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ABSTRACT
As climate change became more important to voters and political parties in the late 2010s in Europe, this paper asks whether aspects of public opinion on the issue also became more politicised, in the sense of being more closely linked to either party-family vote choice or left-right identity. We consider change from Wave 8 (2016-17) to Wave 10 (2020-22) of the European Social Survey (ESS). Climate consciousness increased overall, especially in Central and Eastern Europe. Politicisation of climate change increased mostly in Western Europe, where climate consciousness increased more on the left, and for left-wing party voters, than on the right. The Populist-Right party family, as a group, was distinctive in the relative stability of climate consciousness among their voters. Our results show increased politicisation of climate change attitudes within Western European countries, but also convergence between polities of the East and West at higher levels of climate consciousness.
ARTICLE HISTORY Received 4 February 2025; Accepted 26 November 2025
KEYWORDS Climate change; Europe; public opinion; politicisation; party families
Introduction
The difficult task of societal decarbonisation is not made easier for govern​ments if voters and parties are divided in their climate change views. The politicisation of climate change attitudes is extremely marked in the US, with climate sceptic voters predominantly supporting the Republicans and cli​mate conscious voters the Democrats (Mayer and Smith 2023). The extent of this phenomenon in Europe has tended to be more limited but nonetheless observable based on both left-right self-placement (McCright et al. 2016, Poortinga et al. 2019) and support for different party families (Fisher et al. 2022, Caldwell et al. 2025).
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Since much of those data were collected, 2018-19 especially saw a large upturn in climate change salience among some European publics, driven by factors including new scientific information, increased experiences of extreme weather events and prominent climate protests and demonstrations (Kenny 2021b, Kirby 2023). But it is not clear what the net effect of such changes have been on European publics’ attitudes, nor how widespread they were.
Here we assess how widespread and consistent across Europe the rise in climate consciousness was between 2016-17 and 2020-22. This is possible because the ESS — a high-quality probability sample survey — repeated (for the first time) climate change questions in their Wave 10 survey (2020-22) that had only previously been asked in Wave 8 (2016​-17). For reasons of space, we concentrate on climate worry in the main paper; findings for belief and personal responsibility are contained within the Supplementary Appendix and display broadly similar patterns. We consider all three questions to be measures of climate consciousness, that is the extent to which voters believe in climate science and are concerned about climate change.1
We also ask whether any increased climate consciousness was accompa​nied by greater politicisation, that is the tendency for people with different views on climate change to support different political parties and/or to think of themselves differently in left-right terms. While the repeated cross-section surveys do not track individuals over time, the overall associations between climate consciousness and both left-right self-placement and party-family support and the extent to which those have strengthened over time are of interest. If there is little association between party family and climate con​sciousness after controlling for left-right self-placement that means the politicisation of climate consciousness is largely (perhaps entirely) reflected in contemporary understandings of left and right and corresponding self​placement on the left-right spectrum. Such a pattern would mean climate consciousness operates through the broader left-right polarisation of poli​tics. If the association between party support and climate consciousness cannot be accounted for by left-right self-placement then that suggests a form of multipolar politicisation that crosscuts left-right (bipolar) polar​isation, to use Sartori’s (1966) terminology.
We are similarly concerned to see whether (change in) the association between climate consciousness and left-right self-placement might be the artefact of (change in) the association between climate consciousness and other political values, especially those highly correlated with climate con​sciousness and environmental attitudes more broadly. For that reason we consider partial associations between climate consciousness and left-right self-placement, controlling for various political values. But, since we leave the testing of causal mechanisms for future research, we do not include analyses with further controls for variables causally prior to climate consciousness, left-right self-placement, political values and party-family support.
While our findings contribute to debates on polarisation, we use the term politicisation because we focus on just one issue and the extent to which that issue is linked with political identities and vote choices, but not the extent to which people are divided (polarised) on the issue or in general (c.f. DiMaggio et al. 1996, Fiorina and Abrams 2008).
We find that climate worry rose between 2016-17 and 2020-22, with the rise greater in Central and Eastern than in Western Europe. Given that Western European countries previously had — on average — a higher base​line of climate worry, this led to greater cross-national convergence of worry. However, politicisation of climate worry increased more in Western than in Central and Eastern Europe. It took two main forms in Western Europe: disproportionate increases among those on the left and among voters for left parties. Mainstream-right party-family voters in 2020-22 felt more worried than mainstream-right party voters did in 2016-17, but the rise was much more modest than for left-leaning parties. By contrast, voters for Populist​Right parties in 2020-22 were not significantly more worried about climate change than voters for such parties in 2016-17. In many countries, worry among Populist-Right voters was indeed lower in the more recent wave. In Central and Eastern Europe, there was no difference in the increase of worry for those on the left compared to those on the right and the patterns of increase for voters for different party families are less clearcut. However, there was a clear strengthening of left-right politicisation of beliefs about the causes of climate change and feelings of personal responsibility to respond in Central and Eastern Europe. So, more broadly there was an increase in left​right politicisation of climate consciousness across Europe.
The remainder of the paper develops theoretical arguments and hypoth​eses for increased politicisation of climate change between 2016-17 and 2020-22 in Europe. After describing our data and methodology, we present the results of the tests of those hypotheses before concluding.
Theory and hypotheses
According to Liu et al.'s (2011) framework, there are three ways in which an issue gains high levels of societal attention: (1) Factual information about the issue changing; (2) The occurrence of focusing events; and (3) Information feedback. We argue that all of these apply for climate change during this period and lead us to the expectation of observing increased public worry for climate change in our analysis.
