0.05.
***p < 0.01.
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support is as such, for each country, modelled as;

yij = g0 + b1xij + · · · + bkxkij + d1x1iju j1 + · · · + dN−1x1iju jN−1a1u j1 + · · · + aN−1u jN−1 + eij ,

where g0 is the intercept, b1xij + . . . + bkxkij are the independent variables and their coefficients,
d1x1iju j1 + . . .+ dN−1x1iju jN−1 is the interaction effects, a1u j1 + . . .+ aN−1u jN−1 are the fixed effects for N–1
parties, and eij is the error term. The results (see Table 5) show that Party cues is a significant predictor of
Policy support in all four countries at the p < 0.01 level, even when controlling for ideology and partisanship.
This gives support to H1, that party cues are a positive predictor of individual policy support.

Of the three interaction effects in the model; i.e. the Cue × Awareness, the Cue × Attachment, and the Cue ×
polarization, only the first one has a significant effect in more than one country. This gives partial support to H2,
that political awareness positively moderates the effect of party cues on policy support. No, or very limited,
support can be found for H3 and H4, that party attachment and perceived polarization positively moderates
the effect of party cues on policy support. H5, stating that perceived polarization has a direct negative on
policy support is also only partially confirmed. In Australia, Sweden, and Norway Polarization has a strong,
and highly significant (p < 0.01), negative effect on Policy support. No significant effect was found for Polarization
in New Zealand. Overall, the interaction effects follow a similar pattern in all four countries, with some minor
exceptions. The party cueing process, including its moderators, thus seems to be similar across contexts.

Finally, studying the control variables, we can see that they mostly behaved as expected. What is interesting
to note is that, while Environmentalism has a strong and highly significant effect in all countries (p < 0.01), Left/
right ideology only finds significance in one country, Sweden (p < 0.01). To some extent this might reflect that the
effect of Left/right ideology is captured by the inclusion of the party fixed effects, which so some extent measures
the same concept. But it can also, at least partially, be a reflection of climate change politics being ordered along
different political dimensions in the four countries.

With a significant cueing effect found in all four countries, the final step in the analysis is to compare the
magnitude of this effect across countries. Although the data in the present sample are too limited to
perform a full multilevel analysis (which requires a country level sample size of at least 15–20 countries, see
e.g. Stegmueller, 2013) a slope difference test can still be performed by running a common regression model
(i.e. one in which all countries are studied in the same model) in which the Party cue variable is interacted

Table 5. Regressing policy support on party cues.

Australia New Zealand Norway Sweden

Party cue 0.245 (0.039)*** 0.168 (0.035)*** 0.187 (0.040)*** 0.172 (0.033)***
Political awareness 0.199 (0.050)*** 0.058 (0.057) 0.079 (0.067) −0.001 (0.046)
Party attachment 0.076 (0.063) 0.056 (0.067) 0.059 (0.076) 0.002 (0.051)
Polarization −1.033 (0.372)*** −0.284 (0.214) −0.827 (0.364)** −1.015 (0.289)***
Cue × awareness 0.101 (0.032)*** 0.084 (0.037)** 0.065 (0.040) 0.098 (0.029)***
Cue × attachment 0.004 (0.039) 0.004 (0.046) 0.080 (0.046)* 0.001 (0.031)
Cue × polarization −0.068 (0.170) −0,068 (0.123) −0.035 (0.172) 0.231 (0.144)
Left/right ideology 0.022 (0.022) −0.009 (0.024) −0.025 (0.025) −0.095 (0.021)***
Environmentalism 0.196 (0.020)*** 0.167 (0.022)*** 0.215 (0.024)*** 0.220 (0.016)***
Age 0.007 (0.003)** 0.005 (0.003)* −0.010 (0.003)*** −0.006 (0.002)***
Male −0.079 (0.079) 0.051 (0.081) −0.125 (0.088) −0.107 (0.061)*
Low education −0.966 (0.435)** −0.447 (0.527) −0.516 (0.180)*** 0.102 (0.129)
High education 0.219 (0.083)*** 0.281 (0.084)*** 0.326 (0.089)*** 0.186 (0.077)**
Low income 0.039 (0,086) −0.101 (0.083) 0.047 (0.095)** 0.123 (0.071)*
High income 0.040 (0.111) −0.038 (0.145) −0.279 (0.133)** 0.1856 (0.077)**

Constant 0.368 (0.155)** 0.496 (0.157)*** 0.398 (0.142)*** 0.747 (0.106)***
N 1219 1170 1182 1837
F 38.516*** 12.896*** 36.456*** 66.849***
Adj. R2 0.365 0.175 0.359 0.422

Dependent variable: Policy support. Unstandardized coefficients. Group mean centred variables. Robust standard errors in parenthesis. Party fixed
effects suppressed.

*p < 0.10.
**p < 0.05.
***p < 0.01.

CLIMATE POLICY 9



with country dummy variables. Using this approach, it is possible to compare the regression coefficients
between the countries to see if there is any significant difference in their effect. Beside the main effects and
their interaction (i.e. Party cues and the country dummies), the model also includes the control variables. The
regression results are plotted in Figure 1.

A first visual inspection of Figure 1 suggests that there are differences between the countries, especially
between New Zealand and the other three countries. A significant interaction effect is found between Party
cue and the country variables, F(15,5471) = 174.390, p = 0.000, adj.R2 = 0.322. Pairwise comparison of the
countries reveals a statistical difference in the slope coefficients between Sweden and New Zealand (p <
0.01), Norway and New Zealand (p < 0.05) and Australia and New Zealand (p < 0.01). All other comparisons
were insignificant (regression output in Appendix). With a significantly lower effect of Party cues on Policy
support found in New Zealand compared to the other three countries, there is some initial evidence that the
cueing effect is contextually conditioned.

5. Discussion

The aim of this study has been to investigate how the importance of party cues varies across political contexts.
The results have shown how both partisanship and party cues are an important component in explaining public
policy support in all four contexts studied. These results put emphasis on the role of political parties in shaping
public attitudes towards different forms of structural solutions to climate change, and by extension, other forms
of large-scale collective action problems.

Comparing the results across the four countries we can see some differences. First, while partisanship is
found to be important in all four cases, two different patterns appear. In Australia and New Zealand, the partisan
dimension seems to run between two groups of parties: the Greens and Labour on the one hand, and the liberal/
conservative parties on the other. Partisan politics thus seem to take on a clearly polarized pattern with two dis-
tinct groupings of parties. In contrast, there is no such clear grouping between party supporters in Norway and
Sweden. Differences in policy attitudes can instead be found between all, or most, parties in these two countries.
This ‘finer’ partisan dimension can be seen as being reflective of the more consensual nature of climate politics
in Sweden and Norway.

Second, the results also show the effect of party cues to exist in all countries studied, not only in the highly
polarized Australian political context. Political communications thus seem to be an important ingredient to the
formation of individual climate policy attitudes independent of political context. The cross-contextual impor-
tance of party cues might be an indication of the fact that individuals are more dependent on political guidance
for more complex and more difficult policy issues (Boudreau, 2009; Nicholson, 2012) such as climate change.

While the effect of party cues is found in all four cases, there is still some indication that the importance of
cues might vary in strength contextually. This is partly indicated by the varying explanatory power of partisan-
ship between the four countries, which indicate that the degree to which climate change is a political issue

Figure 1. Plotting the interaction between party cues and country.
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differs between contexts. But it is most clearly evident by the statistically significant difference in cueing effect
found between the countries. While this difference is found only between New Zealand and the other three
countries, it is still evidence that the cueing effect does differ across contexts. The overall impression then is
that party cues do play an important role across context, albeit to different degrees.

What factors could explain why the effect of partisanship and party cues differs across contexts? Possibly,
these differences arise as a result of a varying political salience of climate change. In contexts where climate
change is a highly salient topic, parties will have more clearly pronounced positions, making it easier for
voters to adapt to their party’s stance. Conversely, under low salience, climate change will be less debated pub-
licly, and voters will have a harder time aligning their attitudes to their party. The importance of party cues could
also be negatively affected by extensive intra-party dissent, that is, the degree to which parties are internally
divided over climate change. Under high intra-party dissent, voters will receive conflicting party cues (or very
few cues), again making it harder to know what their party’s position really is. Both these explanations could
in turn be related to the overarching political culture and the socio-economic situation in each country.

Given the current data and methodology, the evidence presented in this study must be considered with
some caution, and further studies are needed to corroborate the findings. While this study presents evidence
of the effect of party cueing, the cross-sectional data used cannot rule out that the causality is the reverse,
i.e. that voters influence party positions. Further studies, e.g. using longitudinal data, are therefore needed to
test the robustness of the results. A larger data set, with more countries, would also enable other statistical
methods to be used (e.g. multilevel modelling) and a better estimation of the country level variation in
cueing effect. Despite these limitations, the findings in the present are supported by previous studies that
have shown a causal effect between party cues and individual climate change attitudes (see e.g. Unsworth &
Fielding, 2014).

For policy makers, the results of this study have at least two important, and interrelated, implications. First,
the results have shown how party politics plays an important role in the formation of individual climate policy
attitudes. Policy makers must thus be prepared to consider the political and ideological dimensions of climate
change when choosing or designing policy instruments. Any policy implemented without consideration of the
party-political dimensions will run the risk of being undermined by insufficient public support. Second, the fact
that party cues are important to voter policy attitudes is an indication that these attitudes are politically malle-
able. That is, they are not set in stone, but can be changed given the right circumstances. This means that even
the most polarized political environments have potential to become more unified, and that political parties can
play an important role in creating the preconditions for such unification.

Note

1. While individuals spontaneously can evaluate political information through a partisan lens, they have been found to be more
likely to do so when signalled to (Zaller, 1992).
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Australia −0.498 (0.167)***
Sweden −0.313 (0.160)*
Norway −0.562 (0.175)***

Party cue 0.141 (0.025)***

Australia × cue 0.092 (0.034)***
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Constant −0.165 (0.126)
N 5487
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Adj. R2 0.322

Dependent variable: Policy support. *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01. Unstandardized coefficients. Control variables suppressed.
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Political communication and public perceptions of the 

collective benefits of large-scale collective action.  

Stefan Linde, Luleå University of Technology 

Abstract 

In small-scale collective action dilemmas, face-to-face communication has proven to be 
one of the strongest predictors of individual cooperative behaviors. In large-scale 
dilemmas, possibilities for face-to-face communication is highly limited and individuals 
are commonly expected to rely on different forms of heuristics (e.g. generalized trust 
and social norms) to compensate for this shortage. The extent to which individuals use 
other forms of communication is however largely unknown. In this paper, I investigate 
how public attitudes towards cooperation in large-scale collective action dilemmas, 
climate change mitigation specifically, are affected by the use of political 
communication. Specifically, I investigate how individual reliance on ‘party source 
cues’ affects perceptions of collective benefits, that is, the value associated with 
successful cooperation. This is investigated using data from a comparative sample 
survey covering four countries: Sweden, Norway, New Zealand, and Australia. The 
results shown how partisanship generally, and party cues specifically, is an important 
factor explaining perceptions of collective benefits. This effect is also, to a large extent, 
consistent across different political contexts, and is not isolated only to high polarization 
environments. 

