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Abstract

In contemporary society, numerous countries are experiencing an upsurge in polarization and
its advancement has made itself palpable in a number of topics of debate, one of which is
climate change. The public opinion on the matter varies on aggregate and individual levels
and previous research has found political sympathies to be one of the most prominent
determinants for one’s climate change perception. Previous research has reached consensus
on how one’s ideological alignment correlates with one’s climate change perception;
however, there is a distinct research gap in this discourse. As political polarization fuels the
politicization of topics and events, much points to it affecting individuals’ climate change
perception. This thesis examines the correlation between political sympathies and climate
change perception in a comparative study amongst countries with high and low degrees of
polarization via a regression analysis. The regression results show that there are contrasts in
said correlations; however, certain results are surprising and indicate that further analysis on

specific aspects of the topic is needed.
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1. Introduction

As the polar glaciers melt at an alarming rate, scientists have noticed a wave of something
other than ice melt washing over Europe; polarization has engulfed the world, and it is of such
high scale that not even Europe, despite all of its efforts to unite and come together via
institutions and unions, has been spared. The term polarization can be applied to various
topics and themes that frequently become debated and discussed, both in large political
settings, as well as privately amongst individuals. Polarization will be referred to as a political
division amongst a population (Weber et al 2021). In this thesis, political polarization will

refer to the division of left and right-wing sympathies in the countries used for this study.

One topic that is discussed with increasing frequency is climate change, thus perceptions of it
have been formed to a great extent. Factors that lie behind one’s climate change perception
are often seen as determinants for polarization; some of these factors include income,
education and political sympathies (Poortinga et al 2019). It is important to examine the
patterns of public opinion exhibited in countries with different degrees of polarization when
looking into its correlation with numerous topics. The individuals who obtain different
perceptions of climate change can contribute to its increase or halt to different extents. In this
thesis, the perception of climate change will be determined by individuals’ estimation of how
serious of a problem they perceive it to be for the world. The perception of climate change is a
highly topical subject within contemporary society, and due to the development of cleavages
in society, it is essential to study individual-level factors and their impact on individuals’
perception of climate change. This thesis will address and bring clarity to the gap that
previous research has left regarding polarization and climate change perception; this is of
specific interest and importance in this thesis as there is a consensus amongst previous
research regarding concern of climate change and political sympathies (Guy et al. 2014;

Dinesen et al 2020).

This thesis will contribute to existing research on how political sympathies affect climate
change perception by conducting a comparative study amongst countries that have different
degrees of polarization. Polarization itself acts as grounds for the country selection, thus, it
will not be used as an independent variable in the analysis. Nevertheless, no study within

contemporary research on climate change perception has included a selection of cases based



on the levels of polarization of which they are in, which is why the study that I conduct is

unique and contributes to the research on the topic.

Research has found that countries, nevertheless in Europe, exhibit different degrees of
polarization; this is shown through votes being saturated in specific political groups of
ideologies (Bertoa & Rama 2020). These ideologies are often divided into two opposing
blocks, the right-wing and the left-wing (Bertoa & Rama 2020). This essay will study five
countries, whereas two countries are heavily polarized politically, two of which have
exceptionally low levels of political polarization, and one is a control country; these five
countries will be studied in order to see how the strength of the correlation that ideological
identifications and political sympathies have on climate change perception varies between
countries of different degrees of polarization (Miiler and Schnabl 2021). The two countries
that have the highest degree of polarization in this thesis, as well as in Europe, are Hungary
and Italy (Enyedi 2016 ; Orsi 2018). Hungary demonstrates an exceptional case of
polarization, whereas it has grown so strong that it is threatening the country’s democratic
status; the sharp line that has been drawn between the right and left blocks has left minimal, if
any, space for compromise (Enyedi 2016). Italy has a high degree of polarization as well,
where a deep cleavage has divided the political stage; it has been reflected in both domestic
and international media (Bosco & Verney 2021). The two countries that have some of the
lowest degree of polarization in Europe are Finland and Germany. Finland, in contrast to both
Hungary and Italy, exhibits a low degree of political polarization; according to some
researchers, Finland is one of the least polarized countries in Europe (Kawecki 2022 ;
Schonfeld & Winter-Levy 2021). Germany has not only exhibited a rather low degree of
political polarization, but also a decrease in it; the reason behind this could be the multi-party-
system, and a high broadcasting spending that gives all citizens the same information when it
comes to both domestic and international affairs and events (Friedman 2021 ; Bauer 2013 ;
Bertoa & Rama 2020). Polarization in Denmark is on the rise; however, it is far lower than in
Hungary and Italy. Therefore, Denmark will be used as a control country. Moreover,
Denmark belongs to a certain economic arena that is similar to both Finland and Germany,
although its polarization level differs from these two countries (Arndt 2018). The reason why
these five countries are in focus in this study is because they demonstrate great contrasts

polarization-wise. They have previously exhibited contrasts regarding climate perception



from an aggregated point of view; this is visible through the results from a survey regarding
climate change and climate perception conducted by the European commission (European

Commission 2021).

1.1. Aim

The aim of this thesis is to explore how the correlation between political sympathies and
individuals’ perception of climate change varies between the countries of different degrees of
polarization. Polarization will not be included as an interactional factor in this thesis,
however, it is used as grounds for the country selection because polarization itself currently
spreads through the world as a whole, as well as through individual countries (Bertoa & Rama
2020). Political polarization, which this thesis uses to describe a deep division between two
opposing political views, is related to climate change perception because the two most
common political blocks (left and right) exhibit different approaches to and priorities of
climate change (Vihma et al 2020). The factor ‘political sympathies’ is connected to both
climate change and polarization, which supports the importance of them all being studied in
this sense. This thesis addresses, and closes, a research gap within these very topics by
looking into the links and correlations between political sympathies and climate change in

countries with different degrees of political polarization.

1.2. Research question

The research question this thesis aims to answer is as follows:

“Does the correlation between political sympathies and climate change perception differ

between the countries selected?”



2. Previous research and theory

2.1. Determinants for climate change perception

Several factors can be accounted for as determinants of climate change perception, however,
the ones that are brought up frequently in previous research are ideological orientations
(which this thesis refers to as political sympathies) and educational attainment (Kuusipalo et
al. 2021 ; Duclos & Taptué¢ 2015; Guy et al 2014; Poortinga et al 2019). This part of the thesis
will look further into the determinants of climate change perception in order to aid the readers

in their understanding of the problem as a whole.

2.1.1. Political sympathies

Political sympathies have frequently been brought up as particularly important and significant
determinants for one’s perception of climate change, according to previous research
(Tjernstrom & Tietenberg 2007; Poortinga et al 2019). There are evident contrasts in climate
change perception between left- and right-wing sympathizers; the left-wing sympathizers
express great concern towards the environment, whilst the right-wing sympathizers, especially
when sympathy is directed towards populist parties of the right wing, show noticeably less
concern and climate change skepticism (Jylhd & Hellmer 2020 ; Stanley & Wilson 2019).
Despite the correlation between ideological alignment and attitudes towards climate change,
many right- and far-right parties do not dismiss putting climate change in their political
agenda (Carter 2013). However, this does not change the fact that those who sympathize with
right-wing parties tend to be less concerned for climate change, whilst those who sympathize
with left-wing parties express high concern for climate change (Carter 2013 ; Guy et al 2014 ;
Weber 2015).

One’s political stance does not have to solely be limited to left- or right wing-orientation. It
can also be defined by one's liberal and social democratic sympathies. A positive correlation
can, according to previous research, be seen between left-wing, social democratic, liberal and
center-liberal views, and an expressed concern for climate change (Tjernstrom & Tietenberg
2006). Therefore, it might be important to look into each country’s rule and electorate
sympathies whilst studying the relationship between the individual factor ‘political

sympathies’ and people’s perception of climate change.



2.1.2. Educational attainment

Educational attainment is also closely linked to one’s perception of climate change, and these
two factors have been proven to have a positive relationship; the higher education level one
attains, the more likely is the person to show awareness and even worry for climate change
(Tjernstrom & Tietenberg 2007; Hornsey et al 2016; Dinesen et al 2020). A higher
educational level often leads to energy-saving behavioral patterns, which can indicate a
greater concern for the climate; hence, a more serious perception of it (Tedenwall & Mundaca
2010; Meyer 2015). A higher education is also associated with a higher awareness of
misinformation and critical view of sources which, together with a factual approach to
subjects in general, makes higher educated individuals more likely to not only understand the
science behind climate change, but also believe the facts supporting it (Hess & Collins 2017).
Educational attainment does, however, interact closely with ideological orientation and
political sympathies; although, this doesn’t necessarily change the fact that a higher attained
level of education has a positive relation to climate change perception (Hess & Collins 2017).
This all implies that education is a determinant for societal cleavages, political sympathies,

polarization levels, and climate change perception.