Firstly, factual information changed from the production of influential scientific reports (Tollefson 2018, Livingston and Rummukainen 2020), to global surface and ocean temperatures breaking pre-existing records (Cheng et al. 2020, Voosen 2021), through to extreme weather events becoming more prominent (Pour et al. 2020, Wedler et al. 2023). Secondly, there were prominent focusing events, including the activities of Extinction Rebellion (XR) and Fridays for Future (FFF) who, along with other actors, played a substantial role in re-problematising climate change, altering the discourse from being one of a long-term problem to one of an ‘emergency’ (Kyriazi and Miró 2023, p. 117). Thirdly, research suggests voters and politicians responded to the protests and other sources of information between 2016-17 and 2020-22. The scale of public protests played a strong, positive role in increasing climate change’s salience (Kirby 2023), climate emergency declarations at both local and national levels spiralled (Ruiz-Campillo et al. 2021) and mainstream parties’ attention to climate change in manifestos increased post-2018 (Schworer 2024).
While we believe that the argument is straightforward for why the increased salience of climate change should be associated with greater worry about the issue during this period, why should we expect that increas​ing salience could result in climate opinion becoming more politicised, especially in Western Europe (see end of section for rationale for why Central and Eastern Europe may differ)? For one, we know from other types of focusing events that they do not necessarily result in political parties taking a unified stance. In certain circumstances, focusing events can increase politicisation depending on how parties and the media frame their responses (van der Brug et al. 2015).
When environmental issues become more salient — as occurred with climate change post-2017 — mainstream left parties in Western Europe may have a greater incentive than mainstream right parties to highlight their claims to deal with the issue. As Green-Pedersen (2019, chapter 9) rationalises, Social Democrat parties have a greater affinity with environ​mental issues than parties on the right, though far less than Green parties (Langsasther 2023). Thus, if they regard Green parties as potential coalition partners, they may highlight green issues as a decisive electoral issue. Though this could take away votes from them (e.g. see Grant and Tilley 2019), it may increase the overall left vote and thus the odds of being able to enter into a left-orientated coalition government rather than being in opposition. Consequently, it may increase the compatibility of their policy platforms and, thus, the likelihood of successful coalition negotiations. Even in the absence of Green parties, such a strategy may also help Social Democrat parties to convince socially Liberal parties to join a coalition with them rather than with parties of the right (Green-Pedersen 2019). Moreover, as Schworer (2024) posits, centre-right parties may not wish to lose votes to more climate- sceptical Populist-Right parties which could deter centre-right parties from dramatically increasing their attention on climate change.
If parties sort their climate change appeals in the way just described when faced with higher climate change salience, voters need to react accordingly for public politicisation of the issue to become evident. Under partisan-based motivated reasoning, they may update their prior climate change beliefs to match those expressed by their preferred party if they did not already hold strong views. Or if they feel strongly about it, they may switch their vote to a party that better represents their stance (Carsey and Layman 2006). Thus, one might expect voters for parties expressing stronger pro-climate action rhetoric to increase their climate consciousness to a greater extent than others (see Bugden 2020). Individuals who consider climate change as more important can also be expected to flock to more climate-conscious parties and more climate sceptic individuals to more sceptical parties (see Knollenborg and Sommer 2023). Thus, increased partisan-based climate change politicisation would be an observable outcome should one or both of these mechanisms occur.
There is some evidence of increasing politicisation of climate change in social media and political party rhetoric over the same period covered by this paper. Analysing tweets from 2017-2021, Meyer et al. (2023) found that higher attention to climate change was generally associated with politicisa​tion and conflict, with discourses rarely showing evidence of individuals listening to those with different climate views and thus the production of structures of ideologically opposing publics. Another study identifies 2019 as the year when COP summits started to attract increasingly polarised (bimo- dal) views on Twitter, driven by growing right-wing, sceptical activity that was potentially a backlash to pro-climate action activism (Falkenberg et al. 2022). In their election manifestos, the increased attention of Social Democrat parties in Western Europe to climate change was of a far greater magnitude to that recorded by Liberal and centre-right parties (Schworer 2024).
Regarding the public at large, research has established that those who think of themselves as to the left have greater climate consciousness than those placing themselves on the right (McCright et al. 2016, Poortinga et al. 2019). That was true in Europe in 2016-17, even controlling for views on other issues known to be linked to left-right self-placement (Fisher et al. 2022). A key question for this paper is whether it is still the case that left​right self-placement is associated with climate consciousness, and whether that association strengthened.
A strengthening association between left-right self-placement and climate consciousness might be the product of various causal mechanisms (Judge et al. 2023). If people increasingly consider climate change a left-wing issue and think of right-wing politicians and parties as increasingly indifferent to or even in denial about (the seriousness of) climate change — perhaps after receiving increasingly clear and strong cues from politicians, activists and media (Kousser and Tranter 2018, Berker and Pollex 2023, Tschotschel 2023) — then people might increasingly view climate change as a concern of the left and not the right. Relatedly, those most climate conscious might feel that their concern makes them left-wing. Perhaps left-wing voters talk to each other more about climate change and raise each others’ climate con​sciousness. Meanwhile, those who are relatively unconcerned about climate change may feel increasingly alienated from the left and that might increase their chances of identifying with the right.
Thus (while we leave the testing of any of these possible mechanisms for future research), as a result of the increased salience of climate change, we hypothesise that:
H1: The association between climate consciousness and left-right self​placement increased from 2016-17 to 2020-22.
H2: The association between climate consciousness and party-family voting strengthened from 2016-17 to 2020-22.
In Central and Eastern Europe, the association between climate change — and indeed wider environmental — public opinion and left-right orienta​tions operates differently with recorded associations generally being weaker than in Western Europe (Chaisty and Whitefield 2015, Poortinga et al. 2019, Fisher et al. 2022, Pless et al. 2023).2 How this might relate to changing politicisation of the issue among publics is unclear. While recognising that the lower baseline worry in the region offers potentially greater scope for increases during a time of high salience, this does not necessarily mean that lower previous politicisation would result in different rates of change accord​ing to left-right self-placement or party-family vote choice. On the one hand, in Czechia and Poland, conservative-leaning media were less likely than other media to frame climate change as an emergency during this period (Kennedy et al. 2020), for which such differential exposure in frames may result in greater political divides than previously. On the other hand, Green parties — who one would expect to be the champions of climate change — have struggled to gain resonance in the region (Schminke 2023) and so would not have the pre-existing prominence to politicise it in the way that their western counterparts could. Thus, we leave open the possibility that patterns of change in Central and Eastern Europe may not follow the same pattern as hypothesised for Western Europe.
