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Abstract. Existing literature highlights ideology as a key factor in shaping public opin-
ion on climate change. Overall, left-wing individuals are more likely to believe in cli-
mate change and express concern about it than their right-wing counterparts. Moreo-
ver, in recent years, research has increasingly focused on the role of (right-wing) pop-
ulism and nationalism, showing that individuals with populist and nationalist attitudes
are less likely to believe in human-induced climate change and more likely to oppose
environmental protection and fossil fuel taxes. However, the interaction between pop-
ulist attitudes and ideological orientation remains partially underexplored. Does the
relationship between populist attitudes and belief in the anthropogenic nature of cli-
mate change vary depending on individuals’ ideology? This study provides novel and
up-to date evidence to the research question, drawing on an original and recent large-
N comparative survey (n~15,000) conducted after the 2024 European elections and
covering six European countries (Italy, France, Poland, Germany, Sweden, and Spain).
Our results confirm that right-wing identification is substantially associated with lower
levels of belief in the anthropogenic climate change. Moreover, populist attitudes are
associated with lower levels of belief in anthropogenic climate change across the ide-
ological spectrum, and their impact is especially strong among left-wing individuals.
These patterns vary cross-nationally, with Germany and Sweden displaying stronger
associations, likely due to the greater politicization of climate issues in such contexts.

Keywords: populism, ideology, climate change beliefs, comparative.

1. INTRODUCTION

The XXI century has brought forth significant global challenges, with
climate change standing out among the most pressing (IPCC 2023). The
scientific community broadly agrees that human activities are the primary
drivers of this phenomenon and stresses the urgent need for action by gov-
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ernments and policymakers to tackle the escalating
environmental crisis posed by global warming (Lynn
and Peeva 2021). However, this consensus does not uni-
formly translate into elite positions and public opinion
attitudes, which in Western societies tend to be polar-
ized (Birch 2020). One of the most consistent predictors
of public attitudes toward climate change and climate
policies in Western advanced capitalist democracies is
indeed political orientation: citizens identifying with
the left are more likely to report pro-climate views (in
terms of belief, perceived seriousness and worry, and
support for climate policies) than do their counterparts
on the right (Hornsey et al. 2016; McCright et al. 2016;
Lewis et al. 2019; Poortinga et al. 2019; Fisher et al.
2022). Climate change is indeed considered as a posi-
tional issue, since it implies the unique combination of
altruistic imperative and restructuring of the economy
(Farstad 2018).

Together with the rising social consequences of cli-
mate change, the XXI century has been characterized
by the rising consensus of populist parties in Europe
(Mudde 2021). Several studies have analyzed the rela-
tionship between populism sentiments, especially in its
right-wing version, and climate change beliefs. We know
that right-wing populist parties tend to adopt denial-
ist or ambiguous positions on climate change (Lock-
wood 2018) and express hostility toward policies aimed
at reducing emissions (Lockwood and Lockwood 2022).
Given that populism is characterized by anti-elitism,
and that the effects of climate change are not immedi-
ately visible, the issue may be perceived by populists as
a concern of a liberal, cosmopolitan elite influenced by
powerful global interests — an attitude that often inter-
sects with conspiratorial thinking (Uscinski et al. 2017).
Moreover, climate change is a complex issue that chal-
lenges the populist aspiration to provide simple and
direct solutions, which may further contribute to climate
change denial.

Additionally, right-wing populist parties use to view
the ecological transition as a threat to the economic sys-
tem, and then to employment. According to Lockwood
(2018), these parties tend to attract supporters who have
been “left behind” by globalization and who are dispro-
portionately affected by its negative consequences - includ-
ing climate policies, which may lead to job losses in highly
polluting industries. Consequently, it has been demon-
strated that, among the public, populist attitudes influence
opinions toward climate change (Huber 2020). Individu-
als who exhibit strong populist attitudes or vote for popu-
list parties (see Crulli and Zulianello 2025) are indeed less
likely to believe in human-induced climate change and
more likely to oppose environmental protection.
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Nonetheless, little is known about whether populist
attitudes, per se, impact climate change attitudes and, at
the same time, have differentiated effects depending on
left-right orientation. In this regard, the only empirical
contribution comes from Huber (2020), who show that
in the UK populist attitudes are associated with lower
belief in human-induced climate change and support
for environmental protection, net of left-right ideology.
Furthermore, the effect of populist attitudes did not sub-
stantially vary by left-right orientation.

This study draws on an original and recent large-N
comparative survey (approximately 15,000 respondents)
conducted after the 2024 European elections, covering
six European countries (Italy, France, Poland, Germany,
Sweden, and Spain) to explore the extent to which indi-
viduals with specific ideological and populist leanings
are inclined to endorse views that minimize or deny
the significance of climate change. Building on previous
research, we hypothesize that individuals holding right-
wing ideological beliefs (Hornsey et al. 2016) and popu-
list attitudes (Huber 2020) are more likely to downplay
or deny the reality and urgency of climate change.

Furthermore, we aim to investigate the interaction
between populism and ideology: what happens when
an individual is both right-wing and populist? Does
the combination of these two traits have a multiplica-
tive effect on climate change uncertainty and denial? Or,
conversely, should right-wing ideology and populism be
treated as distinct and independent dimensions, each
exerting its own influence on climate attitudes?