2.1.3. Income

Previous research has been divided in the matter of income and its relationship to an
individual’s perception of climate change; however, some researchers argue that a higher
income can lead to an increased concern for climate change. As for individual income, the
research that argues for a negative relationship between income and perception of climate
change stresses that individuals with a lower income have less financial means to tackle or
mitigate the consequences of climate change such as rise in temperatures and drought (Wilts
et al 2021). If these individuals provide for themselves through farming, then these
consequences will be even more tangible (Wilts et al 2021 ; Brechin & Kempton 1994).

Some researchers believe that income has a negative relationship to one’s climate change

perception (Tjernstrdom & Tietenberg 2006). This notion has become increasingly stated in
recent research, whereby one theory states that the wealth of a nation is far more important
than the individual wealth of its citizens; although individual income has shown a positive

relationship with willingness towards taking financial measures in order to aid the



environment (Mayerl & Best, 2018). Despite willingness to pay for environmental measures,
income has shown a significantly negative effect and relationship to one’s perception of
environmental problems (Lo 2016). Research has shown that the effect of individual wealth
on climate change perception can be heavily dependent on the wealth of the country (Mayerl
& Best 2019 ; Martinez-Alier 1994). Yet again, previous research is divided on the matter;
whereas some research argues that countries with higher wealth demonstrate a higher concern
for climate change, other researchers argue that individuals in poorer countries are more likely
to display a clearer positive correlation between income and perceiving climate change as a
serious problem. Wealthy countries have been said to put a greater strain on the environment
through their economic activities, thus the general concern for the environment in that said

country is higher (Martinez-Alier 1994).

2.1.4. Experience with climate change

Previous research has shown that one’s experience with climate change can act as a
determinant for climate change perception; if one has experienced extreme weather
phenomena or changes such as increases in temperature and drought, they are more likely to
express concern for climate change and perceive it as a serious problem than those who have
not (Blennlow et al 2012). When one lacks experience with a certain event, topic or
phenomena, a psychological distance is created; this means that individuals who have little
experience with climate change become less concerned for it (Weber 2016). This could
interact with the variables of income and economy, as demonstrated in the research conducted
by Brechin & Kempton (1994); here, they found that citizens in countries with low economic
activity and high poverty rates tend to experience the consequences from climate change first-
hand as they do not have the resources to adapt to climate change at the same rate as citizens

in wealthier countries with low economic disparities.

2.1.5. Gender
This thesis uses a binary approach to gender, which means that only two genders will be
referred to in both this chapter, as well as the analysis and discussion. The two genders

referred to in this thesis are women and men. Previous research shows clear contrasts between



women and men in the matter of climate change perception; women are more prone to express
concern and higher degrees of it than men (Poortinga et al 2019 ; McCright & Dunlap 2011).
Men within certain demographics, such as age- and income-groups, are even more likely to
show skepticism towards climate change (McCright & Dunlap 2011). Some research shows
that men can perceive climate change consequences as more serious than women; however, a
central theme in research articles on the matter of gender-effects on climate change, is that
women to a larger extent express concern for climate change than men (Poortinga et al 2019 ;
Pearse 2017). The reason for why women tend to show a greater concern for climate change is
because showing concern for the environment, as well as other political issues, is seen as
unmasculine; expressing concern for the environment would be seen as a display of altruism
and compassion, which are regarded as feminine traits in a, for some, negative way (Ballew et

al 2018).

2.2. Climate change: a polarizing subject

Previous research shows that as ideological divides become more potent and apparent, people
sympathizing with certain ideologies tend to adopt a climate change perception which aligns
with said ideologies; liberal and left-wing sympathizers become more so liberal and left-wing,
whilst conservative voters become more conservative (Dunlap et al 2016). The typical
alignment of each ‘pole’ regarding climate change is that those who identify with the left and
liberal side of the political spectrum are more likely to perceive climate change as a serious
problem, whilst those who sympathize with conservative parties tend to perceive it as less of a
problem, at times they even direct skepticism towards the subject altogether (Dunlap et al

2016). This shows an apparent politicization of climate change perception and views.

Research has shown that polarization can be detrimental to democracy as it weakens the
stability of government institutions; thus, the outputs and outcomes of said government is
heavily influenced by the deep division in socio-politics (Arbatil & Rosenberg 2020). Similar

findings have been made by other researchers, though they have been related to climate



change perceptions and attitudes. Sohlberg (2016) found that deep division in perceptions of
environmental problems amongst the political elite within a country causes the public opinion
on climate change to reflect less concern. Thus, deep divisions in a political avenue causes for
climate change to be perceived as less of a threat and problem; yet, individuals who actually
perceive climate change as a threat are more likely to exhibit behaviors and take steps to

combat climate change (Sohlberg 2016).



2.3. Theory and hypotheses

2.3.1. Theory

From the previous research presented in this thesis, theories regarding the connection between
political sympathies and climate change perception can be derived. However, as this thesis
aims to show and bring understanding to how this correlation may differ between the
countries Finland, Germany, Italy and Hungary due to their different levels of political
polarization, a theoretical model exploring just that is much needed. Countries with high
degrees of polarization may experience sharply opposing views on political matters; this will
most likely include the matter of climate change, as one’s views stem from personal values. If
a country experiences lower degrees of political polarization, however, this could be reflected
in the correlation between climate change perception and political sympathies; this correlation
should therefore be weak. The countries selected based on their high degrees of polarization
should experience the opposite. Consequently, the countries selected for their high degrees of
polarization should demonstrate a stronger correlation between political sympathies and
climate change perception. Therefore, the higher the degree of polarization a country is under,

the stronger the relationship between these two factors ought to be.

2.3.2. Hypotheses

From the previous research and theory presented, the following hypotheses can be derived:

H; : There is a correlation between political sympathies and climate change perception
in the countries selected

H, : There are differences in the correlation between political sympathies and climate
change perception between the countries selected



3. Country selection

This chapter aims to capture the political elements of the countries selected to represent the
different polarization levels, as well as the control country, in order to bring clarity as to why
they were used for these purposes in this thesis. The appendices 1.1 and 1.2 give clearer

insight into the countries’ political and economic statuses through the use of statistics.
3.1. Countries with high degrees of polarization

3.1.1. Hungary

Hungary exhibits a prominent political polarization which can be seen in various topics and
matters, including the environment and climate change. For example, individuals who express
sympathy for the ruling far-right conservative party Fidesz express notably little concern for
the environment, whilst individuals who sympathize with the opposition express great
concern for the environment (Kosa et al, 2021). The deep polarization stems from the
coalitional choices of the parties and their rhetoric; this has created two opposing blocs, with a
lengthy distance ideology-wise (Vegetti, 2019). Despite the differences in ideology, their
differences in stance on social and economic policy are rather mild (Vegetti, 2019). What
separates the left from the right are not economic measures within the ideologies, such as the
degree of interference the government should exercise on the market as they usually are
within politics; instead, the ideological divides set in Hungary stem from cultural and
symbolic issues (Vegetti, 2019). The issues that lay grounds for whether a party is left or

right-wing include religion, national-cosmopolitanism, and immigration (Vegetti, 2019).

3.1.2. Italy
Italy shows a rather high degree of polarization, with prominent divides between the right and

the left (Di Mauro & Verzichelli). Italy has historically not been very active in the
environmental arena of politics; the very first introduction of climate policy by the Italian
government was in 1994, and it was related to the ratifications of different frameworks and
measures regarding climate change and greenhouse gas emissions by intergovernmental
organizations (Ghinoi & Steiner 2020). As for political parties and their stances on climate
change, one can see that the right-wing parties exhibit skepticism toward climate change and

the environmental effects of it; the left-wing parties do not only express concern for climate

10



change and its effects on the environment, but also tend to refer back to scientific findings on
the matter (Ghinoi & Steiner 2020). The political sympathies of an individual and its
correlation to climate change perception and concern is clear in Italy; left-wing sympathizers
are more prone to expressing concern for climate change, whilst right-wing sympathizers
express far less concern, and even show tendencies of climate change skepticism (Lewis et al

2019).

