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What explains variation in party salience on the environment?  

A quantitative approach using Comparative Manifesto Project-data 
 

Abstract 

Exploring the obstacles to action on climate change remains an important challenge for 

the social sciences. One key obstacle can be political parties, as party competition 

heavily shapes government policy, and national governments in turn remain central to 

policy-making on climate change. Parties also link the issue of climate change to the 

public, and vice versa, and have important roles in shaping attitudes. However, the 

literature exploring the obstructive or catalytic effects of political parties is more or less 

in its infancy (e.g. Harrison, 2010: 523; Jensen and Spoon, 2011; Harrison, 2012; 

Carter, 2013; Birchall, 2014; see also Knill et al., 2010; Schulze, 2014). This paper 

seeks to add to this developing body of research by explaining variation in party 

salience on the environment through a quantitative analysis. Through an OLS multiple 

regression using Comparative Manifesto Project-data, complemented with additional 

indicators at the party and country-level, the paper will identify several factors that help 

explain variation in party salience on the environment and provides new insight into the 

party politics of climate change.  

 

Introduction 

Climate change is by far the most complex global commons issue humanity has ever 

faced - and the most dangerous one. The complexity has made creating a global 

agreement on emissions reductions difficult, and there is large variation in countries’ 

levels of ambition. Moreover, despite most developed countries agreeing to “common 

but differentiated responsibilities” to address the issue under the 1992 UNFCCC 

(Principle 7), there is still large variation even within developed nations. As Eckersley 

aptly expresses it, understanding this variation in state behaviour is “one of the great 

puzzles of comparative climate policy that can shed light on the possibilities and 

limits of political transformation towards a decarbonised world” (2013: 382-96). 

However, underlying this puzzle is a further and more perplexing puzzle, and one that 

can help answer the first, i.e. why do some political parties accept the responsibility to 

reduce emissions whilst others do not? Similar to individuals in a commons issue, the 

incentives of an electoral cycle entail that rational and self-interested behaviour of 
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political parties in the short-term lead to collective irrational outcomes in the long 

term (worse environmental quality and higher costs by adapting late). Additionally, 

parties are famously hesitant to propose expensive and unpopular climate change 

measures if their party opponents are promising more populist climate-unfriendly 

policies. In other words, political parties are faced with an array of disincentives to 

address climate change. Given this, it is puzzling that certain parties not only ignore 

these disincentives and propose expensive and occasionally unpopular climate 

measures, but moreover that they compete on these issues as well (each party 

continuously trying to ‘outdo’ the other in proposing more ambitious measures). The 

obstructive or catalytic effects of political parties and party competition are often 

underestimated in the comparative climate policy literature. However, party 

competition heavily shapes government policy, and national governments in turn 

remain central to policy-making on climate change. Moreover, parties link the issue 

of climate change to the public, and vice versa, and have important roles in shaping 

attitudes.  

The emphasis on political parties is necessary, as despite parties being an obvious 

barrier to implementing climate change measures, this piece of the comparative 

climate policy puzzle remains extremely under-researched as well as under-theorised. 

Recent studies by Schulze (2012), Jensen and Spoon (2011) and Knill et al. (2010) all 

point to the relevance of parties or partisan theory for environmental and climate 

change outcomes. However, even though the centrality of parties seems quite 

obvious, Carter notes that: “there is a strange imbalance in the academic study of the 

party politics of the environment” (2006: 747). Whereas most issues of green party 

politics have been examined, analysis of how the environment impacts on established 

parties – as well as on party competition - is surprisingly scarce, particularly in 

countries without an electorally successful green party. Additionally, research 

examining these issues has often been country-specific, outlining party positional 

change or increases in competition across time and (occasionally) extrapolating why 

such changes have occurred. However, following from this research comes the 

unanswered question of how such changes are made possible in the first place. Which 

party and country characteristics make this easier or harder? To answer this question, 

the paper will examine the effect of party size, power, political orientation and 

programmatic dimensions on levels of environmental salience in party manifestos. 
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Similarly, it will explore the effect of country-level variables such as country 

structure, the number of veto players, the electoral and party system, the institutional 

governance system, the media system, levels of wealth and EU membership. 

Explaining variation in party salience on the environment in manifestos can shed 

substantial light on barriers to party competition on the issue, and thus also help solve 

the puzzle of comparative climate policy. As such, this paper is not concerned with 

explaining variation in party salience across time within countries, but seeks to outline 

the generalisable party and country characteristics that help explain variation in party 

salience on the environment. Such comparative research is lacking in the literature on 

the party politics of the environment, and importantly in the comparative climate 

policy literature.  

Through an OLS multiple regression using the Comparative Manifesto Project-dataset 

and complementing it with additional indicators, the paper finds that both party and 

country-level characteristics have an impact on a party’s level of environmental 

salience. The paper will outline how, at the party level, the party size, the political 

orientation and the welfarist characteristics of a party have an effect on levels of 

salience. These characteristics have a negative effect, thus the larger the party is, the 

more to the right a party is, and the more welfarist it is, the lower its’ levels of 

environmental salience. This latter finding is counter to the argument that 

economically ‘gentler and kinder’ societies and parties will perform better on the 

environment. Unsurprisingly, the paper also finds that parties with a strong anti-

growth position have high levels of environmental salience. At the country level, 

multiple characteristics impact on a party’s level of environmental salience. Operating 

within a federal system with multiple veto-points has a negative impact, as does 

operating within a liberal media system with high levels of media-marketisation.  

Lastly, and perhaps surprisingly, the paper finds that parties in majority/plurality 

electoral systems generally have higher levels of environmental salience than parties 

in proportional electoral systems. Collectively, these findings help shed light on the 

party politics of the environment and climate change, and contribute to the solution of 

the comparative climate policy puzzle.  
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Theorising party salience on the environment and climate change 

Explaining why parties take - or fail to take - a strong approach on the environment in 

their manifestos is key in unearthing the obstacles to action on climate change. This 

section reviews the relevant literature that can help us in answering these questions. 