Data and method
We use waves 8 (2016-17) and 10 (2020-22) of the European Social Survey data (European Social Survey 2016, European Social Survey European Research Infrastructure 2023) which enable us to assess change in 15 Western European countries (Austria, Belgium, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland and the UK) and six countries from Central and Eastern Europe (Czechia, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland and Slovenia).3 Those sets of countries provide substantial but not full coverage of those regions but, for ease of reference we refer to those sets as ‘Western Europe’ and ‘Central and Eastern Europe’ respectively.
The ESS is a high-quality probability-sample-based cross-national European survey data with measures of climate consciousness that were repeated in two separate surveys over time. Data collection was by face-to- face interviews except in five countries (Austria, Germany, Poland, Spain and Sweden) which used self-completion (web or postal) for wave 10 because of the COVID pandemic. We have no particular reason to think that such a change in mode should affect results. Robustness checks (in Supplementary Appendix Ε) confirm the main conclusions hold without those countries.
As the two waves are independent cross-sectional surveys, not a panel study, the data cannot tell us whether or how much any increase in politi​cisation is due to sorting or converting. That is the extent to which voters may have sorted themselves between left and right identities and parties more according to their climate attitudes, or parties and left-right identity groups converting their voters more to their ways of thinking. Nor can we make strong causal claims. Rather our analyses are designed to assess the ways in which patterns of association have changed.
That focus on patterns of association as indicators of politicisation rather than causal effects means that there are not any controls for sociodemo​graphic or any other variables that might be considered causally prior to climate consciousness, left-right self-placement, political values and party​family support. Analyses that consider one of those things while controlling for another aim to estimate politicisation with respect to one factor condi​tional on a given level of another, without any assumptions about causal processes.
In all analyses, we use combined post-stratification and country popula​tion weights, the latter of which means that countries are weighted in pooled analyses in proportion to their population sizes. Country fixed effects are included in pooled analyses not as pre-treatment controls but to estimate politicisation across a region as the population weighted average of politici​sation within each country in the region.
The main paper presents findings for ‘climate worry’ measured with the question, ‘How worried are you about climate change?’ coded from 1, ‘Not at all worried’, to 5, ‘Extremely worried’. The Supplementary Appendix pro​vides corresponding analysis for whether respondents believe climate change is caused by natural processes, human activity or both (ranging from 1, ‘entirely natural processes’ to 5, ‘entirely human activity’) and the extent they feel a personal responsibility to try to reduce climate change (ranging from 1, ‘not at all’ to 10, ‘a great deal’). These are the only climate questions repeated by the ESS.
Turning to our independent variables, ‘Left-Right’ is respondents’ self-placement on a scale from 0 (left) to 10 (right). Three ‘Political Values’ questions measure whether the government should reduce income differences (‘Income egalitarianism’); whether gay and lesbian couples should have the same adoption rights as straight couples (‘Sexuality egalitarianism’) [both recoded to range from 1, 'disagree strongly' to 5, ‘agree strongly’]; and whether more/fewer immigrants from poorer countries outside Europe should be allowed to live in the respondents’ country (‘Anti Extra-European immigration’) [coded from 1, 'allow many' to 4, 'allow none']. We consider controls for these Political Values to assess whether apparent (change in) politicisation of climate attitudes can be accounted for by other, more traditional, dimensions of attitude structure and political competition, in which income egalitarianism is a core aspect of the longstanding ‘first dimen​sion’ of political values, while sexuality egalitarianism and immigration attitudes are classic New Politics issues (Kenny and Langseether 2023). While previous work often treated climate change — or indeed broader environmental issues — as a component of a second dimension of political values that includes these other new politics issues, this tended to not be on the basis of strong empirical evidence (see Fisher et al. 2022). Recent scholarship provides support for climate and environmen​tal attitudes being distinct across Western Europe (Kenny and Langsasther 2023), Europe as a whole (Wheatley and Mendez 2021, Fisher et al. 2022, Lux et al. 2022) and in individual European case studies (Kenny 2021a, Mau et al. 2023).
For party affiliation, we take the question asking respondents who they voted for in the last general election, and code these into families as described in the Supplementary Appendix, which includes a country-by-country breakdown for how voters for each party and party family responded to the climate-worry question. In models, Social Democrat voters are used as the baseline due to being present in every country in the dataset.
To test our hypotheses, we use descriptive statistics to examine change in climate worry and whether its association with country, left-right, political values and party family looks similar or different in 2020-22 compared with 2016-17. These are followed up with various ordinal logistic regression models.4 In pooled regional analysis, we separate out Western from Central and Eastern Europe for the theoretical and empirical reasons pre​viously discussed.
Results
In Western Europe, the percentage who are very or extremely worried about climate change increased by 9 points (from 34% in 2016-17 to 43% in 2020-22). The corresponding rise in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) was, at 17 points, much greater. This was from a lower starting point of 19% in 2016-17, and the level of worry in CEE in 2020-22, at 36%, is about what it was in Western Europe in 2016-17. Still such a large rise over such a short time is remarkable. Supplementary Appendix Table C3 shows that believing that humans mainly or entirely caused climate change and feelings of personal responsibility to try to reduce climate change also increased, and by somewhat more in Central and Eastern than in Western Europe.
Figure 1 shows the distribution across countries for both time points in the percentage very or extremely worried about climate change. The CEE countries are in orange and much more disproportionately concentrated at the bottom end in 2016-17 than in 2020-22. Across countries, the average level of worry increased as the variance shrank at the aggregate level (with the standard deviation reducing from 9.8 to 8.6). The result is a much more uniform distribution by 2020-22. The range dropped from 36 points in 2016-17 to 29 points in 2020-22.
Driving the convergence across countries was partly a tendency for the increases in worry to be greatest for those countries that started nearer the
% Very or extremely worried: 2016-2017
[image: image1.jpg]0