Finally, the third objective of this study is to exam-
ine how this relationship unfolds across different coun-
tries. Specifically, we seek to determine whether the
interaction pattern between populism, ideology, and atti-
tudes toward climate change remains consistent across
national contexts or varies depending on local political
and cultural factors.

Our findings reveal that left-right political orienta-
tion influences climate attitudes as expected, with indi-
viduals on the right being more likely to exhibit lower
belief in the anthropogenic climate change. Overall,
populist attitudes show a negative relationship with cli-
mate change beliefs, with higher populist attitudes asso-
ciated with lower belief in the anthropogenic climate,
though the relationship shows a substantial heterogene-
ity across contexts — many countries show no significant
populist effect (see Kulin and Johansson-Seva 2024).
When left-right orientation and populist attitudes are
analyzed together and interacted, the results suggest
that being on the right does not significantly ampli-
ty disbelief for populist individuals, as their disbelief
remains high regardless of populism. Conversely, the
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interaction reveals that populism has a stronger effect
among left-leaning individuals, with notable differences
in patterns across nations.

2. BACKGROUND
2.1 Attitudes towards climate change

Over the past decade, there has been a significant
increase in scholarly interest in understanding how the
public perceives global warming (Steg, 2023; Bogert et
al., 2024). Attitudes toward climate change are a multi-
dimensional concept, encompassing several dimensions
such as belief, threat, salience, responsibility, willingness
to act and pay, and support for climate policies (Poort-
inga et al. 2019; Crawley et al. 2022; Kenny et al. 2024).
The Belief Gateway Model (Van der Linden et al. 2015)
integrates several dimensions of climate change atti-
tudes, by explaining that consensus within the scientific
community regarding the existence and origin of climate
change reflects in higher perceived scientific consensus
among the public which influences concerns, belief in
climate change existence and causes. In turn, these fac-
tors are associated with support for climate policies.

Regarding climate change beliefs, literature has dis-
tinguished between belief in the rising of global tem-
perature (trend), the human activity as its main cause
(attribution), and the earth’s consequences of global
warming (Poortinga et al. 2019). However, researchers
often refer to climate change beliefs as a single construct
by combining belief in the existence of global warming
and its anthropogenic origin, with the aim of distin-
guishing between belief, uncertainty and denial (Liibke
2021; Biancalana and Ladini 2024). While the prevalence
of denial is residual across Europe, a large portion of
the public remains uncertain about the anthropogenic
nature of climate change (according to European Social
Survey 11 data, ranging between 32% and 54% in Euro-
pean countries). Since belief in human-induced climate
change is consequential to support for adaptation and
mitigation policies, this figure becomes particularly sig-
nificant.

2.2 The determinants of climate change attitudes: the role
of ideology and populism

Political orientation is one of the most consistent
predictors of environmental beliefs, attitudes, and policy
preferences in advanced Western capitalist democra-
cies (McCright et al. 2016). In these contexts, individu-
als who identify with the political left are more likely

to express pro-climate views compared to those on
the right (Hornsey et al. 2016; Poortinga et al. 2019).
Research suggests that these differences are largely elite-
driven, as political leaders, media, and party discourses
shape public opinion on climate change (Carmichael and
Brulle 2017). Right-wing elites have often politicized cli-
mate issues by framing them as threats to economic free-
dom, national sovereignty, or cultural identity, reinforc-
ing disbelief among their supporters.

This pattern can be explained by the ideological
foundations of conservatism. Right-wing ideology tends
to resist interventions aimed at addressing social and
environmental problems associated with industrial capi-
talism, including climate change. Conservatives prior-
itize economic freedom, private property rights, and free
markets, which makes them more likely to defend the
legitimacy of the existing economic system and oppose
actors —-such as scientists and environmental move-
ments— that advocate for government intervention to
address its negative externalities (McCright 2016). Addi-
tionally, conservatives tend to uphold the moral author-
ity of the free market and perceive government regula-
tions, such as taxes and environmental policies, as an
unwarranted intrusion (Nilsson and Jost 2016). This
ideological stance may contribute to a reduced acknowl-
edgment of environmental problems and lower levels of
concern about climate change (Lakoff 2010). In contrast,
left-wing elites tend to emphasize the urgency of climate
action and the need for government intervention, align-
ing their constituencies with pro-climate positions. Left-
wing political values, which emphasize state intervention
and regulatory measures —even at the expense of eco-
nomic freedoms and property rights— align more natu-
rally with stronger concern for climate change and sup-
port for policies aimed at environmental protection.

However, while this ideological divide is well-docu-
mented in advanced capitalist democracies, and particu-
larly prominent in the United States and other Anglo-
phone countries, the same pattern does not necessar-
ily hold in other political contexts, particularly in post-
communist countries (see Birch 2020; Lewis et al. 2019;
Caldwell et al. 2024). In Eastern Europe, the relationship
between political orientation and climate change atti-
tudes appears weaker, likely due to the distinct historical
and political trajectories of these countries, shaped by
the legacy of communism and the specific dynamics of
party competition (Poortinga et al. 2019).