 

Party-level variables 

Size and power 

Party size is relevant in that it can affect a party’s funding, both from members and 

the state (if state subsidies exists), as well as its strategic options. Smaller parties are 

faced with particular strategic incentives as a result not only of their lower vote share, 

but also because of the resulting lack of media and popular attention, leading them to 

be more likely to emphasise extreme positions in order to gain attention. Additionally, 

smaller parties tend to be more ideologically driven, thus also resulting in increased 

emphasis on extreme positions. Similarly, Wagner (2012) points out how party size 

moderates the incentives to take up extreme positions in order to achieve policy 

differentiation and issue ownership. The environment and climate change can be seen 

to be such an ‘extreme position’ as even though it has been largely embraced by the 

mainstream (see Carter 2013) it still remains largely within the issue-ownership of 

smaller and more extreme/green parties.  

This is also underlined by the recent work by Spoon et al. (2014), which highlights 

how the electoral threat of other (particularly green) parties can explain why a 

mainstream party embraces a new issue such as the environment. However, they note 

that changing policy positions may be difficult for such mainstream parties, as they 

are already committed to certain issues because of their ideology and reputation. On 

the other hand, the ‘political losers’ within a party system are more likely to 

emphasise extreme positions and attempt to increase its saliency, as they are more 

likely to benefit from the emergence of the new issue and have less to lose in terms of 

reputation (ibid; De Vries and Hobolt 2012). These ‘political losers’ can be both the 

smaller and more niche parties, but also opposition parties who are not currently in 

power (e.g. Carter 2006). Opposition parties can more easily criticise the status quo 

and also do not have to stand to account for the current levels of ambition. As 
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Klingemann et al. (1995: 28) point out, opposition parties “have a strong incentive for 

innovative framing of alternatives to current policy. Incumbents have a record, but the 

opposition has only its word.” As such, the literature provides two expectations that 

will be tested in the model: 

Hypothesis 1: Smaller parties will have higher levels of environmental salience 

Hypothesis 2: Opposition parties will have higher levels of environmental salience 

 

Political orientation and programmatic dimensions 

The political orientation and programmatic dimensions (or rather ‘type’) of parties is 

highly relevant for our purposes. Though ‘new politics’ issues such as the 

environment and climate change supposedly cut across the traditional left-right 

spectrum, empirical research show that left-wing parties will respond more positively 

to these issues than centrist or right-wing parties (see e.g. Kitschelt 1988; Dunlap et 

al. 2001; Olofsson and Öhman 2006; Konisky et al. 2008; McCright and Dunlap 

2011; Carter 2006, 2013). As highlighted by McCright and Dunlap: “Environmental 

protection typically entails governmental intervention into markets and restrictions on 

property rights, challenging conservative values, but is consistent with liberals’ view 

that protecting collective welfare is a proper role of government” (2011: 160). 

Similarly, political psychologists find that conservatives are more likely to express 

system justification tendencies, while liberals are more amenable to critiques of the 

established order (e.g. Feygina, Jost and Goldsmith 2010).   

Also, the ‘new’ issues of the environment and climate change are more likely to be 

taken up by new or niche parties (e.g. green) and importantly parties wanting to gain 

votes from the growing middle-classes who are increasingly concerned with post-

materialist issues (Kitschelt 1988; Inglehart 1990). This new post-materialist middle 

class is traditionally more left-leaning in nature, thus entailing increased party 

competition on the left of the political spectrum. However, it should be noted that the 

electoral threat from green parties occasionally leads to adversarial strategies by the 

more traditional left-wing parties. Furthermore, many left-wing parties have 

historically strong links to producer groups and unions (who are often key 

perpetrators of pollution and GHG emissions), and right-wing parties can actually be 
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more ambitious (e.g. Persico 2013). Nevertheless, the literature provides expectations 

of there being higher levels of environmental salience in left-wing parties. 

Besides political orientation, the programmatic dimensions of the party are also 

important, as parties with a similar left-right orientation are not necessarily the same 

type of party. Parties operate within different systems and traditions, and as such we 

need to test whether this also has an impact on levels of salience. Whether the party is 

pro-free-market, pro-planned economy, welfarist or more niche/internationalist can 

also have an impact. For example, support for welfare and social democracy is 

associated with support for environmental and climate change protection, as this is 

connected with more post-materialist and left-leaning values (Witherspoon 1994: 135; 

Krönig 2010). Likewise, Bernauer and Böhmelt (2013) argue that economically 

‘kinder, gentler societies’, i.e. countries providing stronger state-sponsored social-

safety nets for their people, perform better in terms of the environment, and as such 

we might also expect parties with such profiles to have higher levels of salience. 

Similarly, Rootes (2012) points out that in countries where welfarist/social democratic 

values and institutions are weaker, and where there is a stronger strand of possessive 

individualism in the national political culture (such as in the United States), collective 

action to address climate change has been more difficult to achieve, and as such we 

can hypothesise that there might be a lower level of party salience on the environment 

for parties with such traditions. Moreover, parties that have a strong free-market 

economy-profile will typically have a larger emphasis on economic growth, which is 

commonly bad for the environment. In contrast to this, we would expect more 

‘internationalist’ and anti-growth parties, such as green parties, to be more concerned 

with global justice issues such as climate change.  

Hypothesis 3: Political orientation impacts on levels of environmental salience, and 

being more rightwing is negatively associated with salience. 