Keywords: large-scale collective action, political communication, party cues, collective 
benefits, risk perceptions, climate change  

1. Introduction 

Climate change, like many of the world’s other most pressing environmental problems 
(such as resource depletion, and pollution) can be conceptualized as large-scale 
collective action (LSCA) dilemmas. Just like any form of collective action, LSCA is 
fundamentally characterized by an underlying conflict between individual and collective 
strategic incentives (Dawes 1980, Hardin 1982, Olson 1971). But LSCA is also 
characterized the very large number of actors (often in the millions) affected by 
cooperation, an absence of face-to-face communication, and limited information about 
other group members’ behaviors and the resource in question (Lubell 2002). This means 
that many of the factors found to explain collective action in the small-scale, such as a 
limited number of actors, regular face-to-face interaction, and clear information about 
the cooperative strategies of other group members (see e.g. Dietz, Ostrom and Stern 
2002, Ostrom and Walker 2003), are absent in LSCA. Together with even greater 



2 
 

strategic incentives for free-riding, cooperation should therefore be highly unlikely in 
large-scale settings (Olson 1971).  

A crucial, and missing, component in this equation is face-to-face communication and 
first-hand information. Without enough information (of the right kind), individuals are 
commonly unable to inform themselves about the characteristics of the 
resource/problem in question, and about the cooperative strategies of other group 
members. In small-scale dilemmas, possibilities for participants to communicate has 
been found to “dramatically increase” cooperation (Bicchieri 2002:1, see also Bornstein 
and Rapoport 1988, Orbell, Dawes and van de Kragt 1990, Orbell, van de Kragt and 
Dawes 1988, van de Kragt, Orbell and Dawes 1983, Ostrom 1992). While this kind of 
information is formed based on experiences from previous interactions, the reputation 
of others, and face-to-face interaction in small-scale settings (Ostrom and Walker 2003), 
this is, given the very large number of geographically dispersed participants, not 
possible in LSCA. Instead, individuals have to rely on different forms of cognitive 
heuristics to form notions about other individuals’ cooperative intentions and about the 
resource in question. Examples of this includes the reliance on generalized social trust 
(Bonniface and Henley 2008, Duit 2010, Harring and Jagers 2013, Hammar and Jagers 
2006, Koletsou and Mancy 2011, Sønderskov 2009, 2011), and social norms (Kallgren, 
Reno and Cialdini 2000, Cialdini, Reno and Kallgren 1990, Göckerlitz et al., 2010, 
Thøgersen 2008, 2009), which both have been found to be important to individual 
decisions to choose cooperative strategies. 

Another heuristic, which has received less attention in the literature on collective action, 
is for individuals to use communications from trusted elite sources to form the attitudes 
necessary to decide whether to cooperate or not. One group of elites, which are well 
positioned to inform individual attitudes, is political parties. Functioning as ideological 
references groups, political parties have been found to play an essential role to individual 
attitude formation by providing the necessary information to bind underlying 
predispositions of specific political attitudes (Bolsen, Druckman and Cook 2014a, 
Druckman 2014, Druckman, Petersen and Slothuus 2013, Leeper and Slothuus 2014, 
Lupia and McCubbins 1994, Slothuus and de Vreese 2010, Taber and Lodge 2006). 
Without such information, many individuals will, as a result of lacking interest and 
knowledge, be unable to form any consistent political attitudes (Converse 1964, Zaller 
1992). Political parties thus allow individuals to “be knowledgeable in their reasoning 
about political choices without necessarily possessing a large body of knowledge about 
politics” (Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock, 1991, p.19), and are therefore essential to 
formation of public opinion by providing a simple basis by which individuals can 
evaluate political communications (Druckman 2014, Goren, Federico and Kittilson, 
2009, Zaller 1992). This way, individuals could be expected to, at least partly, mitigate 
the information shortage in LSCA.  
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The role of political communication has, to date, received relatively scant attention in 
the area of collective action research (see Bolsen, Druckman and Cook 2014b for an 
exception). This is a bit surprising, given that many collective action dilemmas (large or 
not) occur in situations where individuals are unable to exchange information through 
face-to-face communication. In this paper, I investigate how public attitudes towards 
cooperation in large-scale collective action dilemmas, climate change mitigation 
specifically, are affected by the use of political communication. Specifically, I 
investigate how individual reliance on ‘party source cues’ affects perceptions of 
collective benefits, that is, the value associated with successful cooperation. This is 
investigated using data from a country comparative sample survey covering four 
countries: Sweden, Norway, New Zealand, and Australia. Using a comparative approach 
allows me to investigate if, and how, the effect of political communications varies across 
political contexts.  

2. Theory 

2.1 Collective benefits and cooperation in large-scale collective action  

Traditional models of collective action consider the individual choice to cooperate (or 
more likely, to not cooperate) as a purely strategic decision, independent of the 
characteristics of the resources and the behavior of other individuals (Dawes 1980, 
Hardin 1982, Olson 1971). These models have though been criticized for giving a to 
simplified picture of human behavior, and for failing to fully consider individual motives 
beyond personal gain (Finkel, Muller and Opp 1989, Finkel and Muller 1998, Gibson 
1997, Klandermans 1984). Experimental studies have, for example, shown how 40-60% 
of participants in one-shot prisoners’ dilemma games chose cooperative strategies, 
contrary to the rationalist assumption of complete defection (Biel and Thøgersen 2007, 
Ostrom 1998, Ostrom and Walker 2003). Extensive case study research has furthermore 
shown how small groups and communities often can overcome collective action 
problems given the right circumstances (Bicchieri 2002, Bornstein and Rapoport 1988, 
Dietz et al. 2002, Ostrom 1992, Ostrom and Walker 2003). To more accurately reflect 
human decision making, models of collective action should consider a wider range of 
individual motives, including e.g. moral normative behavior and the use of heuristics 
(Gsottbauer and van den Bergh 2011, Lubell and Scholz 2001, Ostrom 1998). 

One way to extent models of collective action beyond simply strategic motives, is to 
include the individual demand for a collective good into the decision calculus (Finkel et 
al. 1989, Finkel and Muller 1998, Gibson 1997, Klandermans 1984). This means that 
the individual willingness to engage in collective action will vary with the value that 
individual associate with the collective benefits the provision of a certain good leads to. 
The higher these benefits are valued, the more likely that the individual will choose a 
cooperative strategy (Finkel et al. 1989). For large-scale environmental collective action 
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problems, like climate change, the main collective benefit associated with successful 
cooperation is the provision of public policies that can prevent, or reduce, the negative 
effects associated with non-cooperation (Lubell 2002). Individual demand for collective 
benefits can thus be conceptualized as the perceived level of threat that the non-
provision of a public good entails. Here, collective benefits will be conceptualized as 
the perceived level of risk that an individual associate with the non-provision of a public 
good.  

Previous research has shown how risk perceptions are central in motivating individual 
citizens to engage in different forms of actions to address societal risks. Public support 
for different forms of climate mitigation policies (e.g. CO2-tax, green energy 
certificates) will for example be higher the more risk that is associated with climate 
change (e.g. von Borgstede, Andersson and Johnsson 2013, Brügger, Morton and Dessai 
2015, Dietz, Dan and Shwom 2007, Gadenne et al. 2011, Lubell, Zahran and Vedlitz 
2007, O’Connor, Bord and Fisher 1999, van der Linden 2015, Zahran et al. 2006). 
Similar effects have also been found in adjacent policy areas, such as air pollution 
regulation, were increased perceptions of risk increases policy support among the public 
(e.g. Gerber and Neeley 2005, Lubell and Vedlitz, 2006). The level of perceived risk 
also seems to have a greater impact on individual attitudes and behaviors compared to 
actual risk (Zahran et al. 2006). Risk perceptions will though have different impact 
depending on what they relate to. Individuals have been found to differentiate between 
personal risks and risks associated with other individuals, other parts of the world, or 
the environment. The type of risk an individual experience will also be determinant for 
its possible impact on cooperative behavior. A perceived risk for “other people” might 
not be as persuasive as a personal risk (Leiserowitz 2005).  

While experts commonly evaluate the risks associated with climate change, and other 
societal risks, on basis of scientific information predicting its probability and severity, 
the public commonly base their perception in a much wider spectrum of factors 
(Leiserowitz 2005). In fact, public risk perceptions have been found to be only weakly 
correlated with the degree of actual risk an individual is experiencing, e.g. in the form 
of extreme weather events (Zahran et al. 2006). Public climate change risk perceptions 
have instead been found to be much more affected by individual cognition and 
experience as well as socio-cultural and socio-demographic factors (Shi, Visschers and 
Siegrist 2015, van der Linden 2015). For example, individual levels of ‘actual’ 
knowledge (as opposed to subjective knowledge), have been found to be positively 
associated with climate change risk perceptions (O’Connor et al. 1999). The association 
between knowledge and risk perceptions, have though been found to mainly related to 
societal risk, but not personal risk (van der Linden 2015). Other factors that have been 
found to be important include: gender, personal experience with extreme weather events, 
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affect, imagery, values, socio-economic status, and education (Leiserowitz 2006, van 
der Linden 2015).  

But of principal interest to this study, is the fact that risk perceptions also have been 
found to differ according to variations in cultural worldviews and values. Specifically, 
individuals holding hierarchy and individualism values (as opposed to 
communitarianism and egalitarianism) have been found to be less concerned with 
climate change (Shi et al. 2015, Leiserowitz 2006). More than being formed by 
knowledge, experience and demographic factors, risk perceptions thus represents ‘social 
representations of risk in a given culture’, that, for example, are shaped both by 
interpersonal interaction and by the media (van der Linden 2015:116). These values and 
worldviews, and their impact on climate change concern, are therefore not only expected 
to differ across cultures, but also within them. One factor that should be particularly 
important for the application of different values/worldviews on climate change beliefs, 
is communications from political parties.  

2.2 Political communication and public perceptions of climate change threat  

Political parties are commonly considered to play an important, if not critical, role to 
public opinion formation. By acting as ideological reference groups, parties provide 
individual citizens with a simple basis by which they can evaluate political 
communications and connect specific political choices with underlying predispositions 
(Druckman 2014, Leeper and Slothuus 2014, Zaller 1992). Since most individuals lack 
both the interest and the cognitive skills necessary to evaluate the ideological 
consequences of different political choices (e.g. policy support), political parties are 
crucial to individual attitude formation (Converse 1964, Sniderman et al. 1991). This is 
even more so for attitudes towards climate change, which, as a result of the slow, 
cumulative processes, and the temporally and spatially distant impacts, are shrouded in 
several layers of uncertainty (Spence, Poortinga and Pidgeon 2012, van der Linden 
2015, Weber 2010). The difficulty of personally experiencing climate change 
furthermore increases this uncertainty (Lubell 2002) and makes individuals highly 
dependent on external sources for guidance when forming attitudes.  