While the relationship between left-right ideology
and climate change beliefs is more consolidated, both the
theoretical and empirical level, the same does not apply
when considering populist attitudes as an explanatory
factor. Among the three dimensions of populism, namely,
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anti-elitism, people-centrism and good versus evil view of
politics (Castanho-Silva et al. 2017), only the first one is
theoretically related with climate change beliefs (Huber
2020). First, it fosters disbelief in climate change, often
portraying it as a concern of a liberal, cosmopolitan elite
advancing a globalist agenda. Given that climate change
is a complex and long-term issue with effects that are
not always immediately visible, populists may reject it as
a narrative imposed by powerful interests rather than a
pressing problem. This perception frequently intersects
with conspiratorial attitudes (Castanho Silva et al. 2017),
reinforcing uncertainty and denial toward climate poli-
cies (Uscinski et al. 2017). Additionally, populism often
fosters distrust of scientific expertise, portraying scien-
tists, environmental activists, and international organi-
zations as part of an elite seeking to impose regula-
tions that threaten people’s interests (Lockwood 2018;
Eslen-Ziya and Giorgi 2022). Populist positions may also
reflect in disapproval of those corporate elites aiming at
obtaining economic advantages from the green transition
(Sapinski 2015). However, a cross-national study using
European Social Survey 2016/2017 data (round 8) shows
that anti-elitism is negatively associated with support for
climate policies only in some countries, net from other
ideological variables, and the same applies for people-
centrism (Kulin and Johansson-Seva 2024).

So far, literature has devoted specific attention in
studying the relationship between right-wing populism
and climate change belief. Right-wing populist parties
tend to adopt ambiguous or openly skeptical positions
on climate change (Lockwood 2018) and frequently
oppose environmental and energy policies aimed at
reducing emissions (Lockwood and Lockwood 2022).
The relationship between right-wing populism and cli-
mate change can be understood through two main
explanations: an ideological and structuralist one (Lock-
wood 2018). The former focuses on the central role of
nationalism in right-wing populism, which emphasizes
nature, landscape, and territory as part of the national
heritage. Rather than engaging with climate change as
a global issue requiring coordinated action, right-wing
populists often frame environmental concerns through
a nativist lens, portraying the environment as a resource
to be protected from external influences (Forchtner &
Kolvraa 2015; Kulin et al. 2021; Kulin and Johansson-
Seva 2024). Spoon and Williams (2023) argue that
for right-wing populists, environmental protection is
embedded within a broader ideology of safeguarding
the nation and its native population, a framework they
define as “environmental chauvinism”.

According to the structuralist explanation, right-
wing populists relate climate policies to broader griev-
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ances about globalization and economic decline. The
ecological transition is often perceived by right-wing
populists as a threat to employment, particularly in
industrial sectors heavily relying on fossil fuels and
heavy manufacturing. Right-wing populist parties fre-
quently attract voters who have been (or perceive them-
selves as) “left behind” by globalization and who experi-
ence climate policies as an additional burden, leading to
job losses in polluting sectors (Lockwood 2018). A recent
study by Forchtner and Lubarda (2023) further suggests
that right-wing populists frame economic well-being as a
priority over environmental concerns, arguing that cli-
mate policies should not jeopardize national prosperity.

Going beyond right-wing populism, one could
argue that populism per se is not inherently tied to cli-
mate uncertainty and denial or opposition to environ-
mental policies. Some authors, indeed, argue that left-
wing populists play the anti-elitist card differently when
compared to right-wing ones (Huber et al. 2021; Chazel
and Dain 2024). Huber and colleagues (2021) show that
left-wing populists parties rely on populist discourses
to demand more ambitious climate and energy policy
measures. Analyzing the case of La France Insoumise,
Chazel and Dain (2024) show that left-wing populists
point out that the economic elite contributes to the
climate crisis through harmful practices and profit-
driven decisions, while also blaming the political elite
for failing to act on climate change and for prioritizing
corporate interests over environmental protection. As
regards science, left-wing populists tend to emphasize
the importance of science and take a broad, global view
of environmental issues. However, they are also criti-
cal of how scientific knowledge is produced and advo-
cate for more inclusive, participatory approaches that
incorporate local knowledge alongside scientific exper-
tise (Buzogdny and Mohamad-Klotzbach 2022). Overall,
while right-wing populists tend to resist climate poli-
cies, often framing them as threats to national sover-
eignty, left-wing populists can incorporate environmen-
tal concerns into their broader critique of neoliberalism
and economic inequality.

Also, left-wing populists may approach the eco-
nomic implications of climate policies differently from
right-wing ones. Chazel and Dain (2024), indeed, high-
light how left-wing populists can incorporate environ-
mental concerns into their broader vision of social jus-
tice, positioning themselves as defenders of the people
against both economic elites and the environmental
consequences of capitalism, identified as responsible for
the environmental crisis. Given the differences between
right-wing and left-wing populism, it is important to
examine how the interaction between ideology and pop-
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ulism shapes attitudes toward climate change. While the
literature has documented the link between populism
and climate belief, very few studies have investigated
whether and how populism operates differently depend-
ing on ideological positioning. To our knowledge, the
only study that explicitly explores this interaction at
the public opinion level is Huber (2020), which demon-
strates that populism constitutes an independent dimen-
sion of political orientation that intersects with, but is
not reducible to, left-right ideological positioning. Using
data from the 2015 British Election Study, he finds that
populist attitudes are negatively associated with climate
belief and support to environmental protection, even
when controlling for partisanship and self-reported ideo-
logical placement. This suggests that populism, through
its rejection of elites and expertise, contributes to climate
uncertainty and denial independently of traditional ide-
ological divides'. His findings indicate that while popu-
list individuals, both on the left and the right, are more
likely to exhibit climate disbelief, there is no clear inter-
action effect between populism and political ideology. In
other words, populism appears to be a key determinant
of climate belief across the ideological spectrum, rather
than one that interacts significantly with left-right politi-
cal orientation.

