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ABSTRACT
Seminal works have highlighted a growing polarisation regarding the environ-
ment, with supporters advocating for immediate emissions reduction and oth-
ers downplaying or even denying human-caused climate change. Despite this 
debate, little attention has been focused on how voters’ environmental prefer-
ences influence their electoral behaviour. Using the metaphor of the ‘sleeping 
giant’ from European Union politics literature, the article empirically explores 
how environmental issue preferences impact voting choices. Analysing stacked 
data from the 2019 European Election Study, the article examines the phe-
nomenon of environmental issue voting by shifting the unit of analysis from 
individuals to party-voter dyads. Results reveal that environmental preferences 
moderately, yet significantly, affect vote choice. This effect is more pronounced 
among left-leaning voters and in countries where the environmental issue is 
more salient among the public. Our findings shed light on patterns of environ-
mental preference and their role in European electoral competition.

KEYWORDS  Environmental issue; voting behaviour; European elections 2019; stacked data; 
issue voting

Environmentalism and climate protection policies are becoming increas-
ingly important and visible in global, local and European politics. This 
is certainly related to the fact that expert scientific reports published by 
the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change call for immediate 
political action to mitigate climate change.1 Moreover, together with the 
European Green Deal, the European Commission has put the fight 
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against climate change at the top of the European agenda. Finally, the 
experiences of extreme floods and wildfires in different European regions 
over the last years seem to have made climate change more tangible for 
many Europeans. Therefore, a large majority of the European citizenry 
appears convinced that climate change represents a serious problem 
(European Commission 2021). However, and despite the continuing 
development of environmental movements across the world, there is a 
growing polarisation among political parties and citizens around the issue.

For a long time, conferences like the COP26, 27 and 28 summits in 
Glasgow, Sharm el Sheikh and Dubai respectively, alongside the efforts of 
supranational and international organisations, have been considered cru-
cial for setting common standards for states to achieve climate-related 
goals like emissions reductions. However, such agreements are jeopardised 
when the main actors in European representative democracies – political 
parties as well as their voters – are not fully convinced by these proposals. 
From several empirical studies, we know that non-green political parties 
seem to be particularly reluctant with regard to environmental policy pro-
posals (Carter et  al. 2018; Spoon and Williams 2022). This reluctance has 
substantive implications given that many of these political actors have the 
power to make their voices heard in this regard for at least two reasons 
(Leinaweaver and Thomson 2016; Lundquist 2022). First, political parties 
constitute part of all relevant institutions in the political decision-making 
procedures of representative democracies. Therefore, they are ‘crucial in 
crafting effective national climate policies in democratic states’ (Lundquist 
2022: 1). This is true not only when we look at governing parties, but also 
considering the role of opposition actors in pushing the environmental 
issue to the top of the domestic agenda (Seeberg 2016). Second, not only 
can effective policies be designed and implemented by political parties, 
the citizenry can also be influenced by these actors through the latter’s 
work in making these issues salient for a wider public, thereby helping to 
make the citizenry more fully aware of the topic. In the case of environ-
mentalism – particularly when it comes to an issue of such far-reaching 
importance as that of climate change – one would expect a clearly dis-
cernible attention to this issue on the part of political parties across the 
board. However, this is not automatically the case, because political par-
ties do not only deal with societal issues because of their sheer scientific 
relance. We know, from research on issue emphasis (Budge and Farlie 
1983), that party representatives tend to weigh up and then prioritise 
those issues they believe will pay off for them in terms of garnering votes. 
Therefore, it is mainly green parties that highlight environmental issues, 
because their representatives believe they can benefit from explicitly focus-
ing on these, whereas most other parties tend to employ dismissive strat-
egies (Abou-Chadi 2016; Carter 2013; Green-Pedersen 2019). This in turn 
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leads to the empirical observation that political parties in general do not 
accord a great deal of salience to this issue (Farstad 2018; Little 2023).

Looking at the citenzry, we can see a noticeable increase of salience in 
the public sphere regarding environmental concerns since the late 2010s 
(Kenny and Langsæther 2022) and that Europeans recognise climate deg-
radation as a serious problem (European Commission 2021; Schwörer 
2023).2 Additionally, following the wave of mass mobilisation, particularly 
of younger people, brought about in part by movements like Fridays For 
Future, Extinction Rebellion, Just Stop Oil and others; Eurobarometer 
data has registered a pronounced increase in environmental issue salience 
after 2019 across the European citizenry (Puleo 2023). However, such 
evolution seems to be negatively affected when more tangible costs accom-
pany the measures proposed to mitigate climate change degradation 
(Garton Ash et  al. 2020; Broomell et  al. 2015; Campbell et  al. 2021; 
Goldberg et  al. 2021).