3.2. Countries with low degrees of polarization

3.2.1. Finland
Finland can be viewed as a rare example of a country that has not shown any dramatic

indications of polarization and deep political cleavages in society. It has not shown any major
polarization between left- and right-wing sympathies, nor any grand ideological divides,
during the past decade (Kawecki, 2022). Previous research has, however, suggested that the
force for polarization does not lie in the arena of party-politics, instead, there is a possibility
that it manifests itself through affective polarization (Kawecki, 2022). The term ‘affective
polarization' refers to a concept influenced by social identity theory, and it takes form in
group identities created by individuals’ attachment to the group in which they identify
themselves as belonging to (Iyengar et al., 2012). However, there is little evidence that
supports a strong presence of party politics amongst the Finnish population. Party-wise, the
populist far-right party Finns Party, did not mention climate policy independently, but instead
grouped it together with policies related to economic growth (Vihma et al. 2020).The Finns
Party even stated that green tax should not be imposed if it would undermine competitiveness
(Vihma et al. 2020). The Left Alliance and Greens have, on the contrary, expressed
ambitious climate policy actions (Palonen, 2020). This could relate to previous researchers'
findings that left-wing parties and their sympathizers tend to express a grave concern for
climate change, whilst right-wing parties and their sympathizers tend to be climate change

skeptics (Carter 2013 ; Guy et al 2014 ; Weber 2015).
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3.2.2. Germany

Germany demonstrates rather low levels of political polarization, which is noteworthy in an
increasingly polarized Europe. Germany demonstrates similar tendencies as the other
countries when it comes to ideologies of its political parties and their stances on climate
change. One can see that the parties with mild to strong left-wing beliefs are heavily involved
in the matter of climate change, as they express serious concern for it and want to take action
to both halt it and to prevent its consequences from continuing (Lieblang 2021). The
conservative Christian parties (CDU and CSU) have exhibited similarities in the principle of
climate change and that political measures must be taken in order to prevent and halt it; the
far right, however, expresses skepticism and a reluctance to work with it on a political scale

(Lieblang 2021).

3.3. Control country
3.3.1. Denmark

Denmark has shown an increase in polarization over the past couple of decades; this
polarization can be seen across various socio-economic factors, such as educational level,
occupation and gender (Dinesen et al 2020). Individuals with a higher education and a white-
collar job are more likely to sympathize with the environment and also express caution for it,
than other socio-demographic groups (Dinesen et al 2020). On a political level, there is a stark
contrast between individuals with different political sympathies and their concern for the
environment and climate change; individuals who sympathize with the far left, Socialist
People’s Party and social liberals prioritize the environment highly, whilst individuals who
sympathize with the Danish People’s Party (right wing populist), liberals and conservatives
prioritize the environment the least (Dinesen et al 2020). The political polarization in
Denmark manifests itself clearly in the matter of immigration; here, a clear affective
polarization (a polarization which causes cleavages in society in a way that does not directly
affect policy outputs) has been seen since the waves of immigrants entering Denmark
(Simonsen & Bonikowski 2022). This polarization has been fueled by a moralized political
rhetoric, which divides the population and the political scene into opposing camps (Simonsen
& Bonikowski 2022). The cleavages caused through these strategic divisions of society on the

matter of immigration has affected the public opinion and polity within the matter of climate
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change (Ladrech & Little 2019). The level of polarization Denmark experiences together with
its otherwise societal similarities with both Finland and Germany speaks for why it is

appropriate to include as a control country for this thesis.

13



4. Material and method

4.1. Material
4.1.1. Sampling

The data from which this thesis has retrieved its base for analysis comes from a survey
conducted in 2021 by the Eurobarometer. The sampling used in this survey was a stratified
random sampling, mixed probability and nonprobability sampling; the modes of data
collection were computer-assisted face-to-face interviews and web-based self-administered
questionnaires (Eurobarometer 2021). The stratified sampling design involves a method
where the population is divided into subgroups based on common characteristics and traits;
for example, nationality, education or income (Hayes 2022). The data was collected from
persons aged 15 and older from all of the 27 member states of the European Union

(Eurobarometer 2021).

4.1.2. Dependent variable

The dependent variable was used to assess the perception of climate change; this variable
assesses how serious of a problem the respondents found climate change to be on a ten-point-
scale where 1 stood for ‘not at all a serious problem’, and 10 stood for ‘an extremely serious
problem’ (Eurobarometer 2021). In this thesis, when measuring climate change perception,
focus was laid upon how serious of a problem it was perceived as. Thus, whilst analyzing the
results from the regression analysis, a stronger perception of climate change as a problem will
be referred to whilst discussing the correlations and relationships displayed in the different
models. As this is a scale variable, it will be treated as a continuous variable instead of being

dummy coded into numerous categorical variables.

4.1.3. Independent variable

The independent variable in this thesis is political sympathies, and in order to facilitate the
process of analysis, the variable reflects the respondents’ ideological orientation as indicated
via self-assessment. This measures their degree of left or right-wing political sympathies,
which has provided more clarity than specific domestic party sympathies would have in the

case of this thesis. In the survey, the respondents were asked to say on a ten-point-scale where

14



they stand ideologically whereby 1 is left and 10 is right (Eurobarometer 2021). This variable
will be treated as a continuous variable, due to the large number of steps along the scale;
moreover, a negative B-coefficient indicates a negative correlation between right-wing

sympathies, and a positive one indicates a positive correlation.

4.1.4. Control variables

The first control variable for the analysis is ‘education level’; this variable presents a 20 point
scale where the respondents’ educational attainment is assessed. The reason for it being on a
20 point scale is that the educational systems amongst the 27 EU member states vary and
cannot conform to a standardized scale. It also facilitates the process of assessing how an
increased or lower level of education correlates with the dependent variables. As this is a

continuous and not categorical variable, no explicit reference category is selected.

The second control variable this thesis employs is ‘Gender’, whereby the respondents are
labeled as either women or men; this binary approach is therefore used in the analysis as well.
The gender-variable is dummy-coded in order to create numeric values from the data
collected; this is essential for the regression analysis. The variable ‘woman’ is dummy-coded
as ‘1’ and ‘man’ is dummy-coded as 0. The reference category for the regression analysis is

3 2

man-.

The third control variable is social class, which aims to capture the element of income to
some extent; this variable is dummy coded into 5 separate dummy-variables : working class,
lower middle class, middle class, upper middle class and higher class. For these variables,
middle class is the reference category used in the regression analysis, as previous research has

been divided in the matter of socio-economic status and climate change perception.
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4.2. Method
4.2.1. Analytical approach

This thesis uses a quantitative methodological approach in order to examine the correlations
between political sympathies and climate change perception in five countries of different
degrees of polarization, in order to detect any variations between the strength of correlation
between the factors depending on the polarization. This thesis employs a deductive analytical
approach when discussing the empirical findings, as well as deriving conclusions; through
this approach, the direct correlation between political sympathies and climate change
perception, as well as the gravity of the effects, is made visible. Alternative explanations are

also derived by looking into the effects of the control variables.

It is likely that additional methods exist which would be appropriate and efficient for studying
the relationships and correlations that this thesis aims to study; however, due to the capacity
of this thesis, the potential improvements of what is studied here can be looked into by future

research.

4.2.2. Validity and reliability

The aim of the analysis produced by this thesis is to reach as high a level of validity and
reliability as possible, all whilst finding answers to my research questions.. The method of
analysis is replicable and employs public and accessible data, which makes it relatively
simple to do the analysis over again to ensure both intersubjectivity and reliability. It is likely
that additional methods exist which would be appropriate and efficient for studying the
relationships and correlations that this thesis aims to study; however, due to the capacity of
this thesis, the potential improvements of what is studied here can be looked into by future

research.

4.2.3. Regression
The quantitative analysis takes shape through interactive multivariate regression models,

since only one dependent variable was used, whilst multiple independent variables were taken
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into account in the analysis. The interactive and conditional variable was polarization.
However, there is no variable for this, which is evident in the results and variations between
each individual country. This model shows not only the correlation between political
sympathies and climate change in each country, but their relationship and how valid the
retrieved result was. The relationship is either positive or negative; if the independent and
dependent variables have a positive relationship, then the climate change perception (how
serious of a problem it is perceived as) increases the more right-wing the respondent is, and if
the relationship is negative, the climate change perception increases the more left-wing the

respondent is.

4.2.4. The regression models

Five separate models, one for each country examined, are used in order to compare the values
retrieved and answer both the hypotheses and research questions. In order to obtain values
from each specific country, a filter is applied in the statistical program SPSS. There are 5
separate regression tables (one for each country), and each of these contains 5 models. Model
1 consists solely of political sympathies in order to show how much of the variance in climate
change perception that it explains on its own. The second model applies both political
sympathies and gender to explore the interconnecting effect these two variables have. Model
3 is used to study the effect of political sympathies and education on climate change
perception. Model 4 is essentially used for the same purposes as model 2 and 3, though it
examines the effect of social class in order to include the element of income in this thesis. In
model 5, all independent variables and their effect on climate change perception are studied

simultaneously.

The models all display adjusted R? — values, Beta coefficients (which are referred to as B-
coefficients in the presentation of results), number of respondents and intercepts. The adjusted
R? is important for variance analysis and shows whether there is a correlation between the
dependent, x, and independent, y, variables or not. If R? > 0, then there is in fact a correlation,
where x affects the variance in y completely or partially (Djurfeldt et al 2018). If R?= 0, the
variance in y cannot be explained by the variable x (Djurfeldt et al 2018). The B-coefficient is
related to the R%-value, as it shows whether x has a positive or negative effect on y. If the B-

coefficient is positive, then so is the correlation between the dependent and independent

17



variables. If the B-coefficient is negative, then so is the correlation (Djurfeldt et al 2018). This
approach aims to facilitate the process of interpreting the results as well as deciding upon
which of the hypotheses to accept and reject. The strength of the adjusted R?-value, in each
model also facilitates the process of examination and interpretation as these results are heavy

determinants.