This study builds on Huber’s (2020) work by provid-
ing empirical evidence from a comparative perspective,
using up-to-date data collected in a period when climate
change has become a more salient and polarized issue in
the European context (Caldwell et al. 2024; Ladini and
Biancalana 2025). Expanding the scope of analysis to
other European contexts may yield additional insights
into the interplay between ideology and populism. Pri-
or research highlights that the impact of right-wing
populist attitudes on climate policy preferences varies
across countries, with nationalism and nativism play-
ing a stronger role in some contexts than others (Kulin,
Johansson Sevda & Dunlap 2021). This underscores the
need for a cross-national approach that considers con-
textual differences in how populism and ideology shape
climate belief.

2.3 Hypotheses and research questions

This article adopts a demand-side approach that
centers on the ideological determinants of climate
change attitudes — with special reference to climate

! Huber and colleagues (2022) identify two main mechanisms through
which populism influences climate skepticism: distrust in political insti-
tutions and skepticism toward science. Populists tend to distrust insti-
tutions responsible for climate policy and perceive climate scientists as
part of an elite, leading them to reject the scientific consensus.

change belief. In other words, rather than focusing on
elite discourses, policy designs, or institutional arrange-
ments, the emphasis here is on how individual-level
predispositions — particularly ideological self-placement
and populist orientations - shape climate change views.
In line with much of the existing literature, we posit
that individuals who place themselves on the right of
the ideological spectrum will be less likely to belief in
the anthropogenic climate change (Hpl). Similarly, con-
sidering the strong association between populism and
anti-elite and anti-expert positions, we hypothesize that
populist attitudes will also be negatively associated with
climate change belief (Hp2).

While prior research in this area has yielded robust
evidence of these relationships, most of it (especially
regarding populist attitudes) has focused on single-
country contexts, leaving open the question of whether
these patterns are consistent across diverse national set-
tings. Consequently, the first two research questions aim
to address these patterns are consistent across diverse
national settings. This is particularly relevant when ana-
lysing the relationship between populist attitudes and
climate change beliefs, as extant research has focused on
single-country contexts. Therefore, RQl asks whether
the relationship between right-wing self-placement and
climate change belief (H1) holds across all the countries
under consideration. RQ2, by the same token, explores
whether the relationship between populism and climate
change beliefs (H2) is similarly widespread and robust.

Although studies such as Huber (2020) suggest that
the relationship between populist attitudes and climate
change beliefs does not substantially vary by left-right
orientation, we argue that the interplay between these
two dimensions remains underexplored and potentially
context-dependent. Understanding this interaction is the-
oretically relevant because ideological orientations and
populist attitudes capture distinct yet potentially overlap-
ping sources of political reasoning. While right-wing ide-
ology is often associated with economic conservatism and
opposition to state intervention, populist attitudes reflect
anti-elitism and distrust in scientific and political insti-
tutions. These mechanisms could reinforce one another,
leading to particularly high levels of climate change denial
among individuals who are both right-wing and populist.
However, given the limited empirical evidence on whether
and how such an interaction occurs, we formulate a third
research question rather than a formal hypothesis (RQ3):
Does the interaction between populist attitudes and left-
right ideological self-placement influence climate change
beliefs, and does this pattern vary across countries?

Moreover, the relationship between these factors
may vary across national contexts, making it crucial to
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explore their interaction rather than assuming uniform
additive effects. RQ4, therefore, examines whether this
hypothesized interactive effect remains stable or differs
across countries.

3. DATA AND METHODS
3.1 Data and contexts

This research employs data coming from an exten-
sive opt-in online survey involving approximately 15,000
respondents, with around 2,500 participants drawn
from each of six European nations: Spain, France, Italy,
Poland, Germany, and Sweden. The samples reproduce
socio-demographic distribution of the countries’ popu-
lation?. These countries were selected for their demo-
graphic significance and their prominent roles within the
European Union, collectively representing nearly 70%
of the EU’s population. Data collection was conducted
shortly after the June 2024 European elections in five of
the countries, capturing immediate public attitudes and
voting behaviors in the post-election period. For France,
data were gathered following the legislative elections,
held one month after the European elections, to account
for the specific national political timeline. This strate-
gic timing ensures that the survey captures the prevail-
ing political climate and reflects voter sentiments closely
linked to recent electoral events, providing a nuanced
and contemporaneous view of public opinion?.

Moreover, the contexts substantially differ in terms
of the salience of the climate change issue among the
public. According to Eurobarometer data collected in
Spring 2024 (April/May, Standard Eurobarometer 101),
“the environment and climate change” is considered one
of the two most important issues facing the European
Union and the respective countries by 49% and 35% of
Swedish respondents, respectively. The issue is consid-
ered far less salient in other countries involved in the
study. Regarding the issues facing the European Union,
“the environment and climate change” ranks among the
two most important issues for 19% (12% at the country
level) of French respondents, 17% (18%) of Germans,

2 A descriptive overview of the dependent variable and of all covariates
used in the analyses, broken down by country (N, minimum, maxi-
mum, mean, and standard deviation), is provided in Supplementary
Material - Table A3.