We can thus act on the assumption that climate change mitigation and 
(more generally) environmental politics are increasingly important politi-
cal issues for European voters. This is highlighted by the fact that envi-
ronmental issue preferences were among the main issues which had the 
power to mobilise the European citizenry in the 2019 elections to the 
European Parliament (EP) (Braun and Schäfer 2022). However, it is still 
unclear whether we can speak of a highly relevant political issue that is 
also one of the factors underlying voting patterns. Accordingly, the main 
objective of this paper is to analyse the relevance of environmental pref-
erences for voting behaviour. In particular, we attempt to expand recent 
research on the potential impact of the environmental issue on electoral 
behaviour by analysing whether issue proximity between voters and par-
ties on the environmental issue is a key driver for people’s actual voting 
choices.

By examining this linkage, we discern whether the environmental issue 
could be considered as a new ‘sleeping giant’ (van der Eijk and Franklin 
2004) finally awakening in the European political sphere. Here we borrow 
a metaphor which has been used to characterise the increasing importance 
of the process of European integration on member states’ national political 
arenas. The sleeping giant metaphor symbolised the tendency for 
Europeanisation to become increasingly relevant in domestic politics across 
EU member states without, however, markedly affecting voting behaviour 
of the European citizenry for a long period. This pattern, however, started 
to change in the late 2000s – awakening the sleeping giant (de Vries 2010; 
Green-Pedersen 2012) – as a consequence of both the increasing ‘con-
straining dissensus’ (Hooghe and Marks 2009) over European integration 
and the higher levels of politicisation of Europe in the national (Hutter 
et  al. 2016) and EU electoral arenas (Braun and Edgar 2021).
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In a similar vein, we suggest that European countries are witnessing 
increasing politicisation and polarisation on the environmental issue inside 
and outside the EU context – not only among political elites but also 
among the electorate. This trend was first observed in the US context (see 
among others Campbell et  al. 2021; Weaver 2002). Nevertheless, further 
comparative studies have detected similar trends in the context of the EU 
(Birch 2020; Kenny and Langsæther 2022). For example, climate change 
has emerged as one of the most polarising issues across European coun-
tries, along with the issue of immigration (Herold et  al. 2023). However, 
this pattern is not uniform and tends to be less evident in post-communist 
EU member states (see Birch 2020: 713).

This article poses the question of whether the increasing politicisation 
of on the environmental issue in Europe has the potential to ‘awaken’ the 
electorate in a similar way as occurred over the past decade with the EU 
dimension. Additionally, we test whether the relevance of this issue in 
voting behaviour is mediated by the positions of political entrepreneurs. 
Specifically, we test whether the party-voter distance on the environmen-
tal issue might increase its relevance for voting behaviour.

The findings of our study show that preferences on the environmental 
issue have a small – but significant – effect on vote choice. Moreover, this 
effect is more noticeable for leftist than for rightist voters and increases 
in countries where the issue is more salient among the public. These find-
ings are highly relevant not only for future studies within the field of 
environmental politics, but also for the scholarly research on EP elections 
and European politics.

The article is organised as follows. Next section analyses the back-
ground to the study of the environmental issue from the supply side of 
political competition. Then, we review existing studies on public opinion 
and present our research hypotheses. Section on data and research design 
introduces our dataset, discussing our modelling strategy and concepts’ 
operationalisation while the section deals with the empirical investigation 
of our study, which is based on an analysis of the comparative post-electoral 
evaluation of the stacked version of the European Election Study (EES) of 
2019 (Carteny et  al. 2022). We then proceed to the discussion of our 
findings and conclude the article with some final remarks.

The environmental issue and the supply side of political 
competition

In European democracies, action to mitigate climate change is often 
hindered or at least delayed by the way party competition is structured, 
as well as being a result of the demanding processes of democratic 
deliberation and the need to take social and economic constraints into 
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account. One of the problems in achieving the EU’s agreed climate-change 
mitigation goals lies in the lack of coordination. Essential policies (in 
particular energy policies) are taken mostly at the national level, which 
means that attempts to implement climate policies will likely face prob-
lems for policymakers trying to undertake collective and supranational 
actions. Furthermore, the policy measures taken in most European 
countries are currently not as far-reaching as would be necessary3 
(Adam and Tsarsitalidou 2019; DIW-Econ 2021; Kachi et  al. 2015; 
Weidner and Mez 2008). For example, most measures for reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions in the EU are being taken in the power sector 
and to a lesser extent in sectors such as transportation and construction 
(see Pisani-Ferry et  al. 2023). In addition, the complex EU multi-level 
structure of governance tends to hinder the implementation of large 
transformations.