4.3 Methodological challenges

One of the challenges this thesis encountered methodologically regards the Ordinary Least
Square regression method, OLS. This regression method has its disadvantages as it uses the
mean results of the dependent variable when analysing the relationship between the variables;
this can create misleading interpretations of results and relationships (Ugrinowitsch et al
2005). The model is fairly simple in its nature, which is yet another disadvantage as what is
being measured in this thesis may have required a more complex model in order to fully
examine the relationships between the variables, and not only use the mean values in the
process of doing so. However, given the time, resources and knowledge acquired on the topic
of linear regression, this model suited my study and analysis as it is easily interpretable,
simple and efficient. Several studies examining the correlations between individual-level
factors and climate change perception have used linear regression models and more
specifically OLS-models as well (Tjernstrom & Tietenberg 2008 ; Casal Bértoa & Rama
2021).

The usage of the proxy variable ‘social class’ entails another methodological challenge faced
in this thesis. Some critical remarks can be directed towards this variable, since the
respondents in the Eurobarometer survey were asked to conduct a self assessment on which
social class they believed they belonged to. Previous research has shown that individuals can
vote in support of parties and ideologies with propositions that do not benefit them; low-
income people in need of financial and societal support through tax-funded benefits might
still vote for parties that generally benefit people with financial security and significantly
higher income (Suryanarayan 2019 ; Evans et al 2022). This suggests that the variable ‘social
class’ can be more linked to political sympathies, than income. However, as the data-set used

for analysis did not contain a variable for income, the use of this proxy variable was the
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nearest alternative for capturing the correlation between income and climate change

perception.

One less prominent methodological challenge was the fact that there was no variable for
polarization available for use, thus the countries were selected on the basis of previous
research on the matter. If a variable for polarization levels in different countries would have
been available, it could have been used to fully capture the effect of polarization, how and if it
affects the correlation between political sympathies and climate change perception. Had this
been possible, a multi-level analysis could be made with numerous countries. However, no
variable of such nature was available, which is why this thesis employs the method of
conducting five separate regression models, where each model exhibits the correlations of one

country.
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5. Results

This chapter will ultimately show the correlations between political sympathies and climate
change perception in Hungary, Italy, Finland and Germany, all whilst having Denmark as a
control country. These results will be compared to one another in order to show how the

correlations vary between countries of different degrees of polarization.

5.1 General results from each country

Table 1 shows the mean political sympathies, gender identity, attained level of education,
social class and climate change perception for each country. The standard deviation is written
within brackets underneath the mean value of each variable. In this table, the variable ‘social
class’ has the following numerical values: O=working class, 1=lower middle class, 2=middle
class, 3=upper middle class and 4=higher class, in order to give clarity as to the mean social

class in each country.

Table 1: General results from each country
Finland Germany Denmark Italy Hungary

N=1017 N=1035 N =1048 N=1032 N = 1046

Political 5,87 5,07 5,13 6,13 6,03
sympathies (2,21) (1,86) (2,32) (2,70) (2,32)
Gender 0,52 0,47 0,51 0,53 0,61

(0,50) (0,50) (0,50) (0,50) (0,49)
Education 6,07 491 5,75 4,15 4,12

(1,81) (2,08) (1,70) (1,66) (1,47)
Social class 1,78 1,88 1,96 1,71 1,26

(1,05) (1,01) (0,93) (0,75) (0,89)
Climate 7,12 7,98 7,65 8,22 8,10
change (2,46) (2,26) (2,13) (1,80) (1,85)
perception
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This table shows that the mean perceptions of climate change as a problem were slightly
higher in Italy and Hungary than they were in the countries of lower degrees of polarization.
The mean results of political sympathies show slight tendency toward right-wing sympathies
amongst the countries; although, as the results are collected from a 10-point scale, this does

not necessarily have to define the respondents as right-wing overall.

The data showed a relatively even mix of women and men as respondents in all countries.
However, in Hungary there was a slightly higher number of women than men that were

respondents.

The overall educational level was lower in both Italy and Hungary, which is rather
contradictory to previous research which stated that individuals with a lower educational level
are less likely to express concern for the climate (Tjernstrom & Tietenberg 2007; Hornsey et

al 2016; Dinesen et al 2020).

Hungary demonstrated the lowest mean social class out of all countries used in this thesis,
whereas the other countries demonstrated marginally similar mean results; all but Denmark,

which had a higher mean social class.

5.2. Regression results

Table 2 - 6 show the results from the interaction models of multivariate regression; these
include the B-coefficient and their significance in form of asterisk; the meaning for each
number of asterisks are: *=p<0.05 **=p<0.01 ***=p<0.001. Intercepts, adjusted R?-values,
and number of cases are also demonstrated in each model. The stars next to the B-coefficient
show its significance, and the standard error is displayed within brackets underneath each B-

coefficient value.
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5.2.1. Regression results from Finland

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for the case of Finland

Std.

Mean Deviation N
CLIMATE CHANGE - 7,12 2,463 1017
PERCEPTION (10-
POINT SCALE)
LEFT-RIGHT 5,87 2,212 1017
PLACEMENT
Dummy_ Gender ,5182 ,49991 1017
EDUCATION 6,07 1,812 1017
The working class of ,1642 ,37065 1017
society
The lower middle class , 1436 ,35082 1017
of society
The upper middle class ,1868 ,38996 1017
of society
The higher class of ,0275 ,L16371 1017
society
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Table 3: The effect of different factors on climate change perception in Finland
Model 1

Independent
variables

Political
Sympathies

Gender

(ref.cat =man)

Education

Working class
(ref.cat. = middle class)

Lower middle class
(ref.cat. = middle class)

Upper middle class
(ref.cat = middle class)

Higher class
(ref.cat = middle class)

Intercept 9,102

Adj. R? 0,031

N 1017

[0,337%%%
(0,033)

Model 2 Model 3 Model 4
-0,307*** -0,357*** -0,406***
(0,033) (0,033) (0,034)

0,923 ***
(0,146)
0,280%**
(0,040)
-0,802%**
(0,211)
-0,362
(0,218)
0,994 %***
(0,197)
-0,097***
(0,449)
8,450 7,518 9,510
0,124 0,132 0,134
1017 1017 1017

*=p<0.05 **=p<0.01 ***=p<0.001
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Model 5

-0,364%**
(0,034)

0,84 1***
(0,142)

0,203 %3
(0,044)

-0,360
(0,221)

-0,185
(0,215)

0,756%**
(0,197)

-0,260
(0,442)

7,546

0,178

1017



Within model 1 in table 2, one can see that political sympathies on its own has a relatively
weak effect on climate change perception when compared to the other models where more
variables are included. In this model, only 3,1% of the variation in climate change perception
can be explained by this variable. Model 1 also shows that the correlation between political
sympathies and climate change perception is of a negative and significant nature; with every
scale-step towards right-wing sympathy, one will perceive climate change as 33,7% less

serious a problem.
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This figure shows how the perception of climate change as a serious problem declines the further right the Finish
participants identify themselves politically.

Model 2 shows that gender and political sympathies combined have a significantly stronger
effect on climate change perception compared to model 1; gender and political sympathies
together explain 12,4% of the variance in climate change perception. In this model, the
correlation between political sympathies and climate change is negative and significant,
although it is slightly lower than in model 1. By looking at the effect of gender in model 2,
one can see that women are significantly more likely to perceive climate change as a serious

problem than men; however, as this thesis employs a binary approach to gender, it is difficult
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and possibly inappropriate to discuss how a gender identity that is more or less female or male

affects one’s climate change perception.

Model 3 shows that political sympathies and education have a relatively strong effect on
climate change perception, as these two variables together explain 13,2% of the variance in
the dependent variable; both political sympathies and education were significant variables. In
this model, one can see that education has a strong and positive correlation with climate
change perception, which shows that a higher attained level of education will make

individuals perceive climate change as a more serious problem.

In model 4, all variables but ‘lower middle class’ are significant. The combination of all
independent variables explains 13,4% of the variance in climate change perception. Political
sympathies become noticeably more negative as it shows that the more one sympathizes with
the right wing of the political spectrum,one will perceive climate change as less serious of a
problem. Individuals who view themselves as upper middle class are more likely to perceive
climate change as a serious problem when compared to middle class, whilst those who
identify as working and higher class are less likely to do so.