* The survey was conducted as part of the SUSPECTS project that
focuses on the prevalence and impact of conspiracy theories in Europe.
The CAWTI data were materially collected by the polling firm Dynata.
While the project has a broader scope, the data relevant to this study
pertain specifically to attitudes toward climate change and political affil-
iations.

Moreno Mancosu et al.

14% (11%) of Italians, 11% (8%) of Spaniards, and 10%
(9%) of Poles.

Such differences could reflect into cross-country dif-
ferences in the role of populist attitudes and ideological
orientations, and their interplay, in explaining climate
change belief. Indeed, previous research has argued out
that the relationship between political orientation and
climate change attitudes is stronger is contexts charac-
terized by higher issue salience (McCright et al. 2016;
Ladini and Biancalana 2025). In such contexts, indeed,
there is higher polarization on the climate change issue
at the elite level which, in turn, translates in larger dif-
ference in climate change attitudes among people with
different political orientations.

3.2 Dependent variable

The dependent variable of the study is climate
change belief. The original variable assesses beliefs
about the causes of global climate change, with the fol-
lowing answer categories*: “The global climate has not
changed”, “the global climate has changed mainly due to
natural processes”, “the global climate has changed due
to both natural processes and human activity, in equal
measure”, “the global climate has changed mainly due
to human activity”). Considering the low prevalence of
denialist positions and our aim to distinguish between
those who believe in anthropogenic climate change and
those expressing uncertainty or denial, we decided to
simplify the analyses, by recoding the original variable
into a binary variable (1 = human attribution of climate

change; 0 = all other responses).

3.3 Independent and control variables

The independent variables for this study are left-
right ideological self-placement and the Akkerman popu-
list attitudes scale (Akkerman et al., 2014). The left-right
scale is a widely used measure of ideological orienta-
tion, ranging from 0 (extreme left) to 10 (extreme right).
Respondents who were unable or unwilling to position
themselves on this scale were excluded from the analyses.
The Akkerman scale (Akkerman et al., 2014) is one of the

4The wording and answer categories of the original variables are analo-
gous to those used in international survey projects, such as the Interna-
tional Social Survey Programme (ISSP).

° As an additional robustness check, we also included an alternative
specification of the models that include, as dependent variable, the
original one, modeled by means of a set of ordered logit models. The
models presented here and the ordered logit specification produce sub-
stantively equivalent results (see Appendix 1 — Table A2 of the Supple-
mental Material).
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most consolidated scales measuring populist attitudes
(Castanho-Silva et al. 2020). It is a standardized tool
designed to measure populist attitudes through six spe-
cific items (in the original scale the sixth item does not
exist, but other versions of the scale use it, see Hameleers
et al., 2017). These items assess the degree to which indi-
viduals hold populist views, emphasizing themes such as
the primacy of the people, distrust in traditional politi-
cal institutions, and skepticism toward elites, including
politicians and journalists. Given its high internal con-
sistency (o = 0.77), we computed its sum score (which we
further normalized into a 0-10 scale).

The logistic regression control for gender, age, edu-
cational attainment (categorized into primary, second-
ary, and tertiary education), political interest (4-point
scale, considered as cardinal variable in the analysis),
and country.

The analytical sample (N = 12,862) excludes
respondents who did not place themselves on the left-
right scale, with country-level non-placement rates rang-
ing from approximately 1.9% (Sweden) to 18.2% (Spain).
As a robustness check, we re-estimated all four models
with left-right recoded as a four-category variable (Left,
Center, Right, and a separate category for non-placed
respondents), which raises the sample to N = 13,951.
The substantive results are unchanged, with non-placed
respondents consistently fall between Center and Right
in terms of climate change acceptance, and the interac-
tion patterns reproduce those reported in the main text
(see full results in Appendix 1 - Supplementary Material,
especially Figures A2b, A3b, and A4).

3.4 Models

We fit four logistic models to examine the relation-
ships between political affiliations and climate change
beliefs, incorporating both main effects and interac-
tion terms (see Appendix 1, Table Al for the coefficients’
table). Model 1 assesses the net effects of populist atti-
tudes and ideological self-placement on climate change
attitudes, without including any interaction terms. This
model directly tests H1 and H2, focusing on whether
populism and left-right ideology independently influence
belief in the anthropogenic climate change.

Model 2 introduces two two-way interaction
terms: one between country and populism and another
between country and left-right ideology. This approach
allows us to investigate whether the coeflicients of pop-
ulism and ideology are consistent across all six countries
or if there is heterogeneity across contexts. This model
addresses RQl and RQ2, shedding light on potential
country-specific dynamics.

Table 1. Average marginal effects for the control variables (M1).

Marginal effect S.E.