Therefore, more consensus is needed between political and societal 
actors from different levels of politics (local, national and supranational) 
to effectively combat climate change (Cole 2015). However, in contrast to 
civil society actors, such as environmental organisations and social move-
ments (de Moor et  al. 2021; Marquardt 2020), political parties do not 
generally engage with the fight against climate change. It has been shown 
that political parties are not very likely to highlight environmental issues 
in their electoral programmes4 (Farstad 2018; Lüth and Schaffer 2022) – 
at least not in all EU countries (Wang and Keith 2020). One important 
question therefore is why political parties are not putting more emphasis 
on environmental issues when the scientific consensus is that climate 
change is real and anthropogenic (Cook et  al. 2013) and requires appro-
priate political answers (IPCC 2021).

In our view, issue emphasis theory (Budge and Farlie 1983; Petrocik 
1996) could be highly insightful here. European mainstream parties might 
choose not to compete over these issues for strategic reasons, for example 
because they may not see themselves as ‘issue owners’ or because they 
lack realistic policy proposals in the context of environmental politics. 
The former is related to the fact that green parties are still identified as 
the owners of the environmental issue (Dolezal 2010; Müller-Rommel 
1998, 2002), whereas other parties are rather reluctant when it comes to 
taking clear stances on these issues (Spoon et  al. 2014). These consider-
ations result in two main reactions for different types of party families: 
green parties push all issues which are related to the broader green agenda 
– namely, issues relating to the environment, agriculture, energy and 
transport (Debus and Tosun 2021). All other parties tend to eschew direct 
reactions (either accommodative or adversarial) to green parties’ environ-
mental stances, and instead opt to employ rather dismissive strategies 
towards the environment (Abou-Chadi 2016; Carter 2013).
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Yet, other studies are increasingly contesting the nature of the environ-
ment as a valence issue (Carter et  al. 2018; Gemenis et  al. 2012; 
Green-Pedersen 2019; Katsanidou and Gemenis 2010; Vihma et  al. 2021). 
Indeed, a number of recent empirical studies argue that parties are show-
ing growing signs of differentiation on the environmental issue (Båtstrand 
2014; Buzogány and Ćetković 2021; Carter and Little 2021; Farstad and 
Aasen 2022; Ladrech and Little 2019; Pollex and Berker 2022; Schaller 
and Carius 2019). Distinct positioning on the environmental issue implies 
a plausible increase in polarisation. On one hand, left-wing parties tend 
to support environmentalist positions (usually) as a response to the agenda 
of green parties, which are seen as competitors for left-leaning voters. On 
the other, right-wing parties, especially populist ones, tend to be less sup-
portive of these issues and are even hostile towards policies around 
renewable energy, sustainable agriculture or the climate and environment 
in general (Lüth and Schaffer 2022).

In line with these findings, we argue that the environmental issue has 
become increasingly positional. This approach might be supported by two 
additional arguments. First, some party-level analyses have found connec-
tions between environmental stances and the left–right spectrum of polit-
ical competition (Farstad 2018). Second, individual environmental 
preferences – even if mediated by contextual factors – have been argued 
to be significant in explaining the support for green parties (Han and 
Finke 2022). We therefore argue that, on the environmental issue, we 
might observe a similar development as in the case of the European inte-
gration issue that has been viewed for a long time in the scholarly work 
on EU politics as a sleeping giant. It is only when this sleeping giant has 
been awakened that EU-issue voting has turned into a relevant phenom-
enon in electoral research. In a similar way, given the fact that the envi-
ronmental issue is attracting more attention in the European political 
arena, we expect it to appear as more divisive. The disagreement among 
political parties on policy alternatives contributes to different voting pref-
erences based on distinct position on the environmental issue.

Before we turn to formulating our theoretical hypotheses, we will first 
examine the research literature with a focus on the demand side of polit-
ical competition.

The environmental issue and the demand side of political 
competition

Most of the previous studies on the demand side of political competi-
tion have focused on the rise and performance of green parties, while 
the study of public opinion towards the environmental issue has been 
researched in more detail by environmental sociologists or as one of the 
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pillars of the well-known theory of post-materialist values (Inglehart 
1977; Kitschelt 1994; Müller-Rommel 1998) and its critique (Diekmann 
and Franzen 1999; Dunlap and Mertig 1997; Franzen and Meyer 2010). 
In this theory the origin of environmental concerns is associated with 
the increasing affluence of the post-war period. As new post-war gener-
ations were socialised in a context characterized by with greater eco-
nomic and physical security, they turned to the pursuit of post-materialist 
goals, with one of them being environmental protection. The conflicts 
that are embedded in value changes produce a divide between material-
ist versus post-materialist orientations. The examination of this divide 
can be also found in studies that analyse the transformation of the ideo-
logical space in contemporary democracies.5 The – sometime implicit 
– assumption in these studies is that environmentalism is included into 
a broader cultural dimensions together with other ‘New Politics’ issues 
(Ford and Jennings 2020; Knutsen 2018) such as gender equality, immi-
gration, and EU attitudes. Weko (2021) argued that in the European 
context, citizens who exhibit more favourable attitudes regarding the 
process of EU integration and migration tend to exhibit more 
pro-environmental stances too. However, for some scholars the environ-
mental issue is not associated with any other axis of political competi-
tion and they argue that it constitutes a dimension of its own (Kenny 
and Langsæther 2022).