Hypothesis 4: The programmatic dimensions of a party matter for levels of 

environmental salience. Being welfarist or internationalist will have a positive effect 

on levels of salience, whilst having a free-market economy-profile will be negatively 

associated with salience. 
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Country-level variables 

Country structure and veto-points 

Country structure, i.e. whether a country is unitary or federal, is a theoretically 

relevant - albeit ambiguous - factor in explaining variation in environmental and 

climate change ambitiousness, and thus the party salience on these issues (see 

Harrison and Sundstrom 2010). Federal systems are either claimed to the problem or 

the solution to climate change ambitiousness. The reason for this is that “federal 

systems grapple continuously with the kinds of issues that are the most intractable to 

the climate change case” (Brown 2012: 322). Collective action problems are as 

present in federal states as they are internationally, thus in many ways the collective 

action problems relating to climate change within a federal state are a microcosm of 

the global arena. 

Overcoming interregional differences of interests and values is something that federal 

systems engage with continuously. Carbon-intensive industries are often regionally 

concentrated, and overcoming such interests and consequent political divisions is a 

key task of federal polities. Thus federal advocates would argue that two of the key 

tasks of climate change policy – namely GHG mitigation and adaptation to global 

warming – are not only more likely to be achieved through the power sharing 

arrangements of federal states, but likely to be done so more sustainably (in a political 

sense) and more effectively as well (ibid. Also see Walker 1969; Breton 1987; 

Kincaid and Kenyon 1989; Ostrom 1990; Meseguer 2005). Climate change solutions 

are going to have to be multiple and broad based, as even the most fully developed 

carbon pricing scheme will have to be applied in conjunction with a variety of other 

regulatory and expenditure instruments (Brown 2012: 331). As such, the 

experimentation and policy learning from competitive federalism is beneficial. 

Moreover, in the absence of national action, federalism may allow individual states to 

push on alone, and the lessons from these actions can be passed on and shared. 

Furthermore, “at the limit, if there is sufficient electoral pressure, competition among 

states or between states and a national government may emerge in a form of ‘race to 

the top’” (Harrison and Sundstrom 2010: 181).  

However, Rabe and Borick (2012) question whether ‘the whole is ever going to be 

greater than the sum of the parts’, or rather whether the total of all state and province 



 
8 

policies come anywhere near to meeting established national targets. There is also the 

worrisome situation where the unilateral actions of ambitious states or provinces leave 

major emitting jurisdictions off the hook (Brown 2012: 331). Moreover, Jones (2012) 

outlines how state and city governments in Australia are constrained by the lack of a 

unifying national framework. “Federal institutional arrangements (…) have largely 

determined the climate change policy response” and state and city governments “are 

constrained in their efforts by federal institutional arrangements and require improved 

cooperation from other levels of government” (ibid: 1258, 1242). Interestingly, the 

OECD (2009) refers to the experiences of (unitary) Norway, France, Portugal and the 

UK to illustrate the value of national enabling and/or regulatory frameworks that 

support local level action. One of the central values of such national programmes is 

that they can support the initiatives of local authorities that lack the resources to 

follow pioneers (Kern and Alber 2008). National support can also help ensure that 

climate policies are not confined to a few ‘front runner’ municipalities (Jones 2012: 

1261).  

As such, we can surmise that the structure of a country will have an impact on party 

competition and thus the level of party salience on the environment, as this either aids 

or obstructs the bridging of interregional differences of interests and values. In this 

respect, federalism will most likely have a largely negative effect. However, it is 

important to note that there are several forms of federalism (for example 

‘competitive’ and ‘executive’ federalism) and that unitary states also have various 

forms of power sharing and diffusion. Thus in reality it is difficult to make a clear-cut 

distinction between purely ‘federal’ and ‘unitary’ countries. Thus in order to more 

accurately gauge the impact of country structure, we also need to explore the features 

of federal institutions that impact on party competition and levels of environmental 

salience. One such feature is the number of veto points. 

In federal countries – as well as in unitary countries where power is devolved – there 

is a strong prevalence of institutional veto points as power and authority is diffused 

horizontally (see Tsebelis 2000, 2002; Recchia 2002; Harrison and Sundstrom 2010; 

Harrison 2012; Brown 2012). With potential veto points across branches and levels of 

government, pushing through ambitious climate change measures and creating party 

consensus becomes difficult, particularly in a country with polarised opinions and 

values on climate change (which federal countries often have, e.g. in the US, Canada 
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and Australia). Moreover, as a consequence of these multiple veto points, 

responsibility and accountability become blurred. Thus climate change programmes 

“certainly avoid the application of responsibility for outcomes to any level of 

government” (Jones 2012: 1262). As such, we can surmise that in (federal) countries 

with diffused power and multiple veto points there will be less party competition on 

climate change issues (as such issues are harder to push through the policy process) 

and thus lower levels of environmental salience. 

Hypothesis 5: Parties in federal countries will generally have lower levels of 

environmental salience than parties in unitary countries. 

 

Electoral- and party systems (pattern of democracy) 

Related to the above, we need to consider the effects that the electoral- and party 

system - or rather pattern of democracy (‘majoritarian’ vs. ‘consensual’) - have on 

levels of party salience on the environment. Harrison and Sundstrom (2010) find that 

proportional (PR) electoral systems, in contrast to first-past-the-post (FPP) systems, 

tend to amplify the voices of a minority of voters for whom climate change is a 

priority, and as such we might expect higher levels of party salience on the 

environment in such countries. Scruggs (1999) similarly finds a strong correlation 

between PR systems and environmental performance. This is so for two reasons. 

Firstly, PR systems usually entail a higher number of parties in government, and as 

such higher levels of party competition. Secondly, PR systems often entail coalition 

governments and so a more consensual pattern of democracy. 