In model 5, all independent variables together explain 17,8% of the variance in climate
change perception, which is the highest percentage explained in the entire table. The only
social class that demonstrates significance is ‘upper middle class’, and its correlation to
climate change perception remains positive. Political sympathies, gender and education
remain significant and only change moderately from the previous models; political

sympathies stay negative whilst gender and education remain positive.
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5.2.2. Regression results from Germany

Table 4: Descriptive Statistics for the case of Germany

Std.

Mean Deviation N
CLIMATE CHANGE - 7,98 2,264 1035
PERCEPTION (10-
POINT SCALE)
LEFT-RIGHT 5,07 1,863 1035
PLACEMENT
Dummy_ Gender ,4696 ,49931 1035
EDUCATION 491 2,080 1035
d63=The working class ,0966 ,29558 1035
of society
d63=The lower middle ,1585 , 36534 1035
class of society
d63=The upper middle L1517 ,35889 1035
class of society
d63=The higher class of ,0058 ,07595 1035

society
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TableS: The effect of different factors on climate change perception in Germany

Independent Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
variables
Political -0,330%*** -0,327%*** -0,32]*** -0,330%*** -0,319%***
sympathies (0,036) (0,036) (0,036) (0,036) (0,036)
Gender 0,212 0,282
(ref.cat. =man) (0,136) (0,135)
Education 0,167*** 0,145%**
(0,032) (0,035)
Working class -0,433 -0,210
(ref.cat. = middle class) (0,235) (0,239)
Lower middle class -0,349 -0,208
(ref.cat. = middle class) (()’ 19 1) (()’ 1 92)
Upper middle class 0,517** 0,336
(ref-cat. = middle class) ((), 1 94) ((), 1 98)
Higher class -0,250 -0,304
(ref.cat. = middle class) (()’889) (()’884)
Intercept 9,658 9,543 8,793 9,676 8,761
Adj. R? 0,027 0,074 0,096 0,089 0,100
N 1035 1035 1035 1035 1035

*#=p<0.05 **=p<0.01 ***=p<0.001
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In the model for Germany, model 1 shows that the variable ‘political sympathies’ by itself
explains 2,7% of the variance in climate change perception. There is a negative and
significant correlation between this variable and the dependent variable, as one scale-step
towards right-wing sympathy results in perceiving climate change as 33,0% less serious of a

problem.
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This figure shows how the perception of climate change as a serious problem declines the further right the
German participants identify themselves politically

In model 2, gender together with political sympathies causes an increase in the percentage of
variance in climate change perception explained; these two variables combined explain 16,4%
of the variance in the dependent variable. The effect of political sympathies remains
significant. Gender has a positive correlation which shows that women are more prone to
perceive climate change as a serious problem than men; the effect of political sympathies only

changed marginally.
In model 3, yet another increase in the percentage of variance in climate change perception

explained becomes apparent, however, this applies to the joint effect of political sympathies

and education. Both of these two independent variables are significant and combined, they
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explain 9,6% of the variance in climate change perception. This model shows that a higher
attained level of education increases one’s climate change perception; for every additional

year of education, one perceives climate change as 16,7% more serious of a problem.

In model 4, the combination of political sympathies and the social classes explains 8,9% of
the variance in climate change perception, which is slightly lower than in the previous model.
The correlation between political sympathies and climate change perception is significant and
at the same level as in model 1, which is marginally higher than in model 2 and 3. The
variable ‘political sympathies’ remains significant and is at the same level as in model 1. The
significant variable out of the social classes was ‘upper middle class’, which exhibited a
positive correlation to climate change perception; the respondents that identified with this
social class perceived climate change as 51,7% percent more serious of a problem than the
reference category ‘middle class’. All other social classes included had negative correlations

and were insignificant.

In model 5, the combination of all independent variables explains 10,0% of the variance in
climate change perception. The value for political sympathies is slightly lower than in all
previous models, however, it remains significant and negative. The only other significant
variable in this model is education and its B-coefficient is lower than in model 3. All other

variables are insignificant.
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5.2.3. Regression results from Denmark

Table 6: Descriptive statistics for the case of Denmark

Std.

Mean Deviation N
CLIMATE CHANGE - 7,65 2,128 1048
PERCEPTION (10-
POINT SCALE)
LEFT-RIGHT 5,13 2,318 1048
PLACEMENT
Dummy_Gender ,5086 ,50016 1048
EDUCATION 5,75 1,700 1048
d63=The working class ,1155 , 31973 1048
of society
d63=The lower middle ,0840 27747 1048
class of society
d63=The upper middle ,2452 ,43043 1048
class of society
d63=The higher class of ,0076 ,08708 1048

society
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Table 7: The effect of different factors on climate change perception in Denmark

Independent
variables

Political
sympathies

Gender

(ref-cat. =man)

Education

Working class
(ref.cat. = middle class)

Lower middle class
(ref-cat. = middle class)

Upper middle class

(ref.cat. = middle class)

Higher class
(ref-cat. = middle class)

Intercept

Adj. R?

N

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
-0,308*** -0,297%** -0,297***
(0,027) (0,027) (0,027)

0,445%**
(0,124)
0,137***
(0,036)
9,228 8,944 8,386
0,112 0,122 0,122
1048 1048 1048

*=p<0.05 **=p<0.01 ***=p<0.001

Model 4

L0,307%**
(0,027)

0,147
(0,201)

0,313
(0,230)

0,124
(0,151)

-0,992
(0,714)

9,307

0,112

1048

Model 5

L0,279%**
(0,027)

0,420%**
(0,124)

0,157
(0,040)

0,062
(0,203)

20,243
(0,288)

-0,266
(0,156)

_1,241
(0,708)

8,054

0,134

1048

In the case of Denmark, model 1 shows that political sympathies has a rather strong effect on

one’s climate change perception, as this variable alone explains 11,2% of the variance in the

dependent variable. Political sympathies have a negative and significant correlation with
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climate change perception; this correlation shows that the more right wing sympathies an
individual has, they will perceive climate change as less serious of a problem. For every
scale-step towards right-wing sympathies, one will perceive climate change as 30,8% less of a

serious problem.
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This figure shows how the perception of climate change as a serious problem declines the further right the
Danish participants identify themselves politically

Model 2 shows that the political sympathies and gender jointly explain 12,2% of the variance
in climate change perception; this is a slight increase from the result of political sympathies
alone. By looking at gender, one can see that women perceive climate change as a more
serious problem than men. Both the effect of gender and political sympathies in this model are

significant.

Model 3 shows that the joint effect of political sympathies and education is of the same size
as the effect shown in model 2; these two variables combined explain 12,2% of the variance
in climate change perception. Both education and political sympathies have significant effects

on climate change perception; education has a positive correlation with the dependent variable
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and each additional year of education results in perceiving climate change as 13,7% more

serious of a problem.

Model 4 shows that the inclusion of the social class variables causes the adjusted R?-value to
decrease to the one exhibited in model 1. ‘Political sympathies’ is the only significant variable
in this model, and its B-coefficient is almost at the same level as in the first model, which is
marginally higher than in model 2 and 3. Interestingly, all of the social classes included are
negatively correlated to climate change perception, when compared to the reference category
‘middle class’. This shows that individuals who identify as a higher or lower class rather than
middle class perceive climate change as a less serious problem than middle class citizens.

However, none of these values are significant.

In model 5, all independent variables combined explain 13,4% of the variance in climate
change perception, which is the highest percentage in this regression table. In this model, the
only variables with significance are ‘political sympathies’, ‘gender’ and ‘education’; the B-
coefficients for these variables changed only slightly. The variables representing social

classes remained insignificant, and all but the working class remained negative.
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5.2.4. Regression results from ltaly

Table 8: Descriptive Statistics for the case of Italy

Std.

Mean Deviation N
CLIMATE CHANGE - 8,22 1,801 1032
PERCEPTION (10-
POINT SCALE)
LEFT-RIGHT 6,13 2,697 1032
PLACEMENT
Dummy_ Gender ,5281 ,49945 1032
EDUCATION 4,15 1,655 1032
d63=The working class ,0891 ,28509 1032
of society
d63=The lower middle ,1812 ,38537 1032
class of society
d63=The upper middle ,0698 ,25488 1032
class of society
d63=The higher class of ,0029 ,05386 1032

society
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Table 9: The effect of different factors on climate change perception in Italy

Independent Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
variables
Political -0,016 -0,016 -0,014 -0,014 -0,013
sympathies (0,021) (0,021) (0,021) (0,021) (0,021)
Gender 0,130 0,105
(ref.cat. =man) (0,112) (0,112)
Education 0,067 0,080*
(0,034) (0,036)
Working class -0,361 -0,252
(ref.cat. = middle class) (0,200) (0,205)
Lower middle class -0,169 -0,130
(ref-cat. = middle class) (0’ 149) (0’ 1 5())
Upper middle class -0,534%* -0,652%*
(ref-cat. = middle class) (0’223) (0’23())
Higher class 0,690 0,650
(ref.cat. = middle class) (1 ’()4())
Intercept 8,322 8,253 8,035 8,411 8,008
Adj. R? 0,001 0,000 0,002 0,005 0,008
N 1032 1032 1032 1032 1032

*=p<0.05 **=p<0.01 ***=p<0.001

In the case of Italy, one can see in model 1 that political sympathies have a negative effect on

climate change perception, whereas one scale-step towards right wing sympathies results in a
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perceiving climate change as 1,6% less serious of a problem; this is a very small percentage
and it is not significant. Political sympathies alone account for 0,1% of the total variance in
climate change perception, which means that this factor alone has a miniscule effect on

climate change perception.
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This figure shows the rather scattered relationship between political sympathies and climate change perception
for the case of Italy

Model 2 shows that political sympathies and gender combined have no effect on climate
change. In the case of Italy; gender itself has a positive correlation with climate change
perception, which in this case implies that women are more likely to perceive climate change
as a serious problem than men. The correlation between political sympathies and climate
change perception has not changed at all in this model compared to the previous model. Both

political sympathies and gender are insignificant variables here.