10 20 30 40 50 60
1

43

0 T S e

PT ES DE FR

BE CH IT AU HU UK FI NO NL ¢CZ SE |IE

LT EE





[image: image2.jpg]% Very or extremely worried: 2020-2022

54 54 53 53

50

OIT AT T T Tafat

31

\
i

0 10 20 30 40 50 60
1

ES DE PT AU

S|

UK CH HU NL BE CZ FR PL

1 Western Europe [ Central and Eastern Europe

NO EE




Figure 1. Percentage very or extremely worried about climate change by country, for 2016-17 and 2020-22.
bottom of the 2016-17 distribution. More striking is the very limited change for those countries that were near the top of the 2016-17 distribution, especially France, Portugal and Spain. It almost appears as though there was a ceiling effect at 55%, constraining the rise in climate worry as at least four countries approached but did not exceed that ceiling.
The first kind of politicisation we examine is the association between climate worry and left-right self-placement, that is the degree to which those who think of themselves as on the left are more likely to worry than those on the right. To test for a strengthening of that association, Table 1 provides ordered logit models of climate worry using pooled data from both ESS waves, separately for Western Europe and Central and Eastern Europe. The first three rows provide coefficients for left-right self-placement, a 2020-22 wave dummy variable, and the interaction between those two variables. They show that, in Western Europe, there was a strong association in 2016-17 that became considerably stronger in 2020-22. After controlling for income egalitarianism, sexuality egalitarianism and anti extra-EU immigration sen​timent in the second model, the interaction term is still significant. It is also robust to including interaction terms between political values and survey wave; Supplementary Appendix Table B1 shows there was also strengthening of the association between sexuality egalitarianism and climate worry but the strengthening of the association between left-right and climate worry is not an artefact of that.
In contrast with the strengthening association between left-right and climate worry in Western Europe, Table 1 shows virtually no change in the corresponding association for CEE. Moreover, the average CEE association is
Table 1. Ordered-Iogit regressions of climate worry on left-right and political values.
Western Europe
Central and Eastern Europe
	
	Coef./SE
	Coef./SE
	Coef./SE
	Coef./SE

	Left-Right
	-0.11***
	-0.04*
	-0.07***
	-0.05***

	
	(0.02)
	(0.02)
	(0.01)
	(0.01)

	2020-22
	0.69***
	0.60***
	0.86***
	0.71***

	
	(0.16)
	(0.14)
	(0.14)
	(0.07)

	Left-Right x (2020-22)
	-0.07**
	-0.07**
	-0.01
	-0.00

	
	(0.02)
	(0.02)
	(0.01)
	(0.01)