Gender (ref. Man)

Woman 0.03 *** (0.01)
Age 0.00 *** (0.00)
Education (ref. primary)

Secondary 0.02 (0.02)
Tertiary 0.03 (0.02)
Interest in politics 0.02 *** (0.01)
Country (ref. Italy)

France 0.01 (0.02)
Germany -0.08 *** (0.02)
Spain -0.04 ** (0.01)
Poland -0.14 ¢ (0.01)
Sweden -0.03 ** (0.01)

Model 3 examines the interaction between popu-
list attitudes and left-right ideology, adding a layer of
complexity to the analysis. By including this interac-
tion term, the model evaluates whether the relationship
between ideology and climate change belief is modified
by the degree of populist attitudes, thus testing RQ3.

Finally, Model 4 incorporates a three-way interac-
tion term between populism, left-right ideology, and
country. This model addresses RQ4, exploring how the
interplay of populism and ideology operates within dif-
ferent national contexts and whether this interaction
exhibits unique patterns across the six countries.

All models are fitted with listwise deletion and
incorporate the above-mentioned controls. To enhance
the interpretability of the results, findings will be illus-
trated using predicted probabilities and average margin-
al effects®.

4. RESULTS

Before testing our hypotheses, we examined the aver-
age marginal effects (AME) of control variables, as dis-
played in Table 1. Gender appears to have a modest but
significant effect, with women exhibiting slightly higher
(and significant) levels of climate change belief compared
to men (about 3 percentage points). Age also plays a role,
with older individuals showing slightly higher belief
in anthropogenic causes of climate change, although
the effect is very small. Political interest demonstrates a
similar trend, with more politically engaged respondents

¢ Coefficients for all the models can be seen in Appendix 1 — Table Al
of the Supplemental Material
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Figure 1. Climate change beliefs per country (M1).

being marginally less uncertain/denialist (2 percentage
points at every additional interest level on average).

The observed differences in climate change belief
across countries are illustrated in Figure 1, which pre-
sents the estimated probabilities of belief for each coun-
try. In line with extant empirical studies showing lower
belief in anthropogenic climate change in Eastern Euro-
pean countries (Birch 2020; Lewis et al. 2019; Caldwell
et al. 2024), Poland stands out as having the lowest lev-
els, while Italy, France, and Spain show higher levels of
belief overall. Sweden occupies an intermediate position,
while Germany shows slightly higher prevalence of belief
when compared to Poland’.

Passing on the hypotheses and research questions
that emerged in the previous paragraph, Figure 2 illus-
trates the effects of populist attitudes and left-right ide-
ological self-placement on climate change belief. Both
effects are negative and statistically significant, indicat-
ing that higher levels of populism and a stronger right-
wing orientation are associated with lower belief in
human-induced climate change. Notably, the effect of
left-right self-placement is stronger than that of popu-
list attitudes, suggesting that ideological positioning has
a more pronounced impact on skepticism compared

7 Analogously, European Social Survey data collected in 2023/2024 show
that the lowest prevalence of climate change belief was found in Poland
(35%). The ranking of the other countries is slightly different when com-
pared to the data here employed: Sweden reports the higher percentage
of people believing in anthropogenic climate chenge (63%), followed by
France (56%), Italy (53%), Spain (50%) and Germany (49%)
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Figure 2. Populist attitudes and left-right self-placement effects on
climate change beliefs (M1).

to populist beliefs (the predicted proportion of people
believing in the anthropogenic climate change is equal
to 60% among left-wingers against about 20% among
right-wingers).

Figure 3 presents the average marginal effects
(AME) of populist attitudes and left-right ideological
self-placement on climate change belief, broken down by
country. The results reveal a more nuanced picture when
disaggregated by national context.

For left-right self-placement, the effects are largely
consistent across the six countries, with a negative and
significant association observed everywhere. The only
exception is France, where the effect is smaller but sta-
tistically significant. This suggests that ideological posi-
tioning on the left-right spectrum influences climate
change skepticism in a relatively uniform way across
most of the countries analyzed.

The effects of populist attitudes (top panel of figure
3), however, are considerably weaker and more variable,
as shown in Kulin and Johansson-Seva (2024). Populism
appears to have a significant impact only in Germany
and Sweden, two countries where environmental issues
are more politicized, as we will discuss later. In the other
countries - Italy, France, Spain, and Poland - the effects
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Figure 3. Populist attitudes and left-right self-placement effects on
climate change beliefs (by country - M2).

of populist attitudes are not statistically significant once
left-right ideology and the other controls are accounted
for. This pattern is directly reflected in the coefficients of
Model 2 (Table Al - Supplementary material): the main
effect of populism is essentially zero and non-significant,
while the country-by-populism interactions are negative
and significant only for Germany and Sweden. Populism
is therefore associated with lower acceptance of anthro-
pogenic climate change only in these two contexts, and
is statistically indistinguishable from zero elsewhere.

Figure 4 focuses on the interaction between popu-
list attitudes and left-right ideology, overall, revealing
a more complex dynamic than initially hypothesized.
While we expected an overall multiplicative effect, where
right-wing individuals with high levels of populist atti-
tudes would exhibit extremely low levels of anthropo-
genic climate change belief, the results partially disprove
RQ3. Instead, the dominant factor appears to be ideol-
ogy, with a stark divergence between those on the far
right and far left.