Model 3 shows that the political sympathies and education together explain 0,2% of the
variance in climate change perception, which is very low; both political sympathies and
education are insignificant in this model. Education does not have a very strong correlation, as

for each year of additional education attained, one perceives climate change as 6,7% more of
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a problem. The correlation between political sympathies and climate change perception

decreases slightly in this model.

The adjusted R%-value increases marginally in model 4, yet it shows that the combination of
social classes and political sympathies explain no more than 0,5% of the variance in climate
change perception. The variable ‘upper middle class’ is the only significant variable in this
model and it has a negative correlation with climate change perception, given that ‘middle
class’ is the reference category. The correlation between political sympathies and climate
change perception has not changed from model 3. However, it is lower than in the first 2

models. Again, this variable is not significant.

In model 5, the combination of all independent variables explains a total of 0,8% of the
variance, which is not very high, albeit an increase from the previous models, regardless.
‘Upper middle class’ and ‘education’ are the only variables with significance. The B-
coefficient in this model is marginally lower than in all other models and remains

insignificant.
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5.2.5. Regression results from Hungary

Table 10: Descriptive Statistics for the case of Hungary

Std.

Mean Deviation N
CLIMATE CHANGE - 8,22 1,801 1032
PERCEPTION (10-
POINT SCALE)
LEFT-RIGHT 6,13 2,697 1032
PLACEMENT
Dummy_ Gender ,5281 ,49945 1032
EDUCATION 4,15 1,655 1032
d63=The working class ,0891 ,28509 1032
of society
d63=The lower middle ,1812 ,38537 1032
class of society
d63=The upper middle ,0698 ,25488 1032
class of society
d63=The higher class of ,0029 ,05386 1032

society
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Table 11: The effect of different factors on climate change perception in Hungary

Independent Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5
variables
Political 0,012 0,012 0,013 0,015 0,019
sympathies (0,025) (0,025) (0,025) (0,025) (0,025)
Gender 0,082 0,081
(ref.cat. = man) (0,1 17) (0,1 17)
Education 0,055 0,087*
(0,039) (0,042)
Working class 0,210 0,314*
(ref.cat. = middle class) (0,139) (0,147)
Lower middle class 0,203 0,253
(ref.cat. = middle class) (0, 144) (0, 146)
Upper middle class 0,138 -0,010
(ref-cat. = middle class) (0’403) (0’408)
Higher class 0,525 0,368
(ref-cat. = middle class) (1 ’3()9) (1 ,3 1())
Intercept 8,027 7,976 7,788 7,901 7,430
Adj. R? 0,000 0,000 0,000 0,000 0,001
N 1046 1046 1046 1046 1046

*#=p<0.05 **=p<0.01 ***=p<0.001

Table 6 shows the regression results from the case of Hungary, where one can see that none of

the correlations, but those that include social class are significant. In model 1, political
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sympathies have a positive correlation with climate change perception, whereas one scale-step
towards right-wing sympathies results in the respondents perceiving climate change as 1,2%
more serious of a problem. However, it is neither a strong, nor significant variable. Model 1
also shows that the political sympathies cannot explain the variance in climate change

perception in the case of Hungary.
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Similarly to the case of Italy, the results from Hungary shows a rather scattered relationship between climate
change perception and political sympathies

Compared to the first 4 models, a modest change occurs in model 5. For the first and only
time in this table, the adjusted R? -value is above 0,000, and significant values are displayed.
However, all variables combined explain merely 0,1% of the variance in climate change,
which is very low. The inclusion of social classes might have caused the change to occur,
although no variables other than the ‘working class’ and ‘education’ were significant in this
model; both of these variables have a positive correlation with climate change perception,
whereas individuals that identify themselves as working class perceive climate change as
31,4% more serious of a problem than those who identify themselves as middle class. For
every additional year of attained education, individuals perceive climate change as 8,7% more
serious of a problem. Political sympathies were not significant in any of the models in the

case of Hungary.
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5.2.6. Summary and comparison of results

Table 12: Country summary

Political

sympathies

Gender

(ref.cat. =man)

Education

Working class
(ref.cat. = middle

class)

Lower middle

class (ref.cat. =

middle class)

Upper middle

class
(ref-cat. = middle

class)

Higher class
(ref-cat. = middle

class)

Adj. R?

*=p<0.05 **=p<0.01 ***=p<0.001

Finland

Model
1

-0,337

kokok

0,031

1017

Germany
Model Model
5 1
-0,364 -0,330
skksk kkk
0,841
skkck
0,203%**
%
-0,360
-0,185
0,756
sksksk
-0,260
0,178 0,027
1017 1035

Model

0,319*

k3k

0,282

0,145%*

ok

-0,210

-0,208

0,336

-0,304

0,100

1035

Denmark

Model

1

-0,308

kokok

0,112

1048

41

Model
5

0,279%*

*

0,420

Askok

0,157**

*

0,062

-0,243

-0,266

-1,241

0,134

1048

Italy
Model

-0,016

0,001

1032

Model
5

-0,013

0,105

0,080

-0,252

-0,130

-0,652

ek

0,650

0,008

1032

Hunga

Model
1

0,012

0,000

1046

Model
5

0,019

*

0,081

0,087

0,314

0,253

-0,010

0,368

0,001

1046



From the regression analyses, one can see clear contrasts between the countries of high and
low degrees of polarization. In the countries with low degrees of polarization (Finland and
Germany), political sympathies alone explained more of the variance in climate change
perception than in the countries with high degrees of polarization. In the countries with low
degrees of polarization the B-coefficients were considerably more negative and significant
than in the countries with high degrees of polarization. Social class seemed to be more of a
determinant in Hungary and Italy, as significance did not occur until these variables were
introduced to the models 4 and 5 for Italy and only 5 for Hungary. When this occurred the
adjusted R?-values changed only slightly, if at all. In the countries with low degrees of
polarization, there were either increases in the adjusted R?-values, or they remained the same

as in previous models.

5.3 Responses to hypotheses

The results chapter showed clear contrasts between the highly polarized and the slightly
polarized countries regarding the effect of political sympathies on climate change perception.
The hypotheses in this thesis were used as tools for describing the relationship between the
variables ‘polarization’, ‘political sympathies’ and ‘climate change perception’. The

hypotheses were as following:

H; : There is a correlation between political sympathies and climate change
perception in the countries selected

H, : There are difterences in the correlation between political sympathies and
climate change perception between the countries selected

Based on a visual evaluation of the results from the regression analysis, one can conclude that
the countries with low degrees of polarization demonstrated higher adjusted R2-values in the
model with political sympathies alone, as well as the other models, than the countries with
high degrees of polarization. This is primarily seen in the first model of each regression table

for the countries. Because of this, one can conclude that the first and second hypotheses are
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accepted for the cases of Finland, Germany and Denmark. For Italy and Hungary, the first

hypothesis is rejected whilst the second is accepted.
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6. Discussion

The aim of this thesis was to explore how the correlation between political sympathies and
individuals’ perception of climate change varies between countries with different degrees of
polarization. The research questions, which had the purpose of acting as guidance throughout

the analysis and discussion, is:

“Does the correlation between political sympathies and climate change perception differ

between the countries selected?”

In order to answer the research question, the regression analysis was conducted. Based on the
design, method and results of the regression analysis, one can see that the correlation between
political sympathies and climate change perception differed between the countries selected for
their low and high degrees of polarization. As such, Finland and Germany demonstrated
stronger correlations between political sympathies and perceiving climate change as a serious
problem, whilst Hungary and Italy demonstrated weaker correlations; they were not

significant in the first model of each regression table.