	Income egalitarianism
	
	0.21***
	
	0.06***

	
	
	(0.02)
	
	(0.01)

	Sexuality egalitarianism
	
	0.14***
	
	0.13**

	
	
	(0.02)
	
	(0.04)

	Anti extra-EU immigration
	
	-0.30***
	
	-0.20*

	
	
	(0.02)
	
	(0.08)

	BIC
	146,960
	144,579
	22,482
	22,335

	N. of cases
	52,817
	52,817
	17,095
	17,095


Note: Parameters for cut-points and country dummies in the models but not shown. Standard errors clustered by country.
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
primarily driven by Poland in 2020-22, as it was in 2016-17 (Fisher et al. 2022). Within Czechia, Estonia and Hungary, there is no statistically sig​nificant association between left-right and worry. However, Supplementary Tables C1.1 and Cl.2 show significant Left-Right 2020-22 interaction terms for CEE and Western Europe for feelings of ‘personal responsibility to try to reduce climate change’ and beliefs in the extent to which climate change is caused by human activity rather than natural causes. So, broadly speaking, there was an increase in the association between left-right self-placement and climate consciousness in Central and Eastern Europe as well as in Western Europe.
Table 1 does not tell us whether the strengthening of the association in Western Europe is due to a greater rise in climate worry on the left or those who worry increasingly identifying with the left, or some mixture of the two. Table 2 shows the change in the joint distribution of climate worry and left​right self-placement. There was very little net movement between left and right, but a big net rise of 9 points in the percentage who are very or extremely worried. It is clear that the rise in worry was concentrated on the left. While we cannot make confident ecological inference, the pattern in Table 2 suggests that the increased association (identified by the interaction term in Table 1) is due to a greater rise in climate worry among those on the left rather than sorting of climate worriers to the left.
With climate worry more strongly associated with the left of the political spectrum in Western Europe, we might expect a similar increase in the association between climate worry and voting for left parties. Table 3 shows the percentage feeling very or extremely worried for each party family. In each region, party families are listed in order of the level of worry of the voters for that party family in 2016-17. In Western Europe especially, that ordering corresponds closely to the ordering based on the average left-right score, with the climate conscious left-wing party families at the top.
In Western Europe, the biggest rises are near the top of the list, with a massive 23-point rise in climate worry seen for Green voters (from 56% among 2016-17 Green voters to 79% among 2020-22 Green voters). For other left party families, worry also increased substantially, by between 10
Table 2. Changes in climate worry and left-right in Western Europe, 2016-17 to 2020-22 percentage points).
	
	Very or Extremely Worried
	Other
	Overall

	Left (0-4)
	+6
	-4
	+1

	Centre (5)
	+1
	-2
	-1

	Right (6-10)
	+1
	-1
	+0

	Overall
	+9
	-9
	


Note: Those who did not place themselves on the left-right scale are not displayed, but are included in cell tabulations this table is based on. Sample size [unweighted] for individual cells range from 5,336 to 13,010. Total Ν = 61,272.
Table 3. Climate change worry by party-family vote.
% Very or extremely worried
	Western Europe
	Central and
	I Eastern Europe

	Party-family vote
	2016-17
	2020-22
	Diff
	Party-family vote
	2016-17
	2020-22
	Diff

	Green
	56
	79
	+23
	Left-Socialist /Communist*
	33
	42
	+9

	Left-Socialist /Communist
	51
	61
	+10
	Social Democrat
	29
	44
	+16

	Social Democrat
	39
	53
	+14
	Liberal
	22
	49
	+27

	Other/Not specified
	34
	42
	+9
	Conservative
	23
	40
	+18

	Liberal
	35
	44
	+9
	Other/Not specified
	21
	36
	+16

	Christian
	34
	46
	+12
	Christian*
	20
	48
	+29

	Not Eligible to vote
	34
	37
	+3
	Not Eligible to vote
	20
	30
	+10

	Did not vote
	30
	34
	+4
	Did not vote
	15
	31
	+15

	Conservative
	27
	32
	+6
	Populist-Right
	14
	26
	+12

	Populist-Right Agrarian
	25
17
	28
34
	+3
+16
	Agrarian*
	12
	38
	+25

	Average
	34
	43
	+9
	Average
	19
	36
	+17


Note: (a) Scale ranges from 0 (left) to 10 (right). Data weighted to country population size. No figures shown for Greens in CEE due to just one country with stable and sizeable Green party. * Change based on just two parties in two countries and/or unweighted sample size in each wave less than 500, see Supplementary Table D1 for further details.
and 14 points. Christian party voters have a much higher change than that recorded among voters for the also right-wing Conservative and Populist Right parties, as well as those who were eligible to vote but did not.
In Central and Eastern Europe, the pattern of change is different and much less clear. Moreover, with only six countries idiosyncrasies are to be expected [See Supplementary Appendix D for an outline of country-by​country patterns].
While Table 3 suggests that the increased partisan politicisation of climate worry largely followed a left-right pattern, it may be that the changes in the association between worry and party vote choice are not fully accounted for by increased left-right politicisation of climate worry.
For an initial assessment of this possibility, Table 4 tabulates the changes in climate worry and left-right self-placement for each party family in Western Europe.5 Table 4 is analogous to Table 2, but with calculations separately by party family. Thus, for example, the top left cell shows that the percentage of Green voters in 2020-22 who were both left wing and ‘very’ or ‘extremely’ worried about climate change was 21 points higher than the corresponding percentage of Green voters in 2016-17. More broadly that section of Table 4 shows Green voters were somewhat more left-wing as well as much more worried about the climate than Green voters in 2016-17.
If partisan politicisation of climate change were entirely driven by left​right politicisation of climate change then the patterns and levels of change should be the same for each party family in Table 4. That is not the case. There is much more change for left-wing party families (Green, Left-Socialist