On the other hand, Milner (1993) argues that PR and consequent consensus forms of 

government entail a lower likelihood for cooperation, particularly if the issue is 

polarised or not particularly salient, which climate change can be. He finds that 

majoritarian electoral systems and patterns of democracy appear to have a stronger 

capacity to constrain the access of minority ‘veto groups’ and therefore provide for 

wider engagement in international environmental treaties for example. Similarly, 

Recchia (2002) finds that a strong and dominating executive displays robust effects in 

explaining ambitious environmental outcomes. However, he also notes that contrary 

to his expectations, “consensual political institutions are seen as quite capable in 
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maintaining united international policy stances and engaging actively in international 

treaties”(ibid: 482). This perhaps confirms Lijphart’s (1999) assertion that consensual 

institutions, by including more voices and minority concerns, promote ‘kinder and 

gentler’ policies not only for minority groups and social welfare policy domains, but 

also for collaboration on climate change. Though the above literature admittedly only 

sheds light on variation in climate ambitiousness, governmental cooperation and 

environmental treaty signing, it remains relevant in shedding light on why parties 

display more environmental salience in certain countries and systems than in others. 

As such, it conjures the following hypotheses:  

Hypothesis 6: The number of political parties in a party system is positively 

associated with levels of environmental salience  

Hypothesis 7: Being in a proportional electoral system is positively associated with 

levels of environmental salience (i.e. parties in a proportional electoral system will 

generally have higher levels of environmental salience than the party-equivalent in a 

majoritarian electoral system) 

 

Institutional governance system 

An ‘institutional governance system’ is defined as the configuration of state and 

private organisations that impact on and create the mechanisms by which economic 

and social (and thus environmental) outcomes within nations are produced (Griffiths 

and Zammuto 2005). Institutional governance systems range from being highly 

pluralistic to highly corporatist.  

Pluralism is characterised by a plurality of agents and a high degree of 

competitiveness between stakeholders that seek to influence the climate change 

debate in order to protect or ‘win’ resources for their position. Government receives 

input from a small number of interest groups, and creates policy that is some vector of 

these clashing interests. The result is that policy tends to be heavily contested from 

the time it appears on the agenda all the way through implementation (Scruggs 1999: 

3). Pluralistic governance systems tend to disproportionately benefit powerful 

businesses due to their organisational strength, structural privilege and informational 

advantages (Griffiths et al. 2007). For example, Bernhagen (2008) finds that this latter 
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characteristic is particularly important. International environmental politics is an area 

in which knowledge is particularly uncertain, issues are complex and material 

interests are ambiguously affected (Stokke 1997; DeSombre 2000). Businesses have 

strong incentives to exploit this situation to their advantage by making exaggerated 

predictions about the costs of IEAs. “Governments will be more susceptible to cheap 

talk and untruthful lobbying the more they depend on business for the gathering and 

interpretation of pertinent data” (Bernhagen 2008: 86). As such, we can expect this to 

heavily influence political parties and the amount of focus they give to the 

environment.  

In contrast, corporatist societies are characterised by high levels of policy 

concertation, interest aggregation and representation, and there is extensive 

institutionalised consulting at various levels of the policy process. Some might argue 

that corporatism is bad for the environment, as two of the key stakeholders included 

in the consultation processes are unions and producer-groups - groups who are 

famously hostile to environmental regulation and are also part of the causes of climate 

change in the first place. However, as the effects of production are so important for 

environmental quality, any consultation process needs to include such groups if long-

term and sustainable solutions are to be found. In any case, the features of corporatist 

institutions are more conducive to the environmental regulation of production 

compared to countries where such institutions are absent. Moreover, numerous studies 

have found that corporatist societies experience better environmental and climate 

change outcomes than more pluralist systems (Scruggs 1999; Dryzek et al. 2002; 

Griffiths et al. 2007; Bernhagen 2008). Firstly, since the state retains the threat of 

direct (perhaps strict and inflexible) regulation, industry is incentivised to pursue 

more flexible and cooperative solutions. Secondly, environmental regulation entails 

monitoring, enforcement and a long-term policy commitment. This will be more 

acceptable with a history of trust between industry, state and interest groups. Related 

to this argument is the point that if corporations are routinely consulted there will be 

less information asymmetry between them and the government, and a stronger 

incentive to be truthful about the true costs of regulation (Bernhagen 2008: 93, 102). 

Lastly, corporatist systems can also compensate losers and reach a compromise 

amenable to all (Scruggs 1999: 5). Thus in corporatist countries political parties will 

have higher levels of interaction with a range of actors (and not just dominant 
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business interests) and there will be less information-asymmetry between them and 

powerful interests. As such, we would expect a consequent higher level of 

environmental salience in manifestos of parties from such countries.  

Hypothesis 8: Higher levels of pluralism will be negatively associated with party 

salience on the environment.  

 

Media systems 

Related to the above points of interest groups and information-asymmetry, we also 

need to consider the effect of a country’s media system, as this can also impact on 

party competition and levels of environmental salience. As pointed out by Boykoff 

and Boykoff: “mass media coverage of climate change is not simply a random 

amalgam of newspaper articles and television segments; rather, it is a social 

relationship between scientists, policy actors and the public that is mediated by such 

news packages” (2007: 1190). Mass media is a key “public arena in which social 

problems are framed and grow” (Hilgartner and Bosk 1988: 58) – one that can 

galvanise people into action or resign them to passivity (Bord et al. 2000). Media 

coverage of climate change issues seems to be quite country specific. Whereas 

German media communicate an image of scientific certainty (Weingart et al. 2000), 

American media portray uncertainty (e.g. Boykoff and Boykoff 2004). There is also 

considerable ideological disagreement in the British paper press (Carvalho 2007) and 

the recent work by Painter et al. (2013) demonstrates how levels of climate scepticism 

varies greatly between countries such as Australia, France, India, Norway, the United 

Kingdom and the US. This cross-national variation in media coverage highlights how 

the mass media is not a neutral arena where (climate) science is given the prominence, 

or balance, it deserves. Carvalho, for example, notes that ideology works as a 

“powerful selection device in deciding what is scientific news, i.e. what the relevant 

‘facts’ are, and who are the authorised ‘agents of definition’ of science matters” 