Within the countries selected for their low degrees of polarization, the results from the
regression analysis showed that political sympathies explained more of the variance in climate
change perception than in the countries with higher degrees of polarization. This contradicts
the theory expounded in the second chapter of this thesis, which stated that political
sympathies would not be as strong a determinant in the countries selected based on their low
degrees of polarization, as they would in the countries selected for their high degrees if
polarization. Tellingly, the inclusion of the variables for social class either increased the
percentage of variance in climate change perception explained in the countries with both high
and low degrees of polarization, or caused it to remain at a certain level when compared to the
previous models. This was seen in model 4 for each country but Hungary; when the variables
for social class were combined with the other variables. However, the percentage of variance
explained increased in the 5th model for Hungary. The R?-values did not become lower than
the ones shown in model 1-3 when the variables for social class were added in models 4 and 5
for any of the countries. Model 5 showed the highest variance explained in all countries,

regardless of polarization levels.
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Interestingly, the regression analysis shows that the models, which included social class for
the countries Italy and Hungary had significant B-coefficients, whereas the ones that did not
include it had no significant values. Appendix 1.2 shows that Hungary and Italy have higher
poverty rates and lower median salaries than the other countries examined in the analysis.
Social class was included in this study in order to capture the element of income in each
country; the mean social class in Hungary specifically was noticeably lower than in the other
countries. Although it was not as low as Hungary, the mean social class in Italy was slightly
lower compared to the countries with low degrees of polarization. All of this suggests that
income plays a greater role in these two countries. Therefore, the factor of political
sympathies has a lower impact on one’s climate change perception than one’s social class or

economic status in countries with high degrees of polarization.

Denmark exhibited results similar to the countries with low degrees of polarization, which
might have to do with it being of a similar economic status as in Finland and Germany. Its
polarization level is, however, different from both Finland and Germany, and the increase of
polarization also contrasts it from these countries. Because of these characteristics, as well as
the others discussed in the ‘country selection chapter’, Denmark was selected as a control
country. Denmark did, however, have the highest adjusted R?-value in the first and fifth
model (which only included political sympathies as an independent variable), of the
regression table, which was significantly higher than those for Finland and Germany. This

could suggest that Denmark was not properly fit for being used as a control country.

The results obtained from Hungary and Italy in this analysis were especially noteworthy as
each of the variables explained little, if any, of the variance in climate change perception. This
contradicts previous research, which listed the factors political sympathies, gender and
education as determinants for one’s climate change perception. Although research has been
divided on how much of an impact income levels and socio-economic statuses have on
climate change perception, the absence of this effect observed in the analysis (captured

through the social class variables) was surprising.

Another explanation for the retrieved regression results could be that the general economic
state Hungary and Italy are in, and the income disparities (see appendix 1.2) seen in the
countries causes climate change perception to become more associated with income, rather

than political sympathies. The strong presence of welfare and low levels of income disparities
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in Finland, Germany and Denmark may have made economic and income factors less
prominent of determinant in the matter of climate change perception, as they are already of

high levels.

Other factors that may influence the climate change perception include experiences with
climate change, whether one has been exposed to phenomena such as rising temperatures,
drought, floodings or other consequences of climate change (Weber 2010). Exposure to media
and other sources of statistical descriptions of climate change and its effects can also affect
one’s climate change perception, as its risks becomes evident (Weber 2010). The results
retrieved from Hungary and Italy may have come as a result of their geographical positions,
as they both are situated in the south of Europe, which makes them prone to warmer
temperatures, especially due to climate change (Lorenzoni & Pidgeon 2006; Poortinga et al

2019).

Moreover, the results from the regression analysis in this selection of countries may suggest
the results being influenced by the polarization levels each country has. However, it is beyond
the scope of this thesis to investigate this possible connection further. It might be of interest

for future research to investigate this type of relation.
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7. Conclusions

The purpose of this thesis was to see how the correlation between political sympathies and
climate change perception varies amongst countries with high and low degrees of
polarization. This was assessed by using five countries selected based on their different
degrees of polarization using Denmark as a control country. This purpose was fulfilled
through conducting a regression analysis, and visually testing hypotheses. The results
demonstrated contrasts between the countries with low and high degrees of polarization,
which may suggest that polarization might have affected the results, although, it was not
possible to examine this specifically in this thesis. Factors such as socio-economic statuses at
an aggregate and individual level may have played a large part in the results from the

regression analysis.

The results show a clear contrast in the effect of political sympathies on climate change
perception between the countries selected for their high and low degrees of polarization. In
the countries with low degrees of polarization, political sympathies had a significantly
stronger effect on climate change perception than in the countries with a higher degree of
polarization. Italy and Hungary both had very weak and insignificant correlations in all
models of the regression analysis; it was not until the inclusion of social class variables was
made that any correlations became stronger and gained significance. Thus, one can see
contrasts in the regression results between the countries selected based on their high and low

degrees of political polarization; in this study, they did in fact differ.

The method was designed to ultimately give an answer to the research questions and
hypotheses. However, because of certain limitations, some enhancements could be made to
improve the validity and reliability of the results. One particular enhancement is to include a
larger number of variables and cases to study; several countries with contrasting polarization
levels would be advantageous for this type of study in order to ensure that the results occurred
due to the interactive condition of polarization. This together with including countries with
even higher and lower degrees of polarization could be fruitful for future research on the
topic. Including a meteorological dimension in the analysis would be interesting as well, as
one would be able to see if experience with, for example, extreme weather phenomena trumps

factors such as education, gender, income and political sympathies. These would be useful for
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future research to investigate this topic deeper. Employment of a regression model of a higher

complexity could aid in capturing more dimensions in the results as well.

Finally, the findings from this thesis are eminently relevant for contemporary research in
multiple disciplinary areas; this work addresses political sympathies, climate change
perception and public opinion, to name a few subjects. The relevance of political structures,
most importantly polarization, in the climate change debate have been discussed in this thesis;
this has contributed to both intradisciplinary and extra-disciplinary research through the
analysis conducted in this thesis. By conducting this analysis, a greater understanding for how
two salient and highly relevant topics of debate, both scientifically and politically, correlate
with one another. The knowledge derived from this thesis aids in the understanding of these
topics which have been underexplored in research to date. There is certainly room for
improvements in the method of analysis. However, given the scope of this thesis, these

improvements would best be explored by future research.
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Appendix

This chapter addresses the three factors that not only determine societal cleavages and degrees
of polarization, but also climate change perception; due to its relevance to the research
problem of this thesis, it is highly appropriate to portray the current situation for each

individual country examined in the analysis of this thesis.

1. 1. Political sympathies

This thesis will use the results from the Hungarian election results from 2018 will be used,
since the most recent parliamentary election was held in 2022. The results from the Danish
and Finnish parliamentary elections in 2019, will be used instead of the most recent elections,
since the last Danish election was held in 2022 and the next Finnish election will be held in
2023. The parliamentary election results from 2021 will be used to indicate the electorate in
Germany, as it is the most recent election that also lies well in line with the research data used
for the analysis in this thesis. This decision was made in order to provide accuracy to the data

presented in the analysis.

1.1.1. Political sympathies - Hungary
The results from the Hungarian parliamentary election in 2018, the far-right party Fidesz won
a vast majority of the votes, as the party received 48,53% of the votes (Deloy, 2018). The
party that gained the second most votes in the election was the nationalist party Jobbik, which
gained less than half of the amount of votes that Fidesz had, and they received 19,63 percent
of the total amount of votes (Deloy, 2018). The party with the third most votes was the
socialist party MSZP, which received 12,44% votes in support (Deloy, 2018). Other parties
that gained seats in the parliament were:

e DK, social liberal party, received 6,98% of the votes

e [ MP, ecologist party, received 5,62% of the votes



1.1.2. Political sympathies - Italy

The voter turnout from the Italian parliamentary election in 2018 resulted in the populist party
‘Five Star Movement’ receiving a majority of the votes, 32,22%; the second biggest party
from that year’s parliamentary election was the center-left party ‘Democrats’, who received
18,90% of the votes; the third biggest party was the right-wing party Lega, which received
17,69% of the votes (The Guardian 2018 ; PolitPro unknown year). The rest of the results

were as follows:

e Forza Italia (Center-right) received 13,94% of the votes
e Fratelli d’Italia (far right) received 4,35% of the votes
e Free and Equal (left-wing) received 3,38% of the votes

(The Guardian 2018 ; PolitPro unknown year)

1.1.3. Political sympathies- Denmark
The result from the Danish parliamentary election in 2019 shows how the Social Democratic
Party, Socialdemokratiet, gained the majority of voters' support with 25,9% voting in their
favor (Election Guide, 2019). Second, the Left Liberal Party of Denmark, Venstre, gained
23,4% of the votes; Third the far right Danish People’s Party, Dansk Folkeparti gained 8,7%
of the votes (Election Guide, 2019). In order to gain seats in the parliament, Folketing, a party
must receive at least 2% of the voters’ support; other parties that were elected to the Folketing
were:

e The Radical left with 8,6% support from voters

e Socialist People’s Party, Socialistiskt Folkeparti, with 7,7% support from voters

e Unity List-Red Green Alliance, Enhedslisten, with 6,9% support from voters

e Conservative People’s Party, Det Konservative Folkeparti, with 6,6 % support from

voters
e The Alternative (Environmentalist), Alternativet, with 3,0% support from voters
e New Right, Nye Borgelige, with 2,4% support from voters

e Liberal Alliance with 2,3% support from voters



1.1.4. Political sympathies - Finland

The results from the Finnish parliamentary elections in 2019 shows how the Social Democrats
gained the most votes whereas 17,7% voted in their favor (Borg, 2019). The far right party,
Finns Party, had received only 0,2% less votes than the Social Democrats and gained a total
of 17,5% of the votes (Borg, 2019). The party that received the third highest number of votes
was the National Coalition, a liberal conservative party, which received 17,0% of the votes

(Borg, 2019). The rest of the results from the parliamentary election in 2019 were as follows:

e Centre Party, with 13,8% voting in their favor

e Greens, with 11,5% voting in their favor

e [Left Alliance, with 8,2% voting in their favor

e Swedish People’s Party, with 4,5% voting in their favor

e Christian Democrats, with 3,9% voting in their favor

(Borg 2019).