	Worry:
	Green
	Left-Socialist/ Communist
	Social Democrat
	Liberal
	Christian
	Conservative
	Agrarian
	Populist Right

	
	V/E
	Other
	V/E
	Other
	V/E
	Other
	V/E
	Other
	V/E
	Other
	V/E
	Other
	V/E
	Other
	V/E
	Other

	Left-Right:
Left (0-4)
	+21
	-14
	+13
	-9
	+12
	-8
	+5
	-5
	+1
	-3
	+1s
	-1s
	+9s
	+2s
	-2s
	-2s

	Centre (5)
	+2
	-7
	-4s
	-0
	+1
	-5
	-0
	-1
	+4
	-6
	+0
	-1
	+6s
	-2
	+1
	-3

	Right (6-10)
	-0s
	1s — I
	— I
	+0s
	+1
	-1
	+5
	-2
	+5
	-3
	+5
	-3
	+ 1s
	-15
	+2
	+4

	Overall
	+23
	-23
	+10
	-10
	+14
	-14
	+9
	-9
	+12
	-12
	+6
	-6
	+16
	-16
	+3
	-3

	Ν
	
	3,875
	
	2,711
	
	9,795
	
	4,911
	
	5,160
	
	5,059
	
	1,056
	
	3,186


Table 4. Changes in climate worry and left-right for each party family: Western Europe, 2016-17 to 2020-22 percentage points).
Note: "V/E" climate worry refers to those who are "very" or "extremely" worried about climate change, "Other" climate worry is everybody else. Those who did not place themselves on the left-right scale are not displayed, but are included in cell tabulations this table is based on. 5 Calculations with fewer than 200 respondents across numerators.
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/Communist and Social Democrats) than for right-wing party families. While the baseline numbers of left-wing voters for right-wing parties (and vice versa) are small, especially for the smaller party families, there are sufficient numbers for each cell to indicate two things: left-right politicisa​tion of climate worry in Western Europe contributed to partisan politicisa​tion of climate worry (as voters for left-wing parties became disproportionately more worried) and also some of the changes in partisan politicisation of climate worry cannot be accounted for by increased left​right politicisation of climate worry.
For Western Europe only, Table 5 shows ordinal logistic regression models of climate worry, with country fixed effects and standard errors clustered at the country level. Model 1 includes party-family indicators,
Table 5. Ordinal regression models regressing climate worry on party family, left-right and political values in Western Europe.
	
	Model
	1
	Model 2
	Model
	3

	
	Coef
	SE
	Coef
	SE
	Coef
	SE

	2020-22
Party Family (Social Democrat)
	0.53**
	(0.16)
	0.70***
	(0.18)
	0.61***
	(0.16)

	Green
	0.70***
	(0.10)
	0.69***
	(0.10)
	0.57***
	(0.09)

	Left-Socialist/Communist
	0.31***
	(0.09)
	0.25**
	(0.09)
	0.15**
	(0.06)

	Liberal
	-0.14
	(0.15)
	-0.02
	(0.15)
	0.02
	(0.14)

	Agrarian
	-0.29
	(0.21)
	-0.15
	(0.22)
	-0.13
	(0.18)

	Conservative
	-0.58***
	(0.09)
	-0.37***
	(0.10)
	-0.24***
	(0.07)

	Christian
	-0.31***
	(0.07)
	-0.20**
	(0.07)
	-0.14
	(0.07)

	Right-Populist
	-0.64***
	(0.13)
	-0.44**
	(0.13)
	-0.27*
	(0.11)

	Other
	-0.23**
	(0.08)
	-0.15
	(0.08)
	-0.11
	(0.08)

	Not Eligible
	-0.13
	(0.13)
	-0.06
	(0.15)
	-0.09
	(0.14)

	Did not vote
Party Family (Social Democrat) x period
	-0.42***
	(0.07)
	-0.34***
	(0.07)
	-0.28***
	(0.05)

	Green x 2020-22
	0.46*
	(0.19)
	0.45*
	(0.18)
	0.46**
	(0.17)

	Left-socialist/Communist x 2020-22
	-0.10
	(0.16)
	-0.20
	(0.16)
	-0.16
	(0.14)

	Liberal x 2020-22
	-0.13
	(0.14)
	-0.01
	(0.15)
	0.00
	(0.16)

	Agrarian x 2020-22
	0.06
	(0.21)
	0.17
	(0.21)
	0.19
	(0.22)

	Conservative x 2020-22
	-0.25**
	(0.08)
	-0.06
	(0.09)
	-0.07
	(0.11)