The simplest way through which political parties affects public attitude formation, is 
through so called ‘party source cues’. A party cue essentially consists of a message (e.g. 
a policy statement) and source (commonly a politician). An individual who recognizes 
the source of the message will be primed to evaluate the message through a partisan 
perspective. If the source and the recipient share party label the message will be 
accepted, whereas it will be rejected if they support different parties (Goren et al. 2012). 
For example, a Liberal voter that receives a message saying that climate change is a big 
threat, and manages to identify the source as a Liberal party representative, will 
generally accept the message outright without reflection. A supporter of the 
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Conservative party will instead reject the message. It is as such not the message itself 
that is important to whether an individual accepts it or not, rather, it is the source of the 
message (and whether an individual trust that source) that influences the accept/not 
accept decision.  

The motives for why individuals chose to follow party cues commonly fall into one of 
two perspectives. According to the first, individuals follow party cues in order to act in 
defense of their in-group. This perspective sees party identification as a fundamental 
emotional and long-lasting part of many individuals’ lives (Campbell et al., 1960, 
Greene 1999). According to the second perspective, individuals mainly use party cues 
as an efficient means to form consistent political attitudes without expending 
unnecessary effort (Converse 1964, Sniderman et al. 1991). While based in different 
assumptions of individual motivation, the basic prediction of both perspectives is the 
same: that individuals, by default, will process political communications heuristically 
from a partisan perspective.  

While there to date is limited direct evidence of what effect political communication, 
party cues specifically, have for public perceptions of climate change risk (i.e. 
perceptions collective benefits), there is some indirect evidence. Several studies have 
found partisanship to be a strong predictor of climate change concern (Brulle, 
Carmichael and Jenkins 2012, Krosnick, Holbrook and Visser 2000, Malka, Krosnick 
and Langer 2009, McCright 2011, McCright and Dunlap 2011, Tranter 2013). This 
effect has been strongest among partisan voters that has a higher level of political 
awareness and therefore are more aware of partisan cues (Guber 2012). The impact of 
strong partisan information has had such as pervasive impact that it has reduced the 
impact of education and as such belief in scientific information (Hamilton 2011, Malka 
et al. 2009).  

There are though several limitations in previous research. First, of the above studies, 
only one, Brulle et al. 2012, uses an actually measure of party cues. All the other studies 
only measure differences in risk perceptions across parties. While it is reasonable to 
assume that the differences found between partisans are the results of individuals 
forming attitudes according to party cues, it is hard to draw any firm conclusions without 
actually measuring the effects. Second, previous research has largely focused on 
political contexts defined by extensive political polarization over climate change 
(especially the US).   
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3. Method 

3.1 Case selection 

To investigate how the relationship between party cues and public perceptions of 
collective benefits (i.e. risk perceptions) look like in different contexts, a comparative 
approach focusing on four countries: Sweden, Norway, New Zealand, and Australia, is 
chosen. These countries are chosen on basis of their varying characteristics in relation 
to climate change politics (these differences are, among other things, based in variations 
in political culture and national economic dependence on natural resource extraction). 
Below, a short introduction to each case is given.  

Sweden is, from an international perspective, often described as a frontrunner on climate 
change mitigation. This frontrunner position has to a large extent been made possible by 
the overarching political consensus that exists around the importance of mitigating 
climate change (Sarasini 2009, Zannakis 2015). This has in turn enabled Sweden to take 
a leading role in international climate negotiations, and also to domestically over-
implement many of its commitments to international climate agreements, such as the 
Kyoto protocol and the EU burden sharing agreement (SEPA 2015). Norway has also 
traditionally been seen as an international leader on climate change mitigation and has 
in many cases been an early adopter of many environmental policies. The country’s 
increasing economic dependence on the petroleum sector has though put pressure on the 
previous political consensus, which has resulted in an increasing degree of polarization 
among the political parties (Hovden and Lindseth 2004, Roettereng 2016).   

Unlike Sweden and Norway, climate change politics in Australia and New Zealand is to 
a considerable degree characterized by political conflict. This is especially so in 
Australia, which has experienced considerable political conflict over climate change in 
recent years. The polarized nature of Australian climate change politics has also 
hampered most efforts to enact any serious climate policies, which for example is 
evident in the failure to implement an emissions trading system (Fielding et al. 2012, 
McDonald 2016, Pearse 2016, Tranter 2013). In New Zealand, political conflicts over 
climate change mitigation is to considerable extent affected by its unique emissions 
profile, with most emissions coming from agriculture and forestry. The national 
economic dependence on these industries has effectively worked to hinder any wider 
political agreements, despite cross-partisan agreement on the need of effective climate 
policies (Bullock 2012).   

3.2 Data collection 

The data were collected by the use of a country comparative sample survey. Although 
the surveys were the same in all countries, the data collection process differed somewhat 
between the countries. In Sweden, the survey was administered as part of an on-going 
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online panel survey administered by the Laboratory of Opinion Research (LORE), at the 
University of Gothenburg. The data was collected in two waves, with the variables used 
in the first part of the analysis was collected between 5 June and 17 July, 2014, and the 
variables used in the second part collected between 5 February and 5 March, 20151. 
Upon registration for participation in the panel, respondents had stated their gender, age, 
education and place of residence. The sample was then selected using proportional 
stratified random sampling where the size of each stratum was decided based on census 
data from Statistics Sweden. The total number of respondents were 4022 in the first 
wave (response rate 69.86%). Of these, 2632 also participated in the second wave 
(response rate 76.36%). The number of probability respondents was 43% in the first 
sample, and 44% in the second.  

In Australia, New Zealand, and Norway the surveys where administered by the sample 
provider Cint and by Survey Sampling International (SSI). In Australia and Norway all 
data were collected by Cint (field period 3 March to 31 March 2015), whereas the data 
for New Zealand also had some supplementary data collected by SSI (field period 3 
March to 26 March 2015). Like the Swedish survey, these surveys were administered 
electronically. The surveys were translated from Swedish by two separate translators for 
each language and the translations were then compared for any inconsistencies. The 
samples collected by Cint and SSI were quota samples (with quotas for age and gender) 
with an aim of 2000 respondents from each country (1000 for each sample in New 
Zealand). 

3.3 Variable measurement 

Risk perceptions were measured using six different survey items. For each item, 
respondents had to indicated the degree to which they agreed/not agreed with a statement 
about the potential risks posed by climate change (both personal and global risks). 
Answers were given on a seven-point scale (1=Completely disagree, 7=Completely 
agree). Since people commonly differentiate between different types of risk, e.g. 
personal risks compared to risks for other people, or for the environment (see e.g. 
Leiserowitz 2005), factor analysis was used to investigate the presence of any 
underlying dimensions. Principal component analysis (unrotated solutions) revealed two 

                                                             
1 Collecting the data in two waves meant that some of the variables were collected before the rest. One important 
implication of this is that the measure of the dependent variable (risk perceptions) was collected before the 
independent variable (party cues) for Sweden. But since the time frame is relatively short (a few months), and 
since the variables of interest should be expected to be changing relatively slowly, this is not expected to affect 
the results in any significant way.  
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components: Abstract risk (2 items, Cronbach’s alpha =.764), and Concrete risks (4 
items, Cronbach’s alpha=.878).2,3   

Party cues was measure by asking the respondents to report whether their preferred party 
(as well as all other parties in parliament) are ‘for or against more forceful measures 
against climate change even if it means low or no economic growth for the country’. 
Respondents indicated their answer on a seven-point scale (1=strongly opposed to 
7=strongly favor). The variable party cue is operationalized as each individual’s 
perception of their preferred party’s stances on climate change mitigation. 

The effect of party cues is generally expected to be greater, the more polarized a political 
system is. Under high degrees of polarization, party cues become more clearly 
crystalized to voters, and thus easier to follow (Druckman, Peterson and Slothuus 2013, 
Mullinix 2016, Petersen, Slothuus and Togeby 2010, Ray 2003). To measure 
polarization, the respondents’ rating of the political parties was used again. Given that 
parties are expected to have different influence on the political environment (specifically 
that bigger parties generally are expected to be more influential), polarization was 
operationalized as the weighted standard deviation of the perceived party cues (see e.g. 
Gabel and Scheve, 2007). The weighting was done by multiplying the perceived party 
cues with each party’s vote share in the last national/federal election, before calculating 
the standard deviation.  

The effect of party cues on individual attitude formation is also expected to increase 
with two individual level variables. First, the degree of attachment an individual has to 
a party is expected to positively moderate the effect of party cues. Party attachment was 
measure by asking respondents to indicate ‘closely attached’ they are to their preferred 
party (party preference was measure prior to this question). A three-point, fully labeled, 
scale ranging from ‘Not very close’ (1) to ‘Very close’ (3) was used. Second, the effect 
of party cues is also expected to be positively moderated by the individual level of 
political awareness, that is, the degree of interest and understanding of politics an 
individual hold. Using a fully labeled, four-point, scale, political awareness was 
measured by asking the respondents to indicate their general interest in politics (1=’Not 
interested at all’, to 4=’Very interested’). 

Two measures were used to control for general ideological leaning. The first was the 
common ‘left-right scale’ asking respondents to rate themselves on an 11-degree scale 
ranging from “Furthest to the left” (0), to “Neither to the left nor right” (5), to “Furthest 
to the right” (10). The second scale was used to estimate the degree to which individuals 
                                                             
2 The first component, Abstract risk, includes items focusing on how emissions will change the earth’s climate 
and how climate change will affect future generations. The second component, Concrete risk, includes items 
focusing of the effects of climate change for the respondents, their families, their countrymen, and for people 
globally.  
3 More information on question wording, measurement, etcetera can be found in Appendix 1.  
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adhere to environmentalist values. For this dimension, respondents were asked to rate 
themselves on an 11-degree scale ranging from “Not green at all” (0) to “A great deal 
green” (10).   

Four demographic variables were also controlled for. Level of education was measured 
on a nine-point scale, recoded into three categories: Low Education (below upper 
secondary), Medium Education (upper secondary), and High Education (tertiary). 
Income was measured as monthly salary before taxes, recoded into three categories: 
Low income (income quartile 1), Medium income (income quartiles 2-3), High income 
(income quartile 4). Respondents were also asked to report their age and gender 
(0=’Female’ and 1=’Male’).  
 
4. Results 

The aim of this paper is to analyze the importance of political communication for public 
perceptions of collective benefits, or specifically, the relationship between party cues 
and public perceptions of climate change risk. The analysis is performed in two main 
steps, where the first step is focused on investigating whether risk perceptions vary 
across parties, and the second estimates the effect of party cues for these perceptions.   