1.1.5. Political sympathies - Germany

The German parliamentary elections for the year 2021 led to the social democratic party SDP
gaining 25,7% of the votes, making them the biggest party (Politico 2021). The second
biggest party from that year’s election was the Christian Democratic Party, CDU, as they
gained 24,1% of the votes; the third biggest party was the green party with 14,8% of the votes
in support for them (Politico 2021). The rest of the votes distributed amongst parties were as

follows:

e The liberal party, FDP, received 11,5% of the votes
e The far-right party, AfD, received 10,3% of the votes
e The left-wing party, Left, received 4,9% of the votes

(Politico 2021).

1.1.6. Political sympathies - Summary
The previous research within this topic shows just how polarized these countries are from a
political point of view. Not only did the countries vary in degrees of polarization, but also in

ways of which it was expressed; the Italian and Danish polarization exhibits a classic left-



right-polarization, whilst Hungary employs a different political approach. The polarization
seen in Hungary is seemingly responsible for a deep division between the left and right block,
however, it is not rooted in economic- and market differences between the blocks; instead, the
differences between the left and right blocks are based on cultural and symbolic issues which
includes religion and immigration, to name a few factors. The weak polarization in Finland

Germany is highly interesting, which also makes it suitable for inclusion in this thesis.

1. 2. Income

The OECD reports this thesis will use, has divided the individuals that laid grounds for the
data collection into two age groups; 0-17 and 66 and over (OECD 2022). It also employs a
Gini coefficient; its number represents the degree of income inequality, where 0 shows
complete equality and 1 shows complete inequality (OECD 2021). The poverty ratio that will
be included in this part of the thesis represents the number of individuals that fall below the
poverty line; this is then taken as half of the median household income of the population in
that country (OECD 2021). This thesis will also look into the poverty gap of the three

countries examined; OECD describes this ratio by the definition:

“The poverty gap is the ratio by which the mean income of the
poor falls below the poverty line. The poverty line is defined as
half the median household income of the total population. The
poverty gap helps refine the poverty rate by providing an
indication of the poverty level in a country. This indicator is
measured for the total population, as well as for people aged 18-

65 years and people over 65.”

1.2.1. Income - Hungary

The median annual salary in Hungary in 2020 was circa 10 356 EUR (Jasz 2021) Hungary
demonstrated a Gini coefficient of income inequality at 0,29 in 2019, which is the latest data
retrievable from OECD (OECD 2022). The poverty rate of the total population in hungary is
at 0,092, and for the age group of 0 to 17 year olds was at 0,084; the poverty rate ratio for 66



year olds and over in Hungary was at 0,132 in 2019 (OECD 2022). The OECD data from the
year of 2019 shows that Hungary had a poverty gap ratio of 0,343 that year, which was

amongst the ten highest values amongst the countries examined (OECD 2022).

In the year of 2019, Hungary spent 18,1% of their GDP on social expenditure (OECD 2022).
This social expenditure goes to financial aid in form of benefits, and administrative costs for
the public sector that arranges this; the benefits that citizens can be eligible for regard family-

and children's-support, health care, disability, and more (European Commission 2022).

1.2.2. Income - Italy

The median annual household income in Italy was 35 189 EUR in 2021 (Global Data 2021).
Italy demonstrated a Gini coefficient of 0,33 in 2018; the total income inequality ratio the
same year was at 0,142, whereas it was 0,180 for the age group of 0-17 year-olds and 0,113
for the age group of 66 year-olds and over (OECD 2022). Italy’s poverty gap ratio was the
second highest out of all countries in the OECD study this thesis utilizes the data from; in

2018, Italy had a poverty gap ratio of 0,396 (OECD 2022).

In 2019, Italy spent 28,2% of its GDP on social expenditure; this spending went to numerous
areas of social aid, such as healthcare, disability, and education, to name a few (OECD 2022 ;

Statista 2022).

1.2.3. Income - Denmark

Previous research has stated that the effect of income on social cohesion is not very strong in
Denmark, nor does it affect life satisfaction too dramatically (Martela et al 2022). Denmark
had an annual median household income of 39 418 USD in 2021 (circa 38 057 EUR), and a
Gini coefficient of income inequality at 0,27 in 2019, which was the latest OECD data on the
matter (Global Data 2021 ; OECD 2021). The poverty rate of Danish citizens between the
ages of 0 to over 66 years old had a total ratio value of 0,065; for the group of 0-17 year olds,
the ratio was at 0,048, and for 66 year olds and over, it was at 0,043 (OECD 2021). Denmark
had a poverty gap of 0,279 in the year of 2019 (OECD 2022).



Besides an income from work, citizens can be eligible for benefits and other forms of social
protection, financially. Denmark spent a total of 782 303 million DKK on social expenditure
in the year of 2021, which was 31,3% of their gross national product, GDP (Statistics
Denmark 2021 ; Statista 2022). This expenditure goes to benefits regarding housing,

unemployment, disability, sickness and health care to name a few (Statistics Denmark 2022).

1.2.4. Income - Finland

Finland, much like Denmark, also demonstrates a high level of social cohesion, which is not
very affected by an individual’s income (Martela et al 2022). Finland had a median monthly
income of 3314 EUR in 2021, and a Gini coefficient of income inequality at 0,27 in 2020,
which was the latest data report from OECD (Yle 2022 ; OECD 2022). The total poverty rate
ratio in Finland was at 0,057; for the age group of 66 year olds and over, the ratio was higher,
0,069, and for the age group of 0 to 17 year olds, the ratio was significantly lower than both
the total and for the elderly group (OECD 2022). The age group of 0 to 17 year olds had a
poverty ratio of 0,024 (OECD 2022). Finland demonstrated a poverty gap of 0,202 in 2020,
which is the second lowest value from this OECD report (OECD 2022).

Finland also provides citizens that are eligible for social benefits with financial aid; the most
recent data on total social expenditure in Finland was from 2020 and it shows that Finland
spent 75 891 million EUR on social expenditure, which was 31,9% of its GDP that year; it,
similarly to Denmark, went to benefits regarding housing, health care, disability and

unemployment, amongst other areas (Statistics Finland 2021).

1.2.5. Income - Germany

The median income in Germany for the year of 2022 was 16 339,65 EUR (World Population
Review 2022). In 2019, Germany had a Gini coefficient of 0,30 regarding its poverty (OECD
2022). Germany also had a total poverty rate of 0,109, whereas the age group of 0-17 year-
olds had a poverty ratio of 0,117 and the age group 66 year-olds and over had a poverty ratio
of 0,110 for the year of 2019 (OECD 2022). The income gap in Germany had a ratio of 0,253
in 2019 (OECD 2022).



Germany, much like the other countries examined in this study has a set of benefits that its
citizens can seek in aid for, to name a few, health care, disability, education and
unemployment; Germany spent 25,9% of its GDP on social expenditure in 2019 (OECD
2022).

1.2.6. Income - Summary

From the previous research and statistics presented in this section of this thesis, one can see
that Finland has the highest median income while Hungary had the lowest, though, one must
keep in mind that this data was retrieved from different years, as they were the most recent
and relevant data available. social expenditure percentage, and the lowest poverty gap out of

the five countries included in this thesis.

Denmark and Finland had the same Gini coefficient of income inequality, yet Denmark had a
lower median income and a higher total poverty rate than Finland. Italy had the highest
poverty gap and income inequality Gini-coefficient out of the group of countries. Finland had

the lowest poverty ratio.

Finland had the highest social expenditure in relation to its GDP spent on it. Hungary had the
lowest percentage of social expenditure out of the group, however, the data was the most
appropriate available retrievable. The data from these three countries come from different
years, which is note-worthy, especially since some of the data comes from before the

pandemic.
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