For far-right individuals, belief in anthropogenic cli-
mate change remains consistently low, regardless of their
level of populist attitudes. This suggests that, for these
individuals, climate change belief is primarily driven by
ideological positioning rather than populist beliefs. In

Climate change acceptance

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Populist attitudes

I Ext. left 50 Ext-right

Figure 4. The interaction between populist attitudes and left-right
self-placement (M3).

the discussion and conclusions, we will propose possible
explanations of this finding. In contrast, among those
on the far left, populist attitudes play a more relevant
role. Individuals with low levels of populist attitudes
exhibit very high levels of belief, but as populist attitudes
increase, the percentage of uncertain/denial positions
increases. This points to a distinct mechanism at work
for the left, where populist attitudes— plausibly mostly
driven by anti-elitism —correlates with a greater rejection
of the scientific consensus on climate change. In Model
3 (Table Al, Supplementary Material), this corresponds
to a positive and significant populism-by-ideology inter-
action, meaning that the negative association between
populist attitudes and acceptance of anthropogenic cli-
mate change is strongest among left-leaning respondents
and progressively weakens- rather than strengthens -as
respondents move toward the right of the ideological
spectrum. The multiplicative effect we initially hypoth-
esized between right-wing positioning and populist atti-
tudes is therefore not supported by the data.

These findings highlight two divergent processes: for
the far right, climate change belief appears to be large-
ly insulated from other factors due to the issue’s deep
entrenchment in ideological discourse. For the far left,
however, populism interacts with ideological position-
ing to influence attitudes, suggesting a more conditional
relationship between these variables.



126

Itahy France
1 1
[ 1] O
£ . =
2 s 2 a
[=% =%
[T O
o L x
L3 o
& & @ &
L 1] -4
g =4
| s g a
= £=
= S
= ___:-}_’5-:":9 P
o e o o
E? E: E*
[ [
0 - - - - - a - - - - -
0123 4567 8 810 0123 456788510
Populist aftitudes Populist aftitudes
B Extleft B Extright B Extleft B Ex-right
Spain
1 1
8 8
= =
£ s g8
[T @
3 g
& B & &
E Z
- 5 4
[} o _—
& L - s
- £ == -
£ E P——
=] =]
0 ]
0012 3 4567 8 810 00123 456 78 910
Populist atfitudes Populist attitudes.
B Exlef . Eright B Exileft mE Exright
Poland Sweden
1 1
g g
F & 8
2 ]
a6 & 5
L a
2 g
£ g
z z =
g > ST _ g 2 —
Z = - T_,:_-_':..E B “:'-*:3
= PR [

01234567 8810
Populist attitudes

D123 45678910
Populist attitudes.

B Exleh B Ext-right B Extleh B Ext-right

Figure 5. The interaction between populist attitudes and left-right
self-placement (per country - M4).

Figure 5 provides result for a three-way interac-
tion between populist attitudes, left-right ideology, and
national context, addressing RQ4. The overall pattern
observed previously generally holds across countries,
with varying degrees of strength. However, notable
exceptions emerge, particularly in Germany and Sweden,
where the dynamics deviate from the broader trend.

In Germany, the relationship between populism,
ideology, and climate belief appears to show a form of

Moreno Mancosu et al.

convergence. As populist attitudes increase, the gap in
belief between individuals on the far left and far right
diminishes, suggesting that populism reduces ideological
polarization on this issue.

In Sweden, as well, populism seems to be a strong
driver of climate skepticism. While there is still a base-
line difference between the far left and far right, popu-
list attitudes significantly amplify skepticism across the
ideological spectrum. This suggests that, in the Swedish
context, populism attitudes play a crucial role, in shap-
ing attitudes toward climate change, independent condi-
tional from left-right ideology.

These patterns are mirrored in Model 4 (Supplemen-
tary Table Al). The overall populism-by-ideology inter-
action estimated in Model 3 is broadly similar across
countries: most three-way terms do not reach statisti-
cal significance, indicating that cross-national variation
in the interaction itself is limited and partly noisy. The
main exception is Germany, where the GermanyxLeft-
rightxPopulism coeflicient is significant and points to
a slightly steeper attenuation of the populism slope as
respondents move rightward - consistent with the very
flat far-right curve and the steep far-left curve in Fig-
ure 5. Taken together, ideology remains the dominant
driver of variation in acceptance of anthropogenic cli-
mate change across most contexts, while the deviations
from this baseline pattern cluster in the same two coun-
tries (Germany and partially Sweden) where populism
already mattered most in Model 2.

5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Our results confirm several hypotheses already con-
solidated in the literature, while also revealing unex-
pected nuances. First, as expected, we observe that left-
right orientation is the strongest and most consistent
predictor of climate change belief. Individuals on the
right of the political spectrum exhibit a significantly
lower likelihood of supporting the scientific consensus
on climate change compared to those on the left. This
finding aligns with previous studies that emphasize
the role of conservative and right-wing values in resist-
ing environmental policies, often framed as threats to
economic growth and individual freedoms. Second,
populist attitudes are negatively associated with climate
change belief, but this relationship is less robust and
more context-dependent, in line with previous research
(Kulin and Johansson-Seva 2024). Moreover, as regards
the interaction between populism, ideology, and climate
change belief, our results show that for individuals on
the right populist attitudes are less influential. This find-
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ing disproves our assumption of a multiplicative effect
between populism and right-wing ideology, as belief
among right-wing individuals remains consistently low,
regardless of their level of populist attitudes. On the con-
trary, populist attitudes have a stronger negative impact
on belief among left-leaning individuals, suggesting a
distinct mechanism at work for the left.