(2007: 223). Nor should the mass media be seen as mere conveyers of the ideologies 

of other actors (ibid: 225). Such differences in media traditions can impact greatly on 

the general salience of climate change amongst the public and political parties. As 

such, a key question is how this variation in media-coverage comes about?  
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Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) “Comparing Media Systems: Three Models of Media 

and Politics” is helpful in this respect. It is a seminal study in the field of international 

comparative media system research, and provides a systematic and applicable 

approach to analysing differences and similarities of the relationships between media 

and politics. Based on the structure of media markets, how politicised the press is, the 

levels of journalistic professionalization and the role of the state and markets in the 

media system, they develop three models of media and politics. These are the 

‘Mediterranean or Polarized Pluralist Model’ (characterised by a low newspaper 

circulation and an elite politically oriented press; high levels of politicisation; weaker 

professionalization; and strong state intervention), the ‘Northern European or 

Democratic Corporatist Model’ (characterised by a high newspaper circulation; an 

historically strong party press but a shift towards a more neutral commercial press; 

strong professionalization and institutionalised self-regulation; and strong state 

intervention and public-service broadcasting) and lastly the ‘North Atlantic or Liberal 

Model’ (with a medium newspaper circulation; a neutral commercial press (though 

less so in Britain); strong professionalization though non-institutionalised self-

regulation; and a market-dominated press (though with strong public broadcasting in 

Britain and Ireland).  

Given the market-dominance in the latter model, this provides more opportunity for 

special interests and climate sceptic voices to be showcased (a key example would be 

the Murdoch-owned press which is known for its climate sceptic slant), and this in 

turn affects both public opinion and political parties. Though there are high levels of 

politicisation in the Northern European/Democratic Corporatist Model, this seems to 

be rendered less relevant within the area of climate change and the environment, 

perhaps as the issue is less politicised and polarised here than in the North Atlantic 

countries such as the US and Canada. As such, we make the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 9: The North Atlantic/Liberal Model will have a negative impact on 

environmental salience (i.e. parties operating within this media system will generally 

have lower levels of environmental salience than parties within a different system) 
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Wealth 

In trying to understand why there is variation in party salience on the environment in 

developed states, an obvious factor that needs consideration is wealth. Levels of 

wealth entail countervailing and competing incentives for emissions reductions for 

political parties due to the heavy presence of business interests. A range of businesses 

look to be adversely affected by climate change policies such as carbon taxes or 

expensive emissions regulations. And as Daugbjerg and Svendsen point out, “since 

people are more sensitive to losses than gains, losers are more likely to mobilise 

politically than winners” (2001: 134). A major political advantage for business is its 

ability to organise effectively for the collective achievement of its political goals 

(Bernhagen 2008). A relatively small number of group members combined with a 

concentration of benefits from collective action give business much stronger 

incentives to organise for political action compared to larger and more diffuse groups, 

such as consumers or taxpayers, over whom both costs and benefits are more widely 

dispersed (Olson 1965). Further advantages derive from the fact that business 

corporations and their trade associations are able to sustain a more stable presence in 

the political arena than other groups, such as ENGOs or the younger and less well 

organised renewables industry (Salisbury 1984). Thus in wealthier countries there will 

be a stronger presence of powerful business groups lobbying against climate change 

measures, affecting party competition and levels of environmental salience.  

Hypothesis 10: Wealth is negatively associated with party salience on the 

environment 

 

EU membership 

Finally, another country characteristic that has been found to be relevant in explaining 

variation in environmental and climate change ambitiousness – and thus party 

salience – is EU membership, as the EU is considered to be an environmental leader 

and thus sets the issue on the national – and party – agenda within member states (see 

Harrison and Sundstrom 2010). As such, we make the final hypothesis that: 

Hypothesis 11: EU membership is positively associated with a party’s level of 

environmental salience  



 
15 

Table 1 Summary of hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1 Smaller parties will have higher levels of environmental salience. 

Hypothesis 2 Opposition parties will have higher levels of environmental salience. 

Hypothesis 3 Political orientation impacts on levels of environmental salience, and being 
more rightwing is negatively associated with salience. 

Hypothesis 4 The programmatic dimensions of a party matter for levels of environmental 
salience. Being welfarist or internationalist will have a positive effect on 
levels of salience, whilst having a free-market economy-profile will be 
negatively associated with salience.  

Hypothesis 5 Parties in federal countries will generally have lower levels of 
environmental salience than parties in unitary countries. 

Hypothesis 6 The number of political parties in a party system is positively associated 
with levels of environmental salience  

Hypothesis 7 Being in a proportional electoral system is positively associated with levels 
of environmental salience (i.e. parties in a proportional electoral system will 
generally have higher levels of environmental salience than the party-
equivalent in a majoritarian electoral system) 

Hypothesis 8 Higher levels of pluralism will be negatively associated with party salience 
on the environment.  

Hypothesis 9 The North Atlantic/Liberal Model will have a negative impact on 
environmental salience (i.e. parties operating within this media system will 
generally have lower levels of environmental salience than the party-
equivalent in a different system) 

Hypothesis 10 Wealth is negatively associated with party salience on the environment 

Hypothesis 11 EU membership is positively associated with a party’s level of 
environmental salience 

 

Data and Method 

Data and case selection 

In order to better understand which party and country-characteristics affect variation 

in party salience on the environment in developed countries, the Comparative 

Manifesto Project data is utilised (Volkens et al. 2014). Using this dataset is 

preferable to using expert surveys for several reasons. Expert surveys generate a 

systematic assessment of party positions based on individual expert judgements that 

extend beyond the content of manifestos, in order to include a range of sources such 

as party behaviour in government and opposition, ideology and mass and elite 

perceptions (Laver and Hunt 1992). This can be hugely beneficial, as  “there are many 

aspects of a party’s beliefs, values, or ethos which may not be stated in its manifesto,” 

and not all significant behaviour or decisions are easily observable (Ware 1996: 20). 