Table 1 displays the mean and standard deviation for the two measures of risk 
perceptions, stratified by party and country. Studying the results across all parties, we 
can see that the mean values for the two types of risk perceptions commonly differ 
within each party. That is, that perceptions of abstract and concrete risk commonly do 
not take on the same value. In Sweden and Norway, perceptions of abstract risk are 
greater than perceptions of concrete risk for all parties but one, the Center party in 
Sweden. It thus appears to be the case that respondents in the two Nordic countries do 
consider climate change as a big threat to the planet, but that they commonly are less 
concerned about the risk it poses for themselves, their family, or their countrymen. In 
Australia, the pattern is the opposite. Across all parties, perceptions of concrete risks are 
greater than perceptions of abstract risks. Australians are as such relatively more worried 
about the risks that climate change poses closer to home. Finally, for New Zealand, there 
is no clear pattern what risk is considered the biggest.  

Studying the difference in risk perceptions across parties within each country, we can 
see that there are clear differences on both dimensions of risk across all four countries. 
In Sweden and Norway, supporters of the Green parties, followed by supporters of the 
socialist/social democratic parties, are the most concerned about climate change. Least 
concern is found among the populist/anti-immigration parties (Sweden Democrats and 
Progress Party), and the conservative and Christian democratic parties. A similar pattern 
is found in Australia and New Zealand, where supporters of the Green parties, and the 
Labor parties are most concerned, whereas supporters of the liberal and conservative 



11 
 

parties generally are less concerned. One-way ANOVA tests show that the differences 
across parties are significant at the p<.001 level for all countries4. Post-hoc Tukey tests 
furthermore gives general support the grouping of the parties as described.  

To get a better understanding of how important partisanship is for climate change risk 
perceptions, two regression models are estimated. In each model, one of the measures 
of climate change risk is regressed on N-1 party dummies for each country (the models 
are estimated separately for each country) without any other independent variables. 
Appendix 2 and 3 displays the results. Overall, these results support the findings in the 
previous analysis. Looking at the adjusted R2 we can see that partisanship alone can 
account for around 5-10% of the variance in Australia and New Zealand, and around 
15-20% of the variance in Sweden in Norway. Partisanship is as such, on its own, an 
important predictor of climate change risk perceptions.  
 

Table 1. Risk perceptions across parties 
  Abstract Concrete  Abstract Concrete  

Sw
ed

en
 

Left Party 6.12(1.31) 5.23(1.32) Labour Party 4.91(1.58) 4.33(1.27) 

N
orw

ay 

Social Dem. 5.66(1.41) 4.74(1.27) Progress Party 3.94(1.76) 3.48(1.47) 
Center Party 5.49(1.42) 4.57(1.32) Conservative P. 4.39(1.59) 3.84(1.30) 
Liberals 5.55(1.33) 4.71(1.31) Christian Peoples P. 4.67(1.66) 4.41(1.09) 
Moderates 4.97(1.59) 4.24(1.28) Green Party 5.98(1.41) 5.19(1.33) 
Christian Dem. 4.79(1.82) 4.06(1.45) Center Party 4.58(1.71) 4.26(1.31) 
Green Party 6.48(0.91) 5.49(1.18) Socialist Left P. 5.95(1.18) 4.95(1.29) 
Sweden Dem. 4.52(1.67) 3.91(1.54) Liberals 5.66(1.30) 4.75(1.28) 

        
A

us
tra

lia
 

Green Party 5.10(1.81) 5.51(1.34) ACT 3.26(1.93) 4.57(1.94) 

N
ew

 Zealand 

Labor Party 4.59(1.71) 4.85(1.44) Green Party 5.37(1.62) 5.19(1.55) 
Country Liberals 3.52(1.21) 4.84(1.17) Labour Party 4.67(1.54) 4.72(1.36) 
Liberal Nat. P. 3.65(1.62) 4.22(1.43) Maori Party 4.51(1.73) 4.80(1.74) 
Liberal Party 3.83(1.54) 4.11(1.59) National Party 4.20(1.52) 4.31(1.40) 
National Party 3.56(1.71) 3.76(1.45) NZ First 4.40(1.63) 4.12(1.51) 

    United Future 4.46(2.21) 4.05(1.64) 
The table reports means and standard deviations (in parenthesis) for abstract and concrete risk 

perceptions  

                                                             
4 Australia: Abstract: F (6, 1886) = 24.561, p<.000; Concrete: F (6, 1872) = 29.224, p<.000.  
Norway: Abstract: F (8, 1823) = 36.647, p<.000; Concrete: F (8, 1807) = 32.502, p<.000.  
Sweden: Abstract: F (8, 2676) = 47.308, p<.000; Concrete: F (8, 2667) = 36.225, p<.000.  
New Zealand: Abstract: F (7, 1764) = 16.388, p<.000; Concrete: F (7, 1756) = 12.532, p<.000.  
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The next step of the analysis is to estimate the of party cues on the two measures of risk 
perceptions. To do so, two new regression models are estimated. Given the clustered 
nature of the data, with voters clustered in parties, a fixed effects approach is used. This 
approach controls for cluster heterogeneity by including dummy variables for N-1 
clusters (i.e. parties) in the model (Allison 2009). Risk perceptions are thus estimated 
as:  

𝑦"# = 𝛾& + 𝛽)𝑥"# + ⋯	+	𝛽-𝑥-"# + 𝛼)𝑢#) + ⋯+	𝛼01)𝑢#01) + 	𝑒"#  
 
where 𝛾&is the intercept, 𝛽)𝑥"# + ⋯	+	𝛽-𝑥-"# are the independent variables and their 
coefficients, 𝛼)𝑢#) + ⋯+	𝛼01)𝑢#01) are the fixed effects for N-1 parties, and 𝑒"#  is the 
error term. In order to more clearly see the effects of the interaction terms the regression 
models are run in two steps, first without the interaction effects (‘Model 1’) and then 
with them (‘Model 2’). The results are found in Table 2 and 3.  
 

Table 2. Abstract risk perceptions 
 Sweden Norway Australia New Zealand 

Independent 
variables 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 

Party cue .073** .076*** .133*** .122*** .148*** .164*** .014 .026 
 (.028) (.029) (.038) (.038) (.037) (.038) (.074) (.035) 
Political  -.081* -.081* -.090 -.092 .163*** .171*** .010 .015 
awareness (.043) (.043) (.064) (.064) (.052) (.052) (.058) (.058) 
Party  .008 .007 .013 .018 -.069 -.059 .014 .000 
attachment (.053) (.053) (.071) (.071) (.066) (.067) (.074) (.073) 
Polarization -.647** -.661** -

2.045**

* 

-

2.066**

* 

-

2.140**

* 

-

2.181**

* 

-

.858*** 

-

.882***  (.272) (.273) (.359) (.361) (.353) (.359) (.220) (.222) 
Cue x   -.010  .058  -.006  -.013 
awareness  (.027)  (.037)  (.030)  (.033) 
Cue x   -.008  -.012   -.072*  .023 
attachment  (.033)  (.043)  (.038)  (.045) 
Cue x   .054  .186   -.082  -

.425*** polarization  (.140)  (.167)  (.156)  (.112) 
Left/right  -

.056*** 

-

.057*** 

-

.122*** 

-

.119*** 

-

.235*** 

-

.235*** 

-

.145*** 

-

.127*** ideology (.020) (.021) (.024) (.024) (.022) (.022) (.026) (.026) 
Environment

alism 

.238*** .238*** .157*** .154*** .167***

* 

.172*** .146*** .140*** 
 (.014) (.014) (.021) (.021) (.019) (.019) (.021) (.021) 
Constant 5.818**

* 
5.818**

* 

5.167**
* 

5.140**

* 

4.171**
* 

4.176**

* 

4.334**
* 

4.338**

*   (.109) (.109) (.142) (.144) (.146) (.146) (.171) (.171) 
N 1852 1852 1187 1187 1223 1223 1173 1173 
F 47.701*

** 

41.156*

** 

27.907*

** 

24.271*

** 

31501**

* 

27.050*

** 

12.552*

** 

11.553*

** Adj. R2 0.324 0.323 0.301 0.302 0.298 0.299 0.151 0.159 
Dependent variable: Abstract risk perceptions. *p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01. Unstandardized coefficients. 
Standard error in parenthesis. Group mean centered variables. Party fixed effects and demographic 
control variables suppressed. 
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Looking first at the results in Table 2, which displays the regression for abstract risk 
perceptions, we can see that party cues, in three of the four countries, has a highly 
significant and relatively strong effect. How political parties position themselves on 
climate change thus seem to have an important influence on the risk individual voters 
associate with climate change. While the interaction effects generally are insignificant, 
the main effect of polarization is highly significant across all four countries. Individuals 
are thus likely to perceive less risk with climate change, the more polarized they perceive 
the parties to be. The two ideological measures also show a consistently strong, and 
uniform, effect across all countries. This means that, the more to the right you are, and 
the less you hold environmentalist values, the less likely you are to perceive climate 
change as an (abstract) risk. Finally, looking at the R2 values, we can see that the model 
manages to explain roughly 30% of the variance in Australia, Norway, and Sweden, but 
only about 16% in New Zealand.  

Table 3. Concrete risk perceptions 
 Sweden Norway Australia New Zealand 

Independent 
variables 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 

Party cue .022  .012  .108*** .094*** .147*** .120*** .090*** .087*** 
 (.027) (0.028) (.032) (.032) (.032) (.033) (.030) (.031) 
Political  -.064  -.063  .043  .042  .198***  .196***  .119**  .118**  
awareness (.041) (.041) (.054) (.054) (.045) (.045) (.052) (.052) 
Party  .062  .065  -.059  -.050  -.036  -.050  -

.213*** 

-

.217***  attachment (.050) (.050) (.059) (.059) (.058) (.058) (.066) (.066) 
Polarization .276  .315  .196  -.176  -.434  -.296  -.354*  -.382* 

  (.259) (.260) (.301) (.303) (.307) (.310) (.197) (.199) 
Cue x   .038   .047   .056**   .059**  
awareness  (.026)  (.031)  (.027)  (.029) 
Cue x   .020   .036   -.051   .000 

 attachment  (.031)  (.036)  (.033)  (.040) 
Cue x   -.005   .059   .248   -.148  
polarization  (.133)  (.140)  (.136)*  (.099) 
Left/right  -.011  -.010  -

.055***  

-.048**  -.045**  -.047  -.038  -.030  
ideology (.019) (.020) (.020) (.021) (.019) (.019) (.023) (.024) 
Environment .243***  .241***  .229***  .225***  .231***  .228***  .183***  .179***  
 (.013) (.013) (.017) (.017) (.017) (.017) (.019) (.019) 
Constant 5.071**

*  
5.069**
*  

4.339**
*  

4.306**
*  

4.631**
*  

4.620**

*  

4.298**
* 

4.299**
*  (.104) (.104) (.119) (.120) (.127) (.127) (.153) (.153) 

N 1847 1847 1178 1178 1218 1218 1172 1172 
F 41.492*

** 

35.979*

** 

28.612*

** 

24.966*

** 

33.612*

** 

29.264*

** 

13.443*

** 

11.852*

** Adj. R2 0.294 0.294 0.308 0.309 0.313 0.317 0.161 0.163 
Dependent variable: Concrete risk perceptions. *p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01. Unstandardized 
coefficients. Standard error in parenthesis. Group mean centered variables. Party fixed effects and 
demographic control variables suppressed. 
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Finally, looking at Table 3, which displays the results of the regression for concrete risk 
perceptions, we can see that party cues, just like in the previous model, has a significant 
effect in three of the four countries. But instead of New Zealand having an insignificant 
effect for party cues, Sweden falls short this time. These results still indicate that parties 
do have an important influence on individual perceptions of (concrete) risks. Another 
similarity can be found in the overall insignificant interaction effects. Unlike the results 
in Table 2, polarization is however only significant for New Zealand. Individuals thus 
do not seem to be as affected by political polarization when forming concrete risk 
perceptions, as compared to forming the more abstract perceptions. Another difference 
can be found when looking at the effect of left/right ideology, which had a consistently 
strong effect across all countries in Table 2, but only is significant for Norway in this 
case. Environmentalism has though, just as in the previous model, a consistently strong 
positive effect on risk perceptions. Looking at the R2 values, we can see that the 
explanatory power of the model is almost identical for the two types of risk perceptions.  