	Christian x 2020-22
	-0.04
	(0.16)
	0.09
	(0.15)
	0.15
	(0.15)

	Right-Populist x 2020-22
	-0.59*
	(0.27)
	-0.37
	(0.29)
	-0.40
	(0.28)

	Other x 2020-22
	-0.21
	(0.13)
	-0.14
	(0.13)
	-0.13
	(0.13)

	Not Eligible x 2020-22
	-0.36
	(0.21)
	-0.30
	(0.21)
	-0.29
	(0.20)

	Did not vote x 2020-22
	-0.30*
	(0.12)
	-0.20
	(0.12)
	-0.21
	(0.12)

	Left-Right
	
	
	-0.07***
	(0.02)
	-0.02
	(0.02)

	Left-Right x 2020-22
	
	
	-0.05***
	(0.01)
	-0.05***
	(0.01)

	Income egalitarianism
	
	
	
	
	0.20***
	(0.02)

	Sexuality egalitarianism
	
	
	
	
	0.13***
	(0.02)

	Anti extra EU immigration
	
	
	
	
	-0.27***
	(0.01)

	BIC
	146,145
	145,456
	143,452

	N. of cases
	52,817
	52,817
	52,817


Note: Parameters for cut-points and county dummies in the models but not shown. Standard errors clustered by country.
*p < 0.05, **ρ < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.
survey wave and interactions between the two showing evidence of increased partisan politicisation. Model 2 shows that the increased association between worry and left-right is robust to controls for party-specific effects. That is still true after accounting for various political values in Model 3.6
The top row of Table 5 shows that the general increase in worry cannot be accounted for by party-specific effects, left-right or various political values. To the extent that the coefficients of the party-family indicator variables are relatively stable across models, the baseline (2016-17) pattern of partisan politicisation of climate worry is relatively strong and robust, in the sense that it cannot be accounted for by the inclusion of left-right and political values in Models 2 and 3. For instance, Green and Left-Socialist/Communist voters are more worried and Conservative and Populist-Right voters less worried than Social Democrat voters. By contrast, the gap between Christian party and Social Democrat voters in Models 1 and 2 is no longer significant after controlling for political values in Model 3.
Party family by wave interactions test for change in the strength of association between party and climate worry, comparing each party family with the Social Democrats. Green voting is more strongly associated with worry in 2020-22 than in 2016-17 (Model 1), even after accounting for the increased climate-worry association with left-right self-placement (Model 2) and the association between other political values and left-right (Model 3).7 The interaction terms for Conservative and Populist-Right voters are sig​nificant in Model 1, but not after controlling for the increased association between left-right and climate worry in Model 2. This suggests that the greater partisan divisions on climate worry between voters for those right​wing parties and Social Democrats can be accounted for by the general increase in left-right politicisation of climate worry.
Thus far, we have concentrated on examining patterns at the European level, with such analysis applying population level weights. How do patterns look at the national level? Politicisation by both left-right and party family are somewhat separable with distinct associations. Regressing solely climate worry in each country on left-right, survey wave and an interaction between the two of them, in just over one-third of the countries were left-wing individuals more worried in 2020-22 than right-wing individuals at the p < 0.05 level: Austria, Belgium, Germany, Lithuania, Netherlands, Sweden, Switzerland and Slovenia. That is not to say that there are not left-right differences in other countries. There are. But the gap based on left-right self​placement did not significantly change. In no country was there a depoliticisation of climate worry based on left-right.
Regressing climate worry on party family, survey wave and an interaction between the two of them, in just over half of the countries were there significant differences in the interaction term. The gap between Social Democrat and Populist-Right voters widened in Austria, Estonia, Finland, Germany and Switzerland, while in Sweden there were furthermore increased differences between the Greens and both Christian and Populist​Right voters. Despite no significant increase in the association between worry and left-right in the UK, the rise in worry for Labour voters was larger than for the Conservatives. In Poland, the gap between Liberal and Agrarian voters and Social Democrats narrowed.
The Supplementary Appendix provides weighted descriptive statistics for the level of climate worry by party family in each country. There are some interesting country-specific patterns that we note here. In Ireland, worry is virtually unchanged for Green voters but voters for all other parties equally increased their worry. Italy is the only country in Western Europe where the magnitude of the association shows that Populist-Right party voters were substantially more worried in 2020-22 than voters for such parties in 2016-17. Notably, the manifestos of both Lega Nord and Fratelli D’Italia suggest that they both have net positive positions on taking climate action but devote little attention to it (Schworer and Fernandez-Garcia 2024). Climate consciousness among Populist-Right voters in Germany dropped dramatically for all three ESS indicators. This is in line with findings that the AfD have been particularly hostile amongst European Populist-Right parties to climate policies (Schaller and Carius 2019, Oswald et al. 2021). Panel-data analysis for Germany between 2017 and 2019 suggests that the AfD began to attract more climate-sceptic voters rather than their pre-existing voters becoming more climate-sceptic (Knollenborg and Sommer 2023), while a more recent analysis covering 2016-2022 shows both that pre-existing AfD voters have become less supportive of climate action overtime in addi​tion to the party gaining voters from those who do not prioritise climate action (Coffé et al. 2026). Finally, in the two countries with Populist-Right parties that were new in 2020-22 — Spain and Portugal — their voters display much higher climate worry than Populist-Right voters in any other country; these are also the parties where climate worry appears the least politicised based on political party voting patterns.
Conclusion
We set out to establish the extent to which climate consciousness changed across Europe between 2016-17 and 2020-22, and whether — in light of climate change’s increasing importance — there is evidence of changing levels of politicisation among European publics.