Furthermore, the generally low saliency of the environment means that politicians are 
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more likely to express their opinions between elections (in speeches or debates), 

rather than in their election manifestos.  

However, though we should bear in mind that manifestos are created by parties for the 

sole purpose of elections (and consequently do not reflect internal disagreements or 

regional variation for example), they nonetheless provide objective data for analysis 

as they ”chart the party’s position at each election on the basis of its own authoritative 

policy pronouncement” (Budge 2002). Moreover, manifestos are the result of 

“complex debates and negotiations over the normative essence of a party, its 

strategies at any point in time and its definitions of friends and foes” (Fella and Ruzza 

2006: 183). Additionally, most expert surveys are now quite dated (dating around the 

early 2000s), and with the most recent (the Chapel Hill survey from 2010) only 

including European countries. This prevents us from examining the most interesting 

time period in terms of climate change, as this really ascended the party political 

agenda post-2006 (with the publication of the Stern Review and the increasing 

scientific and economic consensus of climate change), and post-2008 with the 

increasing negative impacts of the financial crisis. Furthermore, only examining 

European countries entails huge limitations in terms of accurately measuring the 

impact of country-level characteristics on levels of party salience.  

Given the above specifications, parties are selected based on whether they are from an 

OECD country and there is a manifesto coded for the period post-2008 (if there is 

more than one election coded post-2008, the first election closest to this year is 

chosen. This is done to increase comparability across countries). Given that we are 

adding several indicators at the party and country level to the dataset, some countries 

are excluded due to the lack of such data. This leaves us with 19 countries and 144 

parties. An overview of the countries, parties and year of election can be seen below 

(Table 2). 

 

Dependent variable  

The dependent variable is the CMP-measure of the proportion of a party’s manifesto 

that is ‘positive’ towards environmental protection. Thus it codes “general policies in 

favour of protecting the environment, fighting climate change, and other ’green’ 

policies”. This can also include “general preservation of natural resources,  
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Table 2 Countries, parties and years in the dataset 

Country Parties included 
Date of 

manifesto/ 
election 

Sweden MP, V, SAP, FP, Kd, MSP, SD, CP  2010 
Norway SV, DnA, V, KrF, H, Sp, FrP  2009 
Denmark Lib. All., EL, SF, SD, RV, V, KF, DF  2011 
Finland VL, VAS, SSDP, KD, KK, SK, PS, RKP/SFP  2009 
Iceland VGF, S, B, Sj, F  2009 
Belgium ECOLO, Green, sp.a, PS, openVLD, MR, LDD, CD&V, 

PSC, N-VA, VB  
2010 

Netherlands GL, SP, PvdA, D’66, VVD, CDA, CU, PVV, PvdD, SGP  2010 
France FDG, Les Verts, PRG, PS, PR, MoDem, UMP, NC, AC, FN  2012 
Italy RC, PdL, SEL, PD, CD, SC, UdC, FDI-CDN, 3L, LN, SVP, 

Autonomy Progress Federalism Aosta Valley, M5S  
2013 

Spain Future Yes, Amaiur, Commitment-QIU, PSOE, UPyD, PP, 
CiU, FAC, PNV/EAJ, ERC, CC, BNG  

2011 

Portugal PEV, BE, PCP, PS, PSD, CDS-PP  2009 
Germany 90/Greens Alliance‘90/Greens, LINKE, SPD, FDP, 

CDU/CSU  
2009 

Switzerland GPS/PES, GLP, SPS/PSS, FDP/PRD, CVP/PDC, EVP/PEV, 
CSP/PCS, SVP/UDC, BDP/PBD, LdT, MCG  

2011 

UK Labour, LibDems, Conservatives  2010 
Ireland ULA, Greens, Socialist Party, Labour, Familiy of the Irish, 

Soldiers of Destiny, Ourselves Alone 
2011 

USA Democrats, Republicans  2012 
Canada Green Party, NDP, LP, CP, BQ  2011 
Australia Greens, ALP, LPA, LNP, NPA  2010 
New Zealand Greens, Labour, ACT, United Future, National, NZF, Maori 

Party, Mana Mana Party 
2011 

 

 

preservation of countryside, forests etc., protection of national parks and animal 

rights” and “may include a great variance of policies that have the unified goal of 

environmental protection.” Although this does not solely measure the salience of 

climate change, it is explicitly included within the variable, and the overall level of 

environmental salience is nonetheless useful in shedding light on the party and 

country-level variables that affect party salience on this issue. We should also note 

that the CMP do not code the corresponding proportion of a party’s manifesto that is 

‘negative’ towards the environment, though due to the valence nature of the 

environmental issue, it is doubtful that there would be many. Interestingly, we are not 
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strictly measuring ‘salience’ and might arguably be measuring a party’s position or 

level of ambition instead. ‘Salience’ refers solely to the prominence of an issue and 

the frequency of its’ mention, which includes both positive and negative mentions. 

However, given that we have here only the frequency of ‘positive’ mentions – and the 

lack thereof can be seen as a position in itself or as a lack of ambition – this measure 

could arguably be measuring more than strictly salience. However, for the time being 

we will be treating it as such.  

 

Independent variables 

In order to test the theories and arguments reviewed above, the CMP data is 

complemented with indicators at the party and country level. An overview of these 

indicators and their coding can be seen below (Table 3).  

At the party level, most data was already included within the CMP dataset, although 

parties were given a code as to whether they were in government or opposition at the 

time of writing the manifesto (in order to test Hypothesis 2). 

To measure the effects of federalism, three different measures are used, for maximum 

leverage. Firstly, parties were given a code as to whether they operate within a federal 

or a unitary country. Given that this is a crude distinction and might not sufficiently 

capture what is going on in the data, it is complemented with a measure of 

institutional veto-points. The Political Constraint Index (POLCON) dataset (NSD 

2011, which in turn is based on the work of Henisz 2002), is used for these purposes. 