5. Discussion 

The aim of this paper has been to investigate the importance of political communication 
in large-scale collective action dilemmas, specifically in relation to public perceptions 
of the collective benefits associated with successful cooperation. This has been explored 
in the case of climate change mitigation, by studying the effects of party source cues on 
public perceptions of climate change risk. The results have shown how partisanship, and 
party cues specifically, is an important factor explaining public risk perceptions, both 
for abstract and more concreate risks. This effect is also, to a large extent, consistent 
across different political contexts, and is not isolated only to high polarization 
environments.  

While the effects largely are similar both across contexts and across types of risk 
perceptions, there are a few differences that are interesting to discuss. First, what risks 
individuals rate as being the highest was found to vary across countries. While Swedes 
and Norwegians consistently rated the abstract risks as greater, the opposite was true for 
Australians. One reasonable explanation to this is the different environmental risks that 
individuals in these contexts face in everyday life. In the two Nordic countries, 
environmental problems that can be associated with climate change is, to date, very hard 
to personally experience. Although some effects probably already are present (e.g. 
shorter winters, more precipitation), these are still small and hard to observe. In contrast, 
there are several environmental impacts with clear connections to climate change, that 
Australians repeatedly experience in everyday life. Most clearly, these include extended 
periods of draught, and the often-associated wildfires. How individuals view climate 
change risk, is thus at least to some extent contextually conditioned. 
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Second, a more relevant for the aim of this paper, there is some indication that the effect 
of party cues varies across different types of risk perceptions. While the effect of party 
cues was significant for three out of four countries in each regression, the effect still 
varied between the two models for both New Zealand and Sweden. In the case of 
Sweden, party cues had a significant effect for abstract risk perceptions, but not for 
concrete ones, whereas the opposite was true for New Zealand. Although the same 
wasn’t true for the other two countries, this might still be an indication that individuals 
rely on party cues to different extent for different types of attitudes. But since there is 
no clear pattern, it is hard to make a prediction when cues should be more important. 
Another finding, that supports this idea, is that the highly significant negative effects of 
both polarization and left/right ideology from the first regression (abstract risk) 
disappeared almost completely in the second regression. While left/right ideology only 
is indirectly related to political communication, and thus only indirectly supports this 
hypothesis, perceived polarization is a direct effect of political communication. Taken 
together, these findings seem to suggest that individuals do rely on party 
communications to different extent for different attitudes.  

The results from this study underscore the importance of studying the effects of political 
communication in large-scale collective action situations. While there are some 
methodological caveats that can be made, e.g. related to the use of cross-sectional data, 
the results still clearly illustrate how political parties can play an important role in 
informing and shaping individual attitudes in contexts defined by a general lack of first-
hand information. This role can both be used to motivate individuals to engage in more 
cooperative behaviors (as a result of an increased perceived benefit of cooperation) but 
can also be used to the opposite end. Extensive political cleavages within a political 
system (i.e. high polarization) might further depress individual willingness to cooperate. 
Further studies are though needed to better understand the role of political 
communication in large-scale collective action.  
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Appendix 1. Survey details 

 

Variable Question Scale 

Risk perception Below is a list of statements about climate change 
and its potential effects. To what extent do you 
agree (or disagree) with these statements? 
 
1) Climate change will have a negative impact on 
my life. 
2) Claims that the current levels of emissions have 
a negative impact on the earth’s climate are 
exaggerated. 
3) The lives of many [Australians] will be 
negatively affected by climate change. 
4) Globally, the lives of many people will be 
negatively affected by climate change. 
5) It’s not certain that climate change will affect 
the lives of future generations. 
6) Climate change will have a negative effect on 
my family’s life. 
 

Completely disagree (1), 
2, 3, 4, 5, 6, Completely 
agree (7) 

Party cue For each of the following political parties, report to 
what extent you think that they are for or against 
more forceful measures against climate change 
even if it means low or no economic growth for the 
country.  

Strongly opposes 1, 
Opposes 2, Somewhat 
opposes 2, Neither 
opposes nor favors 4, 
Somewhat favors 5, 
Favors 6, Strongly favors 
7 

Party preference Generally speaking, do you consider yourself 
attached to one particular party? If so, which one? 

 

Political 
awareness 

Generally speaking, how interested in politics are 
you? 

Very interested (1), 
somewhat interested (2), 
not very interested (3), not 
interested at all (4) 

Left/right 
ideology 

There is sometimes talk of political attitudes falling 
on a left-right scale. Where would you place 
yourself on this left-right scale?  

Furthest to the left 0, 1, 2, 
3, 4, Neither left nor right 
5, 6, 7, 8, 9, Furthest to the 
right 

Environmentalism There is sometimes talk of a green environmental 
dimension in Swedish politics. Where would you 
place yourself on this green dimension? 

Not green at all 0, 1, 2, 3, 
4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, A great deal 
green 10 

Gender Are you female or male? Female (1), Male (2) 

Age What year were you born? Before 1910… 1998 or 
later 

Income On average, what is your monthly salary before 
taxes? 

 

Education What is the highest level of education you have 
completed? Mark the answer that best applies to 
you. If you haven’t completed your education, 
mark the level you are at right now. 
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Appendix 2. Abstract risk perceptions across parties and countries 

Dependent variable: Abstract risk perceptions. Unstandardized estimates. Reference dummies: Liberal 
National Party (Australia), New Zealand First (New Zealand), Conservative Party (Norway), Left Party 
(Sweden). *p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01.  

  

 Australia  New Zealand Norway Sweden 
Green Party 1.539(0.176)***    
Labor Party 0.964 (0.153)***    
Country Liberals -0.221 (0.294)    
Liberal Party 0.203 (0.178)    
National Party -0.186 (0.309)    
     
ACT  -1.303 (0.394)***   
Green Party  1.047 (0.191)***   
Labour Party  0.377 (0.174)**   
Maori Party  0.155 (0.276)   
National Party  -0.161 (0.174)   
United Future  0.269 (0.482)   
     
Labour Party   0.613 (0.132)***  
Progress Party   -0.495 

(0.151)*** 
 

Christian Peoples Party   0.172 (0.258)  
Green Party   1.707 (0.160)***  
Center Party   0.257 (0.236)  
Socialist Left Party   1.553 (0.194)***  
Liberal Party    1.396 (0.203)***  
     
Social Democrats    -0.501 

(0.101)*** 
Green Party    0.360 (0.110)*** 
Sweden Democrats    -1.642 

(0.134)*** 
Center Party    -0.659 

(0.163)*** 
Liberals    -0.603 

(0.129)*** 
Christian Democrats    -1.412 

(0.201)*** 
Moderates    -1.168 

(0.113)*** 
Constant 3.672 (0.136)*** 4.356 (0.155)*** 4.435 (0.104)*** 6.148 (0.078)*** 
N 1223 1173 1187 1852 
F 27.441*** 16.806*** 39.180*** 52.580*** 
Adj. R2 0.098 0.075 0.184 0.163 
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Appendix 3.  Concrete risk perceptions across parties and countries 

Dependent variable: Concrete risk perceptions. Unstandardized estimates. Reference dummies: Liberal 
National Party (Australia), New Zealand First (New Zealand), Conservative Party (Norway), Left Party 
(Sweden). *p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01.  

 

  

 Australia  New Zealand Norway Sweden 
Green Party 1.261 (0.155)***    
Labor Party 0.621 (0.134)***    
Country Liberals 0.579 (0.257)**    
Liberal Party -0.088 (0.156)    
National Party -0.507 (0.271)*    
     
ACT  0.350 (0.362)   
Green Party  1.020 (0.176)***   
Labour Party  0.568 (0.160)***   
Maori Party  0.551 (0.252)**   
National Party  0.230 (0.160)   
United Future  0.149 (0.443)   
     
Labour Party   0.408 (0.089)***  
Progress Party   -0.478 

(0.131)*** 
 

Christian Peoples Party   0.425 (0.224)*  
Green Party   1.326 (0.138)***  
Center Party   0.312 (0.203)  
Socialist Left Party   1.003 (0.167)***  
Liberal Party    0.877 (0.175)***  
     
Social Democrats    -0.543 

(0.096)*** 
Green Party    0.230 (0.104) * 
Sweden Democrats    -1.384 

(0.127)*** 
Center Party    -0.713 

(0.155)*** 
Liberals    -0.579 

(0.122)*** 
Christian Democrats    -1.365 

(0.190)*** 
Moderates    -1.037 

(0.127)*** 
Constant 4.250 (0.119)*** 4.163 (0.142)*** 3.929 (0.089)*** 5.279 (0.074)*** 
N 1218 1172 1178 1847 
F 26.442*** 8.771*** 30.193*** 42.290*** 
Adj. R2 0.095 0.038 0.148 0.135 
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Abstract 

Institutional trust has been argued to be a key factor for explaining cooperation in 
large-scale social dilemmas. By providing a degree of predictability into an otherwise 
uncertain environment, institutional trust can encourage individuals to refrain from 
short-term personal interest in favor of the collective’s best. Chances of reaching the 
necessary levels of trust might though be threatened by another defining feature of 
many social dilemmas: political polarization. Increasing political polarization could 
e.g. risk reducing public faith in the institutional willingness and capacity to ensure 
mutual cooperation. In this paper, we investigate: (1) how perceived polarization 
affects political trust, and (2) how this relationship varies between a high polarization 
(Australia) and a low polarization (Norway) context.  