We found that worry about climate change increased between 2016-17 and 2020-22. That increase was greater in Central and Eastern Europe than in Western Europe, a pattern that is also true of beliefs about humans being the main cause of climate change and feelings of personal responsibility to reduce it. The greater, and substantial, rise of climate consciousness in Central and Eastern Europe is especially worthy of further research and investigation that is beyond the scope of this paper.
Whereas Central and Eastern European countries tended to be the least worried about climate change, their levels of worry became much more similar to those in Western Europe and variation between European coun​tries declined. That convergence may have climate-friendly implications for EU8 policy-making. However, climate worry, while increased, is still far from universal. Only in four of the 21 countries examined did more than half the population report feeling ‘extremely’ or ‘very’ worried about climate change in 2020-22.
Across Europe climate consciousness became more strongly associated with how people see themselves on the left-right political spectrum and party-family vote choice. The extent to which those on the left are more concerned about climate change than those in the centre or on the right is greater in 2020-22 than it was in 2016-17. Since there was relatively little change in the distribution of left-right self-placement across the 21 coun​tries, the association between the two variables increased most likely because worry rose more among people on the left than those on the right. Similarly, the gap in climate consciousness between voters of the left and those of the right grew.
Climate change thus became more politicised in Europe between 2016-17 and 2020-22, both in the sense that voters for different parties became more distinct in their climate opinion and that being on the left is more strongly linked with being more concerned about climate change. Notably, this increased politicisation of the issue happened at a time when the gap between Democrat and Republican partisans in the US perhaps stabilised after having grown substantially between 2013 and 2017 (Tyson et al. 2023).
Popular notions of left and right may be associated in people’s minds with positions on the climate agenda and so divisions on climate change con​tribute to left-right polarisation. However, the party divisions in climate attitudes cannot be fully explained by left-right identification, in particular when it comes to the widening gap between Green and Populist-Right party voters. On that basis climate change forms a distinct dimension in multipolar politics and so a more complex form of partisan polarisation.
What implications might this have? Green and Populist-Right parties can potentially both gain electorally by emphasising their contrasting positions to climate policies (Otteni and Weisskircher 2022, Colantone et al. 2024) which may act against depoliticisation of the issue. Even the increasing occurrence in Europe of severe heatwaves and floods linked to climate change may not be enough of a catalyst to reduce politicisation; while Green votes across Europe have increased after severe weather events (Garside and Zhai 2022) and temperature anomalies have increased climate concern (Hoffmann et al. 2022), Populist-Right, and even centre-right par​ties may use such occurrences to highlight the costs of climate policy to appeal to their most loyal supporters who have been previously primed to oppose these (Worland 2023). How such political processes evolve as the impacts of climate on the continent become even more visible will be important to observe and document.
One limitation is that findings for the measures of climate consciousness available in the ESS (climate worry, feelings of personal responsibility to try to reduce climate change and beliefs in human activity as a cause of climate change) do not necessarily generalise to attitudes to climate policies and the energy transition (Kenny et al. 2025). Moreover, we leave testing of various possible causal mechanisms to further research, not least because repeated cross-sectional data cannot show in detail how individuals changed over time. Nonetheless, Tables 2, 3 and 4 show little net movement of people between left and right, but a big rise in climate worry on the left and for voters of Green and left-wing parties in Western Europe. That strongly suggests that the greater politicisation of climate change was driven primarily by opinion formers and group dynamics within the climate-conscious green-left of politics.
Notes
1. We follow Kenny et al.'s (2025) recommendation to not merge together these questions into a single index given the absence of a clear theoretical reason for doing so and given that they each tap into distinct components of climate consciousness in their own right.
2. This may also reflect upon the meanings of left-right divides being understood differently in this region in comparison to Western Europe (Thorisdottir et al. 2007).
3. Slovenia is the only country of these where part of the fieldwork took place in 2020.
4. Robustness checks with generalised ordered logistic regressions confirm (for the main transitions between different levels of climate worry where data are not too sparse) the direction and statistical significance of the main coefficients on which the conclusions are based (see Supplementary Appendix F).
5. Figures for Central and Eastern Europe are not calculated due to the small sample sizes that would be present within many of the cells.
6. This includes when political values are interacted with the wave dummy (see Supplementary Appendix Table B2). In such a model, none of the political value by wave interaction terms are statistically significant and the findings from the party-family variables remain robust.
7. If countries that used self-completion mode are removed, this pattern for Green party voters is statistically significant relative to Conservative party voters but no longer significant relative to Social Democrats in Model 1, but the significance of such associations disappear in Model 2.
8. This convergence remains even after removing the non-EU countries (Iceland, Norway, Switzerland, UK) in the sample.
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