This dataset codes the presence of veto-points such as an additional chamber in the 

legislative process, the dominance of a rival party within a key feature of the 

legislative process, or the homogeneity of party preferences of parties in opposition. 

These obstacles present political constraints, the absence of which being the political 

discretion to pursue policies desired by the government or parties. In addition these 

two measures, the Regional Authority Index is used as well, as this measures the 

authority of regional governments across 42 democracies, or rather the amount of 

devolution and diffusion of power in terms of various political, legal and fiscal issues. 

As such, this captures the presence of veto points across countries, and importantly 

the strength of them.   
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Table 3 Independent variables 

Party size Percentage of vote (CMP) 

Power 1 ‘government’ 0 ‘opposition’  

Based on the time of manifesto-publication  

Political orientation Right-left position of party as given in Michael Laver/Ian 

Budge (1992). Compressed score based on 26 measures 

(CMP) 

Programmatic dimension:  

plan economy 

Compressed score: market regulation + economic planning 

+ controlled economy (CMP) 

Programmatic dimension:  

market economy 

Compressed score: free market economy + economic 

orthodoxy (CMP) 

Programmatic dimension: 

welfare 

Compressed score: equality positive + welfare state 

expansion (CMP) 

Programmatic dimension: 

international peace 

Compressed score: foreign special relationships negative + 

military negative + peace (CMP) 

Anti-growth Anti-growth economy: positive (CMP) 

Internationalism Internationalism: positive (CMP) 

‘Need for aid to developing countries; need for world 

planning of resources; support for global governance; need 

for international courts; support for UN or other 

international organisations’  

Country structure 1 ‘federal’ 0’unitary’ 

Veto-points Political Constraint Index. Higher levels = more veto 

points 

Devolution/diffusion of power 

and authority 

Regional Authority Index (RAI). Higher levels = higher 

levels of regional authority 

Electoral system 1 ‘majority/plurality formula’ 0 ‘proportional 

representation’ 

Party system Effective number of parties (Eff N) 

Institutional governance system Lijphart’s (2012) classification of levels of pluralism 

(continuous). Pluralism (low) – Corporatism (high) 

Media system Dummy variable based on Hallin and Mancini’s (2004) 

three models, North Atlantic/Liberal Modal reference 

category. 

Wealth GDP pc 

EU membership 1 ‘member’ 0 ‘non-member’ 
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To measure the effect of party systems, the ‘effective number of parties’ for the 

relevant election year is used. This formula is based on the indices of Gallagher and 

Mitchell (2008). Updates for recent elections can be found on Gallagher’s website. To 

measure the effect of the electoral system, the parties are awarded a code as to 

whether they operate within a majority/plurality system, or whether the electoral 

system is proportional.  

Lijphart’s (2012) classification was used in order to measure levels of pluralism and 

corporatism. This, however, meant that certain countries had to be dropped from the 

dataset due to a lack of objective external data. Lijphart’s classification creates a 

continuous variable, and as such it is hard to place other countries not included in his 

work within this measure.  

However, Hallin and Mancini’s trichotomous classification of media systems makes it 

easier to place countries which they haven’t themselves included. Several works have 

also placed excluded countries within their framework (e.g. Strömbäck et al. 2008). 

This allows us to retain several countries not originally included within their 

framework, e.g. Iceland, Australia and New Zealand.  

Wealth was measured based on GDP pc for the relevant election year and was found 

on the Central Intelligence Agency’s World Factbook website.  

Lastly, the parties were given a code for EU membership if relevant. 

 

Method 

Given our continuous dependent variable and the multiple independent variables we 

want to test, an OLS multiple regression is performed. The results can be seen below.  

 

 

Results 

The model is significant F(19, 124) = 4.02, p<.0000 and accounts for 38.1% of the 

variation in environmental salience (R2). As we can see form Table 4 (below) there 

are several significant variables at both the party and country level.  
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At the party level, we can confirm Hypothesis 1, as party size is negatively associated 

with environmental salience (at the 1% level), i.e. the larger the party is in terms of 

vote share, the fewer positive mentions of the environment it has in its manifesto. 

Being in government surprisingly has a positive effect on levels of salience - the 

opposite relationship to that hypothesised - and this relationship is also non-

significant, thus we cannot confirm Hypothesis 2. Hypothesis 3 is confirmed, 

however. Political orientation is significantly negatively associated with levels of 

party salience on the environment, i.e. the further to the right the party is the lower the 

levels of salience will be. Surprisingly, the coefficient for the welfarist programmatic 

dimension is negative (and with a stronger negative effect than the free market 

dimension), i.e. the more welfarist the party is, the lower the level of environmental 

salience. This goes against the argument that economically ‘gentler and kinder’ 

parties will perform better on the environment. Presumably, this points towards the 

strong links between welfarist/socialist parties and producer interests or unions. As 

such we cannot confirm Hypothesis 4. Less surprising is the significant positive 

relationships between the international peace programmatic dimension and the anti-

growth profile of parties on levels of salience.  

As for the country-level variables, we can see that federalism has a slightly 

ambiguous effect. The variable for country structure (federal/unitary) is significant 

and positive, revealing counter to the hypothesis that parties in federal countries will 

generally have higher levels of salience. This is surprising and counterintuitive 

considering that several federal countries are ‘climate laggards’ and the issue is often 

politically polarised (for example in the US, Canada and Australia). One explanation 

for this could be that parties in other federal countries that perform quite well (such as 

Germany) have a countervailing effect on this variable. Another explanation could be 

that party polarisation on the issue in federal countries means that one or more parties 

have quite low levels of salience whilst the others have quite high levels, thus 

entailing that the overall level of party salience in the country is still high. 

Alternatively, the dichotomous variable is too crude to capture what is really going on 

in the data. Looking at the two additional measures for federalism, the Political 

Constraints Index and the Regional Authority Index, we can see that these have the 

hypothesised direction and that veto-points have a significant negative effect on levels  
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Table 4 Regression results 

Variable Coefficient Sig. 