Key words: perceived polarization, political trust, large-scale collective action, 
climate change 

1. Introduction 

To achieve its objectives, any policy that tries to improve levels 
of collective action to overcome social dilemmas must enhance 
the level of trust by participants that others are complying with 
the policies, or many will seek ways of avoiding compliance. 
(Ostrom 2010:551) 

As indicated by Ostrom above, and others, trust is a key factor for assuring individual 
cooperation in social dilemma situations. This is probably particularly true for large-
scale collective action dilemmas, such as those surrounding climate change, air- and 
water pollution, overpopulation, and large-scale fisheries, that are especially hard to 
resolve due to the large number of involved actors and the few interactions in-between 
them. However, not only are the beliefs concerning other actors’ intentions to 
cooperate of significance, but also beliefs about the ambitions and ability of the 
political and administrative institutions to effectively prioritize and efficiently 
implement policies aimed at generating cooperation (Sønderskov 2011, Biel and 
Thøgersen 2007, Matti 2015).  
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In several studies, it has been found that individuals who trust that political and public 
administration institutions are able to ensure broad public cooperation and a fair 
distribution of costs, tend to be more willing to engage in collectively beneficial 
behaviors despite taking on personal costs (Berlin 2011, Jagers et al. 2012, Levi and 
Stoker 2000, Lubell 2002, Lubell, Zahran and Vedlitz 2007, Ostrom 2010). Such 
political and institutional trust provides individuals with a level of predictability to the 
otherwise uncertain nature of large-scale social dilemmas. Without such forms of trust, 
government policies will risk being seen as both unfair and ineffective and will most 
likely be harder to effectively implement (Citrin and Muste 1999, Levi and Stoker 
2000, Tyler 1990, Sandmo 2005, Hammar and Jagers 2006, Dresner et al. 2006, 
Kallbekken and Sælen 2011, Harring and Jagers 2013, Kallbekken et al. 2013).  

Another defining feature of many collective action problems is that they are politically 
contested issues, characterized by partisan conflicts over problem formulation, policy 
choice, and funding. This is also true for many large-scale issues such as national 
military defense, national health care policy and climate change mitigation. Hence, 
while order and predictability - as proxied by political and institutional trust - is crucial 
for individuals to be willing to engage in cooperative behaviors, the political 
environment surrounding individuals in these types of dilemmas are typically both 
turbulent and polarized. Such polarization can affect individuals’ propensity for 
cooperation in at least two ways. First, perceived polarization can affect cooperative 
behavior directly. On the one hand, research show that the more a political issue is 
characterized by political cleavages, the more likely that it decreases cooperative 
behavior, since it signals dissension whether a cooperative behavior is actually 
warranted or not (Lupu 2015, Sherman et al. 2003, Robinson et al. 1995). On the other 
hand, political dissent can trigger political engagement, e.g. in the form of voting, 
making campaign contributions, and joining political parties (Van Boven, Judd, and 
Sherman 2012, Westfall et al. 2015).  

Second - and of principal concern in this paper - it is also plausible that polarization 
affect cooperative behavior indirectly, namely via political and institutional trust. This 
relationship is, however, considerably less investigated and the research results point 
in partly different directions. Some studies (i.e. Citrin 1974, Levi and Stoker 2000, 
Theiss-Morse, Barton and Wagner 2015) demonstrate how institutional trust clearly is 
a product of partisan politics, where trust varies with what party is in power. Others 
(e.g. Craig 1996, King 1997, Miller 1974) have instead found that the individual level 
of attitude extremity, and its relationship to the political climate, impacts levels of 
institutional trust. Overall, however, the scholarly impression appears to be that the 
relationship between polarization and level of trust “has gone largely unaddressed” 
(Theiss-Morse et al. 2015:175) 
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In this paper, we therefore study if, and to what extent, individuals’ trust in political 
institutions is related to perceived political polarization. More specifically, by using 
climate change as the case in point – of a typically contested political issue (e.g. 
McCright 2011, Unsworth and Fielding 2014) - we explore how individual trust in 
political and administrative institutions’ abilities to prioritize and implement effective 
policy solutions to climate change is affected by perceived political polarization. After 
this introductory section, the article continues as follows. First, the theory section 
gives an introduction to the importance of political and institutional trust and its 
impact on cooperative behavior, both in terms of policy compliance and as public 
policy support. This section also deals with the formation of political and institutional 
trust and draws out a number of hypotheses on the relationship between trust and 
political polarization. Second, the methodological section presents the survey used and 
the operationalization of the variables. Third, the results are presented. The article is 
ended with a discussion of the results and a concluding section summing up the results 
and potential routes forward in future research.  

2. Theory 

2.1 Trust and cooperation in large-scale dilemmas 

As of late, studies aimed at better grasping the nature of modern-day collective action 
problems have done so by focusing on the concept of trust as high levels of trust, both 
in other people and in government, is suggested to benefit the stability and 
effectiveness of a number of societal processes, including the support of and 
compliance with political decisions (Hetherington 1998, Braithwaite and Levi 1998). 
Trust in government refers broadly to the confidence the public have in the 
representative and administrative institutions responsible for deciding on and 
implementing public policies (Citrin and Muste 1999). High levels of trust thus 
indicate that citizens not only approve of their government or various governmental 
institutions, but also that they believe government to act according to standing political 
and institutional principles (Levi and Stoker 2000). Trust in government is, as such, 
based in more than affective motives. Rather, trusting a governmental institution 
“entails having confidence that the institution is reliable, observes rules and 
regulations, works well, and serves the general interest” (Devos, Spini and Schwartz 
2002:484). Citizens who feel as part of the political system and trust their government 
will, therefore, to a greater extent comply with government regulations, even at the 
risk of personal costs. Acknowledging the rather unprecise concept of trust in 
government, Rothstein and Stolle (2008) separates it into two distinct aspects, each 
with slightly different sources and effects. First, political trust refers to the 
representative institutions (e.g. the legislative and executive branches of government) 
responsible for making political decisions. Second, institutional trust instead targets 
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the implementing institutions, for example governmental agencies, tasked with turning 
political decisions into political practice, and of monitoring the compliance with these.  

In the case of large-scale collective action dilemmas, the importance of institutional 
trust becomes particularly tangible. Following the separation of individual and 
collective interests most individuals in collective action dilemmas will take the role of 
‘conditional cooperators’, that is, be hesitant to cooperate unless they can be assured 
that other individuals are cooperating as well (Ostrom 2005, 2010, Torgler 2003). 
Given the characteristic of large-scale social dilemmas with a large number of actors 
and subsequent limited possibilities to monitor other individuals’ actions, it is 
regularly assumed that a third-party authority, typically the State, must take measures 
to generate cooperation through the use of various policy measures, or, using the 
terminology of Mansbridge (2014), governmental coercion. Institutional trust thus 
reflects the individual’s view on the ambition and ability of political government to 
handle these demands for ensuring reciprocity and is, in that sense, an efficient means 
for lowering transaction costs in a relationship (c.f. Fukuyama 1995). The possibility 
for policy measures to increase predictability of human interaction and thereby 
eradicate the free-rider problem is intimately connected to a belief in political 
institutions to implement, survey and enforce the cooperative behavior of other group-
members through a fair and effective system for monitoring rule-violation (Jagers and 
Hammar 2009, Harring 2013). Individuals that trust government agencies’ ambition 
and ability to, in this way, successfully implement effective solutions to policy 
problems will be more willing to both support the introduction of, and themselves 
subsequently comply with, new public policies (Berlin 2011, Levi and Stoker 2000).  

This is of course also true also in the case of climate mitigation policy, where 
governmental institutions are responsible for monitoring the compliance and free-
riding of a multitude of other actors. As stated above, if an individual perceives 
government to be either incompetent or corrupt, the perceived value of participation 
will be lower and cooperation therefore less likely. The positive effect of institutional 
trust also has empirical support in relation to climate change activism and public 
attitudes towards climate change policies. In a number of studies, Mark Lubell and 
colleagues demonstrate a positive correlation between institutional trust and 
environmental activism (Lubell 2002), support for climate change policies (Lubell, et 
al. 2007), as well as behavioral intentions related to improving air quality (Lubell and 
Vedlitz 2006).  

Analytically, institutional trust can be seen as encompassing two distinct, but related, 
dimensions. The first dimension relates to the belief that political government will act 
in a fair, responsible and correct manner, while the second dimension concerns 
perceptions of whether an institution will be able to perform its assigned tasks or not 
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(Levi and Stoker 2000). So, while an individual might believe that a given political 
institution is honest and fair in its operation, he or she might at the same time be 
doubtful about the institution’s capacity to carry out its work (e.g. because of a lack of 
resources). The distinction between these two dimensions has also been shown to be of 
empirical value. Measuring individual participation in political consumption, Berlin 
(2011) found that both institutional trust (in this case operationalized as an evaluation 
of the way in which political institutions manage their work) and dissatisfaction with 
governmental performance in the environmental domain are positively correlated with 
political consumerism. Furthermore, Lubell and Vedlitz (2006) applied a dichotomized 
measure of institutional trust and found ‘government trust’ to be positively correlated 
with behavioral intentions, but not with policy support, while ‘government priority’ 
was negatively correlated with behavioral intentions and uncorrelated with policy 
support.  

Furthermore, while individuals can carry an overall perception of trust or distrust for 
government, an increasing amount of research indicates that empirical investigations 
of institutional trust should use domain specific measures (e.g. Citrin and Muste 1999). 
According to this perspective, institutional trust is a multidimensional phenomenon, 
which means that an individual’s subjective level of trust depends on the object 
towards which it is directed (Levi and Stoker 2000). Hence, while an individual might 
have a high level of trust for the national parliament and government, he or she might 
at the same time be highly distrustful of agencies responsible for implementing climate 
change policies. And while the two types of trust surely may be related, such that 
general political trust influences perceptions of specific institutions, “what presumably 
drives [peoples’] behavior are their judgments concerning the particular authorities” 
(Levi and Stoker 2000:495). This domain specific trust-hypothesis has also found 
empirical support, e.g. in the case of political consumerism where domain specific, but 
not general institutional trust, was correlated with individual consumer habits (Berlin 
2011). What, then, drives the individual’s trust in government? 

2.2 Perceived polarization and institutional trust 

The origins of institutional trust have, throughout the literature, been sought after in a 
range of different factors, from micro-level individual factors such as values (e.g. 
Morselli, Spini, and Devos 2012), personal expectations and satisfaction with politics 
(e.g. Norris 1999, Mansbridge 1997, Newton and Norris 2000), or demography (e.g. 
Christensen and Laegreid 2014, Leigh 2006, Inglehart 1997), to macro-level 
explanations focusing on overall social capital (Keele 2007), political culture, or 
overall institutional performance (e.g. Chanley et al. 2000). In this paper, however, we 
propose that institutional trust also is related to the perceptions of the political climate, 
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i.e. the extent to which political actors are viewed as being polarized on the issue of 
climate change.  