This finding may indicate that at least two possible
dynamics are at play in the relationship between pop-
ulism, ideology, and climate beliefs. For individuals on
the right, belief in the anthropogenic climate change
seems to be primarily driven by ideological positioning
rather than populist beliefs. This pattern likely stems
from the strong politicization of climate change by right-
wing leaders, who have framed the issue as a positional
one, making their followers resistant to other influences,
including anti-populism. Once climate change has been
labeled as a left-wing concern, right-wing individuals
tend to reject it outright, reinforcing a rigid and ideo-
logically entrenched form of skepticism. Moreover, in
the six countries analyzed in this paper, the most popu-
lar radical right parties can be even defined as populist
(see PopulList, Rooduijn ef al. 2023)8. In other words, all
the political supply at the radical right side of the ideo-
logical framework is populist, namely, belongs to right-
wing populism. As literature suggests that the forma-
tion and dynamics of climate change attitudes is mostly
elite-driven (Carmichael and Brulle 2017), right-wing
people are supposed to be influenced by the parties
locating in such political ideological area. Therefore, we
could expect that, among people with far-right orienta-
tion, even those people holding low levels of populism
tend to follow the positions of those parties representing
the available political supply. Accordingly, there is slight
variation in climate change beliefs depending on the
populist attitudes. In contrast, among those on the left,
populist attitudes play a more significant role, suggesting
a different mechanism at play: while left-wing individu-
als are generally more inclined to accept climate change
as a serious issue, those with strong populist orientations
are more likely to distrust the scientific consensus on
climate change. Here, skepticism appears to emerge not
from ideological opposition to climate policies but from
a broader suspicion toward elites, including scientists
and policymakers. Moreover, in the far-left ideological
area the political supply is more heterogeneous regard-
ing populism, both within and across countries.

8 This is indeed true for Alternative fur Deutschland in Germany, Lega
and Fratelli d'Ttalia in Italy, Rassemblement National in France, Vox in
Spain, Sverigedemokraterna in Sweden and Prawo i Sprawiedliwosc in
Poland.

These findings have important implications for
understanding the different pathways through which cli-
mate skepticism develops and for policymakers seeking
to address climate change. On the right, climate change
belief appears to be deeply embedded in ideological
identity, making it less susceptible to external influenc-
es. Efforts to counteract climate uncertainty and deni-
alism in this group may require a reframing of climate
policies in ways that align with right-wing values, such
as emphasizing national security, energy independence,
or economic competitiveness. On the left, skepticism
seems to be more contingent on populist attitudes, sug-
gesting that increasing trust in scientific institutions and
enhancing transparency in climate policymaking could
help mitigate skepticism among left-wing populists.

Also, at the country-level analyses highlight sig-
nificant variations in the interaction between populism,
ideology, and skepticism. While left-right ideology is
consistently positively associated with climate change
belief across all countries, the effects of populism vary
widely. For example, in Germany and Sweden - the two
countries in which our data show a significant negative
effect of populism on climate change acceptance - the
literature documents both a particularly salient and
politicized climate change debate and the prominence
of right-wing populist actors that have explicitly framed
climate policy in anti-elite terms (see Kiippers 2024;
Hultman et al. 2019). While our analyses do not directly
measure the diffusion of anti-elitism along the ideologi-
cal spectrum within each country, this contextual con-
figuration offers a plausible interpretive frame for the
stronger populism effect observed in these two cases.

More broadly, our results underscore how individu-
al-level ideological orientations and populist sentiments
interact with the broader “supply” of political cues pro-
vided by parties and elites — especially in contexts where
climate change has become a highly politicized issue. On
one hand, the lower belief among right-wing people sug-
gests that conservative parties across Europe effectively
mobilize concerns about regulation, economic disrup-
tion, and national sovereignty, making climate denial/
uncertainty a salient component of their political plat-
forms. Voters who place themselves on the right prompt-
ly respond to these signals, reinforcing party cues that
frame environmental policies as elitist, costly, or overly
intrusive. On the other hand, the more variable effect
of populist attitudes might indicate that populist sup-
ply may not be uniformly strong across all countries; in
some contexts, populist parties aggressively adopt anti-
expert and anti-elite rhetoric on climate issues, thereby
intensifying denialist beliefs. These dynamics illustrate
that even when individuals hold populist attitudes, the
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translation of those attitudes into climate denial depends
on the particular set of messages championed by politi-
cal actors.

While this study provides valuable insights, it also
highlights several avenues for future research. First,
our focus on six European countries, while providing a
robust comparative framework, leaves room for broader
analyses that include additional contexts with diverse
political systems and environmental policy contexts.
For example, incorporating countries outside the Euro-
pean Union or with varying presence of populist par-
ties in the political supply could provide a more com-
prehensive understanding of these dynamics. Second,
longitudinal studies tracking changes over time would
help assess how shifts in political power and party plat-
forms influence public attitudes toward climate change.
This would be particularly relevant in understanding the
evolving role of populist movements and their adapta-
tion to mainstream politics. Finally, our study does not
analyzed support for climate policies, which is crucial
to understand to what extent the public is engaged in
enhancing institutional actions for the ecological transi-
tion. Nonetheless, without believing that climate change
is entirely or mostly caused by the human activity, sup-
porting climate actions —carried out by humans them-
selves— remains limited.
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