Party size  -0.097   (-1.69) 0.093 * 

Power (government/opposition)   0.998   ( 0.71) 0.482 

Political orientation  -0.125   (-2.61) 0.010 *** 

Programmatic dimension: plan economy  -0.171   (-0.99) 0.323 

Programmatic dimension: free market economy  -0.042   (-0.23) 0.816 

Programmatic dimension: welfare  -0.232   (-2.30) 0.023 ** 

Programmatic dimension: international peace   1.097   ( 1.66) 0.099 * 

Anti-growth   1.066   ( 4.10) 0.000 *** 

Internationalism  -0.254   (-0.81) 0.417 

Country structure (federal/unitary)  11.250   ( 2.85) 0.005 *** 

Veto-points (POLCON) -90.037   (-3.14) 0.002 *** 

Devolution of power (RAI)   -0.016   (-1.49) 0.139 

Electoral system    4.995   ( 2.00) 0.048 ** 

Party system   -0.750   (-0.88) 0.382 

Institutional governance system   -2.334   (-1.45) 0.150 

Media system: Mediterr. or Polarised Pluralist mod.    6.295   ( 2.12)  0.036 ** 

Media system: N.Eur. or Democratic Corporatist mod.    3.087   ( 0.80) 0.426 

Wealth    0.000   ( 0.20) 0.845 

EU membership   -1.858   (-0.72) 0.475 

N  144 

R2  0.381 

* p<.1 **p<.05 ***p<.01. Note: t-statistics in parentheses 

 

of salience. Thus with more veto-points within a political system, parties will 

generally have lower levels of environmental salience. This then perhaps captures 

better the negative effects from federalism on levels of party salience. As such, we 

can tentatively confirm Hypothesis 5.  

The variable for the electoral system is significant and positive, i.e. parties in 

majority/plurality systems generally have higher levels of salience. This is counter to 

the hypothesised relationship, indicating that parties in these systems perform at least  

as well as parties in plurality systems in terms of environmental salience. This is also 

supported by the fact that the party systems variable is also positive (though non-

significant), revealing that the more parties there are within a political system, the 
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lower the general levels of environmental salience are amongst those parties. This 

strengthens Milner’s (1993) argument that parties in majoritarian electoral systems 

appear to have a stronger capacity to constrain the access of minority ‘veto groups’ 

and push through more ambitious environmental agendas. As such, we cannot 

confirm Hypothesis 7.  

Table 4 also reveals that the media systems variable for the Mediterranean or 

Polarised Pluralist model is significant and positive, i.e. parties operating within this 

media system will generally have higher levels of environmental salience than parties 

operating within the North Atlantic or Liberal Model (which is the reference 

category). However, though parties within the Northern European or Democratic 

Corporatist media system generally have higher levels of salience than the North 

Atlantic/Liberal model, these differences are not significant. Thus we can only 

partially confirm Hypothesis 9. 

Lastly, it should be noted that the institutional governance system, levels of wealth 

and EU membership are not significant, thus we cannot confirm Hypotheses 8, 10 and 

11. Though levels of pluralism have the hypothesised effect and come relatively close 

to significance at the 1% level, levels of wealth have almost no effect at all. EU 

membership has the opposite effect to that hypothesised, i.e. countries operating 

within EU-member states generally have lower levels of environmental salience, 

though this relationship is far from significant.  

 

 

Summary and Discussion 
 

The paper has identified several factors, both at the party and country level, that help 

explain variation in party salience on the environment. Admittedly, niche and 

mainstream parties naturally respond differently to institutional stimuli, and the 

relationship between country level variables and party salience will vary across 

different types of parties. For instance, every party in a unitary country will not have 

higher levels of environmental salience than all parties in a federal country. To 

suggest that a radical right-wing party in a unitary country would have higher levels 

of salience than a green party in a federal system, for example, would be absurd. 

What the paper demonstrates, however, is that such systemic characteristics impact on 
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the overall level of party salience within a country, i.e. parties within certain systems 

will ‘generally’ have higher (or lower) levels of salience than parties within other 

systems. For example, a socialist party in a unitary country will generally have higher 

levels of environmental salience than the party equivalent in a federal country. The 

country characteristics help us explain some of the variation in the dataset. Thus 

overall, the paper reveals how certain party and country characteristics are associated 

with higher or lower levels of salience, and from this we can extrapolate that such 

characteristics make it easier or harder for parties to have high levels of 

environmental manifesto content and compete on the issues of the environment and 

climate change.  

The two key findings in this respect are the ones pointing towards the negative 

impacts of federal systems and media systems with high levels of marketization. In 

such systems, there is generally a lower level of party salience on the environment. 

These findings provide novel insights into the party politics of climate change. 

Presumably, the regional differences of interests and values in federal countries – 

coupled with a higher number of institutional veto points – impede party competition 

on the issue of climate change and makes it harder for the issue to ascend the party 

political agenda. This could help explain why federal countries such as the US, 

Canada and Australia are such ‘climate laggards’. Additionally, the higher level of 

marketization in the North Atlantic or Liberal media system might entail easier access 

for business interests or climate sceptic voices, thus affecting both public and party 

opinion and impeding competition on the issue. However, very little research has 

been conducted on the mechanisms through which these country characteristics 

impact on party salience, thus the findings of the paper certainly warrant further 

study. 

To conclude, identifying the characteristics that make it easier or harder for parties to 

take a strong approach on the environment in their manifestos is key in unearthing the 

obstacles to action on climate change. Explaining variation in party salience on the 

environment in manifestos sheds substantial light on barriers to party competition on 

the issue, and thus also helps solve the puzzle of comparative climate policy. As such, 

this paper provides a novel and comparative contribution to the developing literature 

on the party politics of climate change and the literature on comparative climate 

policy.  
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