Perceived polarization has been shown to have both positive and negative effects on 
individual attitude formation and behavior. Perceived polarization has, on the one 
hand, been demonstrated as positively associated with political engagement. 
Individuals have for example been found to be more likely to join a political party, to 
make campaign contributions, and to vote in election, the more polarization they 
perceive (Van Boven et al. 2012, Westfall et al. 2015). On the other hand, perceived 
polarization has been suggested to be associated with individual detachment to politics 
(Levendusky and Malhotra 2015, Lupu 2015) as well as to increased pessimism about 
chances of finding cross-partisan solutions (Sherman et al. 2003, Robinson et al. 
1995). 

In the case of individuals’ institutional trust, the effect of political polarization should 
be expected to always be negative. That is, the more political parties in a system 
polarize, the lower the degree of institutional trust will be among the public. The 
reason for this logic is that a perception of increased political polarization, 
independently of partisanship, always should reflect negatively on the perceived 
capacity of governmental institutions to effectively do their job. While there is a lack 
of research investigating this claim, there are studies that seem to point in this 
direction. It has for example been found that increased perceptions of political 
polarization lead to an increased overall disenchantment with politics and to reduction 
in partisan motivated reasoning as well as an increased degree of political distrust 
(Levendusky and Malhotra 2015, Levi and Stoker 2000). Similarly, in the case of 
climate change, polarized communication has also been found to lead to a lowered 
degree of trust in climate science (McCright 2011, Nisbet, Cooper and Garrett 2015). 
Together, these studies seem to indicate that as individuals perceive political parties, or 
other political actors, becoming more polarized these individuals will lose faith in 
either in the political system as a whole, or in the specific actors. Therefore, our first 
hypothesis states that: 

Hypothesis 1: Perceived polarization is negatively related with 
institutional trust, such that an increased degree of perceived 
polarization is associated with a lower level of trust. 

Besides perceptions of political polarization, also a second aspect of the party system 
relating to the degree of conflict among political parties will be investigated here. 
Whereas perceptions of polarization relate to the distance among the parties, another 
aspect that seems important to consider is the average position taken by parties in a 
system. For example, a party system might on the one hand be characterized by a low 
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degree of polarization on climate change, with the average position of parties in favor 
of implementing stronger climate policies. On the other hand, a political system with 
the same degree of polarization might only contain parties with a very negative stance 
on climate change. The same would of course also be true in the case of high degrees 
of polarization, where the average party position might be both in favor and against 
stronger policies. Therefore, controlling whether a party system is characterized by 
‘positive polarization’ or ‘negative polarization’ should have important implications 
for how the relationship between institutional trust and political polarization is 
understood.  

Hypothesis 2: Perceived mean party stance is positively related with 
institutional trust, such that the higher the perceived level of mean 
party stances, the higher level of trust. 

3. Data and design 

3.1 Case description 

Using a comparative approach, this study investigates the extent to which public 
perceptions of polarization varies between high polarization (Australia) and low 
polarization (Norway) contexts. Similar to the US, Australian politics on climate 
change are commonly described as being highly polarized. While attempts have been 
made to initiate the implementation of large scale mitigation measures, e.g. an 
emissions trading scheme, most of these attempts have been foiled by extensive 
political conflict (McDonald 2016, Pearse 2016). Polarization on climate change is 
also apparent in the beliefs and attitudes of both the public and political elites, with a 
clear divide running between on the one hand Labour and the Greens, and on the other, 
supporters of the Liberal/National coalition (Fielding et al. 2014, Tranter 2013).  

Norwegian climate change political have traditionally been characterized by an 
overarching political consensus. Norway has also traditionally been seen as an 
international leader on climate change mitigation and has in many cases been an early 
adopter of environmental policies (Hovden and Lindseth 2004, Roettereng 2016). A 
growing economic dependence on the petroleum sector has, however, put the previous 
political consensus under pressure, leading to an increasing polarization among the 
political parties in Norway. In sum, these two cases represent two very distinct 
political settings, where climate change politics clearly are defined by different 
political dynamics.  
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3.2 Data collection 

Data were collected by the use of a country comparative sample survey administered 
by the sample provider Cint. The field period was between 3 March to 31 March 2015. 
The surveys were administered electronically. The samples were quota samples (with 
quotas for age and gender) with an aim of 2000 respondents from each country. In 
total, the number of responses was 2268 in Australia and 2178 in Norway. 

3.3 Operationalization 

To measure perceived polarization within a system, the weighted standard deviation of 
the perceived party positions was used. This was measured by first asking respondents 
to report whether their preferred party (as well as all other parties in parliament) are 
‘for or against more forceful measures against climate change even if it means low or 
no economic growth for the country’. Respondents indicated their answer on a seven-
point scale (1=strongly opposed to 7=strongly favor).  These measures were then 
weighted by multiplying the perceived party stance with the party’s percentage of 
votes in the last general election. In the final step, the standard deviation of these 
scores were then used as a measure of perceive polarization. The mean party position 
was measure simply by calculating the mean value of weighted perceived party 
positions.  

Table 1. Descriptive statistics  

 Norway Australia 

 Political trust Political priority Political trust Political priority 

Parliament 4.02(1.70) 4.18(1.40) 3.29(1.75) 3.42(1.67) 

Cabinet  3.76(1.77) 3.86(1.53) 3.01(1.82) 3.19(1.74) 

Parties 3.81(1.61) 4.24(1.33) 3.21(1.60) 3.59(1.53) 

Public agencies 4.04 (1.62) 4.07(1.36) 3.38(1.64) 3.29(1.62) 

Composite 
measure 

0.900 0.891 0.916 0.917 

Mean and standard deviation. Cronbach’s alpha for composite measure.  

Considering the multi-dimensionality (Levi and Stoker 2000) and the domain specific 
characteristics (Berlin 2011) of institutional trust, two forms of institutional trust were 
measured using questions with specific reference to climate change mitigation. The 
first type, here called Political trust, was measured by asking respondents to rate the 
competence of a number of institutions when it comes to the “actors’ abilities to 
positively impact the climate” on a seven-degree scale (1=Not much trust, 7=A great 
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deal of trust). The second type, called Political priority, was measured by asking 
respondents to rate how “prioritized the issue of climate change” is for a number of 
institutions, using a seven-degree scale (1=Not prioritized at all, 7=Very highly 
prioritized). For each type of trust, respondents were asked to rate four national 
institutions; the political parties, the (federal) parliament, the prime minister and 
cabinet, and governmental agencies. The items for each factor was added into an index 
(see Table 1).   

The extent to which individuals are affected by perceived political polarization is also 
expected to be moderated by their partisan leaning. First, partisanship is on its own 
related to institutional trust. Individuals supporting right leaning parties have for 
example been found to have a higher degree of institutional trust compared to 
supporters of left leaning parties (Devos et al. 2002). Therefore, we control for 
individuals’ general political leaning. This was measured using the common ‘left-right 
scale’, asking respondents to rate themselves on an 11-degree scale ranging from 
“Furthest to the left” (0), to “Neither to the left nor right” (5), to “Furthest to the right” 
(10). Second, political and institutional trust should also be expected to be affected by 
the individual level of attitude extremity. Studies have for example found how distrust 
is more common among extremist on the right and left as compared to centrist voters 
as a result of dissatisfaction with policy alternatives provided by centrist political 
parties (Miller 1974). Conversely, centrist voters have been found to become more 
distrusting when political polarization increases (Craig 1996, King 1997). To control 
for this, we measure attitude extremity on environmental issues using 11-degree scale, 
asking respondents to what degree they consider themselves ‘green’ or not (“Not green 
at all” (0) to “A great deal green” (10)).    

Individual voters are also more likely to express trust for the political institutions when 
their own political party, or coalition, is in power (Citrin 1974). The effect of 
supporting the incumbent party is also expected to be positively moderated by 
perceived polarization, such that the effect of supporting the incumbent party (or 
coalition) is greater the more polarization an individual perceives. The effect of 
supporting an incumbent party is controlled for by including a dummy coded variable 
(coded as “1” for individuals supporting an incumbent party). To see if the importance 
of supporting an incumbent party increases with polarization, the dummy variable is 
interacted with the variable measuring perceived polarization (incumbent x 
polarization).     

Besides the main dependent and independent variables, a number of individual level 
control variables found to be important both in general and in the case of 
environmental attitudes was used. Level of education was measured on a nine-point 
scale, recoded into three categories: Low Education (below upper secondary), Medium 
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Education (upper secondary), and High Education (tertiary). Income was measured as 
monthly salary before taxes, recoded into three categories: Low income (income 
quartile 1), Medium income (income quartiles 2-3), High income (income quartile 4). 
Respondents were also asked to report their age and gender (0=’Female’ and 
1=’Male’).  
 

4. Results 

The first step of the analysis is to investigate the relationship between the two 
dependent variables and each one of the independent variables. Table 2 presents the 
bivariate correlations for these relationships. Looking at the results, the main finding 
seems to be that there is a considerable contextual effect, i.e. difference between the 
two cases. In Australia, three of the five independent variables have the expected 
relationship to the independent variables, with a negative correlation for perceived 
polarization, and a positive correlation for incumbent party and left/right ideology. 
Mean party stance has a strong, and highly significant, relationship to the independent 
variables, but in the opposite direction of what was hypothesized. Finally, the 
correlation to attitude extremity has a small, but significant, coefficient.   

Table 2. Bivariate correlations 

 Norway Australia 

 Political trust Political priority Political trust Political priority 

Perceived polarization .157** .331* -.146** -.201** 

Mean party stance  .187** .404** -.315** -.398** 

Incumbent party -.074** .098** .206** .203** 

Left/right ideology -.046* .126**        .265** .334** 

Attitude extremity -.017 -.052* .062** .048* 

Correlation significance (2-tailed): *=p<0.05, **=p<0.01, ***=p<0.001. 

For Norway, there is a quite different pattern. Both of the main independent variables, 
perceived polarization and mean party stance, are significantly and positively related 
to both measures of trust. Thus, while the relationship between the two measures of 
trust and mean party stance is the expected one (i.e. positive), their relationship with 
perceived polarization goes in the opposite direction of what was expected. 
Furthermore, compared to Australia the direction of both these relationships are thus 
the opposite direction. Finally, looking at the last three variables (incumbent party, 
left/right ideology and attitude extremity) there is an indication that the relationship 
between these variables and trust varies with what conceptualization of trust that is 
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used (at least for the first two). Both incumbent party and left/right ideology are 
negatively correlated with political trust, but positively correlated with political 
priority. Attitude extremity is, on the other hand, unrelated to political trust but 
negatively correlated with political priority. Overall, the results from the bivariate 
analysis seems to indicate that there is a relationship between perceived polarization 
and political institutional trust, but that this relationship is contextually conditioned.  

Table 3. Multivariate analysis: Political trust  

Independent 
variables 

Norway Australia 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Polarization -.044 -.014 -.028 .003 -.018 .005 
 (.542) (.571) (.569) (.050) (.056) (.057) 
Mean party stance .181*** .181*** .222*** .296*** .295*** .249*** 
 (.659) (.658) (.670) (.042) (.042) (.041) 
Incumbent party -.103*** -.095** -.033 .183*** .183*** .146*** 
 (.086) (.059) (.110) (.081) (.081) (.080) 
Inc. x polarization  -.057 -.050  .042 .005 
  (.639) (.636)  (.102) (.099) 
L/R ideology   -.060   .151*** 
   (.020)   (.019) 
Attitude extremity   -.013   .053* 
   (.024)   (.021) 
Age   -.080**   -.161*** 
   (.003)   (.003) 
Male   -.077**   .044 
   (.081)   (.069) 
Mod. education   .089   -.001 
   (.168)   (.284) 
High education   .188**   .133 
   (.171)   (.285) 
Medium income   -.010   .098*** 
   (.090)   (.076) 
High income   -.014   .083** 
   (.133)   (.108) 
Constant 4.048*** 4.052*** 3.760*** 1.197*** 1.210*** .989** 
 (.046) (.046) (.170) (.171) (.171) (.325) 
Adjusted R2 .024 .025 .049 .135 .136 .230 
N 1382 1382 1382 1576 1576 1576 
F 12.106*** 9.875*** 6.915*** 82.833*** 62.777*** 40.282*** 
Dependent variable: Political trust. Standardized regression coefficients. Standard errors in parenthesis. 
Group mean centered variables. *=p<0.05, **=p<0.01, ***=p<0.001.  

With the investigation of the bivariate relationships finished, the next step of the 
analysis is to perform a multivariate analysis. Doing so will enable us to compare the 
importance of each of the bivariate relationships to each other. Furthermore, the 
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multivariate analysis will also test the interaction effects. The analysis is performed in 
two steps, separately for each of the two independent variables. Table 3 presents the 
results from an OLS regression, in which political trust have been regressed on 
perceived polarization, perceived mean party stance, incumbent party, the interaction 
between incumbent party and perceived polarization, left/right ideology, attitude 
extremity, as well as the demographic control variables (the regression model(s) are 
run in three steps to more clearly illustrate the impact of the interaction effects).  

Unlike the findings in the bivariate analysis, the results in Table 3 indicates that the 
main relationships are largely similar between the two cases. In Australia, there is a 
significant positive relationship between the dependent variable and mean party 
stance, incumbent party, left/right ideology, and attitude extremity. The effect of 
perceived polarization, and its interaction with incumbent party, are both insignificant. 
So, while individual levels of trust are related to the perceived average stance of 
political parties, it is unrelated to the level of perceived polarization. The positive 
relationship between political trust and incumbent party and left/right ideology does 
though give an indication of some sort of partisan effect. Among the demographic 
control variables, age has a strong negative effect on trust, while income has a positive 
effect.  
 
For Norway, the positive correlation between perceived polarization and political trust 
disappear in the multivariate analysis, and the relationship between the two variables is 
insignificant in all three models. Similar to the Australian case, the effect of perceived 
mean party stance has a strong and highly significant effect that is consistent across the 
three models. In the first two models, incumbent party has a highly significant 
negative effect on political trust, but this effect disappears with the inclusion of the 
control variables in the last model. Of the control variables, high education has a 
strong positive effect on trust, but a negative effect of male and age. Looking at the 
results as a whole and comparing the predictive capacity of the model across the two 
cases, there are apparent difference between the two cases. By studying the amount of 
explained variance for the two cases there is an indication that the theoretical model is 
better suited to explain political trust in the high polarization Australian case than in 
Norway. While the adjusted R2 value just barely reaches 5% in the Norwegian case, it 
is 23% for Australia. Although one should avoid drawing to wide-ranging conclusions 
from this, it is still an indication that factors driving political trust differ across 
political contexts.   
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Table 4. Multivariate analysis: Political priority 
 
Independent variables Norway Australia 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Polarization .000 .009 .011 -.016 -.062* -.036 
 (.409) (.432) (.436) (.046) (.052) (.053) 
Mean party stance .379*** .379*** .376*** .385*** .381*** .328*** 
 (.496) (.496) (.512) (.039) (.039) (.039) 
Incumbent party .052* .054* .032 .168*** .168*** .120*** 
 (.065) (.066) (.085) (.075) (.074) (.074) 
Inc. x polarization  -.018 -.015  .089** .045 
  (.485) (.489)  (.093) (.092) 
L/R ideology   .037   .182*** 
   (.016)   (.018) 
Attitude extremity   -.010   .038 
   (.018)   (.020) 
Age   .022   -.113*** 
   (.002)   (.002) 
Male   .014   .048* 
   (.062)   (.064) 
Mod. education   .104   -.037 
   (.129)   (.262) 
High education   .134*   .044 
   (.132)   (.264) 
Medium income   -.026   .096*** 
   (.069)   (.070) 
High income   -.030   .101*** 
   (.103)   (.099) 
Constant 4.077*** 4.078*** 3.876*** 1.011*** 1.035*** 1.064*** 
 (.035) (.035) (.131) (.159) (.158) (.301) 
Adjusted R2 .152 .151 .151 .200 .206 .280 
N 1370 1370 1370 1568 1568 1568 
F 82.709**

** 
62.088**
** 

21.326**
** 

131.745*
** 

102.458*
** 

51.691*** 
Dependent variable: Political priority. Standardized regression coefficients. Standard errors in 
parenthesis. Group mean centered variables. *=p<0.05, **=p<0.01, ***=p<0.001.  

The final step of the analysis is to perform the same multivariate analysis as above, but 
with the second independent variable: political priority. Table 4 presents the results of 
an OLS regression, where political priority has been regressed on perceived 
polarization, perceived mean party stance, incumbent party, the interaction between 
incumbent party and perceived polarization, left/right ideology, attitude extremity, and 
the demographic control variables. The results are largely similar to the previous 
regression, but with some slight differences. For Norway, the effects are overall the 
same but generally larger in magnitude. For some of the variables (notably mean party 
stance), the coefficients are almost twice the size compared to the previous model. The 
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effect of perceived polarization is again insignificant across all three models. 
Similarly, the effect of incumbent party is again significant in the first two models but 
becomes insignificant in the last model. Compared to the first regression, the amount 
of explained variance increases substantially, from 4.9% to 15.1% in model three (an 
increase of more than 300%). Of the demographic control variables, high education 
has a positive effect.  

For Australia, the relationships are again very similar to those found for political trust, 
and the differences are smaller than what is found for the Norwegian case. The biggest 
difference is the increase in the coefficient for mean party stance, otherwise there are 
only small differences. Just as in the Norwegian case, there is also an increase in the 
amount of explained variance (increases about 22%). Among the demographic control 
variables, age has a large negative effect while income and being a man is positively 
correlated with political priority. Overall, the results are again very similar across the 
two cases. In both countries, there is an insignificant effect of perceived polarization 
and a strong positive effect of perceived mean party stance. The biggest difference lies 
in the positive effects of incumbent party and left/right ideology that are significant in 
Australia, but not in Norway. Similar to the first regression, there is also a difference 
in the amount of explained variance between the two cases. This difference is however 
much smaller in regression two.  

5. Discussion 

The uncertain nature surrounding many large-scale collective action situations, makes 
institutional trust an important factor explaining when individuals are willing to 
cooperate despite seemingly small personal incentives (Berlin 2011, Levi and Stoker 
2000, Lubell 2002, Lubell et al. 2007, Ostrom 2010). Many collective action dilemmas 
are also defined by extensive political conflict over everything from problem 
definition to choice of policy tools. In this paper, we have tried to get a better 
understanding of how the polarized nature surrounding many large-scale collective 
action dilemmas affect the individual level of institutional trust that have been shown 
to be so important to individual cooperative intentions. We have studied this 
relationship in the case of climate change mitigation, which both is a typical collective 
action problem, and in many contexts are defined by extensive political polarization 
(Dunlap and McCright 2008, Fielding et al. 2012, Guber 2012, McCright 2011, 
McCright and Dunlap 2011, Tranter 2013, Unsworth and Fielding 2014).  

The results from the bivariate analysis showed that there is a significant relationship 
between perceived polarization and both measures of trust. The direction of this 
relationship was though found to vary between the two cases, with a positive 
relationship in Norway and a negative one in Australia. This gives some initial partial 
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support to Hypothesis 1. Similarly, there is also partial support for Hypothesis 2, as 
mean party stance was found to be positively related to both measures of trust in the 
Norwegian case but negatively related to both measures for Australia. Together, these 
findings indicate that there is a strong contextual component affecting the results.  

The findings from the bivariate analysis did, however, not hold up in the multivariate 
analysis. Overall, the results from the multivariate analysis were very similar across 
the two cases. Across both cases and both measures of trust, perceived polarization 
was found to be insignificantly related the dependent variables. There is as such no 
support for Hypothesis 1. The results did however show that individual levels of trust 
are affected by the perceived mean party stance. Across all models mean party stance 
had a strong positive and highly significant relationship to trust. This gives strong 
support for Hypothesis 2. Individuals’ institutional trust are thus unaffected by the 
degree to which political parties are perceived as being polarized over climate change, 
but highly affected by the degree to which parties are perceived as being in favor of 
stronger mitigation measures or not.  

While the two cases were selected on basis of their varying level of political 
polarization, they also vary on a number of other dimension with possible relevance 
for the results. First, Norway, beyond having an overarching political consensus on 
climate change, is together with the other neighboring Nordic countries, defined by the 
high level of trust that people in general have for the political institutions (Bengtsson 
et al. 2014). This is also true for this study, which can be seen by studying the 
descriptive statistics in Table 1. This shows that the level of trust is consistently higher 
in the Norwegian sample. To what extent this higher level of trust affects the 
explanatory power of the theoretical model is though unclear and should be subject to 
future investigations.  

Second, Australia, beyond being defined by extensive polarization over climate 
change, has a considerably higher level of party identifiers compared to Norway 
(Bengtsson et al. 2014). While this difference is smaller in the current samples (partly 
due to the sampling process), this is also something that could have a potential effect 
on the results. Specifically, partisan voters should be expected to be more strongly 
affected by the communications sent by political parties, and thus also more affected 
by polarization. It is also likely that individuals with strong partisan identities will be 
most likely to perceive political polarization (Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes, 2012, 
Westfall et al. 2015), which in turn could make them more susceptible to its effects.    

Overall, the results show how perceptions of political parties can have important 
effects on political trust, but that it mainly is the average position of parties and not the 
degree of polarization that affects these attitudes. While there are methodological 
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issues that must be considered when interpreting the results (e.g. the use of cross-
sectional data and quota samples), the results still offers new interesting insights into 
the largely unexplored relationship between political polarization and institutional 
trust. The results also, by extension, illustrate how the degree of political conflict both 
can undermine and improve chances for large-scale collective action.  
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