Since environmental sociologists are mainly interested in economic 
and socio-demographic variables (e.g. Fairbrother 2016; Franzen and 
Mader 2020; Franzen and Meyer 2010; Franzen and Vogl 2012, 2013) 
when it comes to environmental concerns, our knowledge from an elec-
toral behaviour perspective is much more limited and empirically 
untested. Most of the political science research is focused exclusively on 
the US context or ignores the link between the environmental issue and 
voting behaviour (Campbell et  al. 2021; Chinn et  al. 2020; Goldberg 
et  al. 2021; Kotcher et  al. 2021; Mildenberger and Leiserowitz 2017; 
Tingley and Tomz 2020; Tvinnereim et  al. 2020; Weaver 2002). We 
know from the work of Schaffer et  al. (2021) that public demand for 
climate change mitigation is a driver for many of the policies that are 
adopted to help achieve this. Moreover, McCrea et  al. (2016), by analys-
ing a longitudinal dataset from Australian elections, conclude that par-
tisan politics increases fluctuations in climate change scepticism. But in 
general scholars have so far not put a lot of effort into researching how 
environmental preferences translate into electoral behaviour. To help 
address this research gap, we seek to study the relationship between 
environmental preferences and voters’ choice for political parties in an 
EU-wide comparative perspective. The following section introduces our 
research hypotheses.
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Hypotheses

The environmental proximity hypothesis

In order to analyse the relevance of environmental issue preferences, 
we focus our analysis on the party-voter distance (see van der Eijk 
et  al. 1996). Following Downs’ model of voting preferences, party 
choice is explained as a function of proximity. A main precondition in 
our study is that voters base their choices on proximity considerations 
on the environmental issue. Thus, we assumed that the willingness to 
cast a vote for a party increases when the distance between the pref-
erences of voters and parties on the environmental issue is small. We 
selected the so-called ‘proximity approach’ instead of the ‘directional’ 
one since we hypothesise that voters and parties tend to occupy spe-
cific positions on environmental issues in a general 
one-dimensional space.

Hypothesis 1: The smaller the party-voter distance on the environmental 
issue, the larger the probability that a voter will cast a vote for that party 
(H1).

The ideology-driven hypothesis

As already presented above, different studies confirm the linkage 
between climate change and the role of political ideology, suggesting 
that in the European context ideology is expected to shape attitudes 
towards the environment (McCright et  al. 2015). Kulin et  al. (2021) 
analyse in particular the significance of holding a nationalist ideology 
among voters compared to traditional left-wing/right-wing ideology 
regarding negative policy attitudes towards climate policies. Moreover, 
some scholars evaluate the role of populist attitudes in the under-
standing of climate scepticism. Right-wing populist voters tend to be 
less supportive of climate and environmental policies when compared 
to left-wing ones (Huber et  al. 2020, 2021). As discussed above, green 
parties are the issue-owners of environmentalism in their national 
policies and they are usually located on the centre-left to far left of 
the political spectrum (for a review see van Haute 2016). Such a 
structuring of the supply side of political competition might attract 
leftist voters if they see it as reconciling their pro-environmental con-
cerns with their broader ideological beliefs.

Hypothesis 2: The effect of party-voter proximity on the environmental 
issue on party choice will be greater for leftist voters in comparison to 
non-leftist voters (H2).
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The salience hypothesis

From communication studies, we know that people have a good sense of 
the general ‘opinion climate’ (Matthes et  al. 2018) in a society. They fol-
low the issues on the public agenda and adjust their electoral behaviour 
accordingly. If the environmental issue’s sleeping giant is ‘awake’, there 
should be partisan conflict among parties, and this conflict should be 
perceived by voters too. In this regard, the electorate would be expected 
to prioritise these issues. Accordingly, we can assume that the salience of 
the environmental issue in a country mediates the relationship between 
environmental preferences and a voter’s choice of party.

Hypothesis 3: The higher the salience of the environmental issue in a coun-
try, the larger the effect on party choice of party-voter proximity on the 
environmental issue (H3).

Data and research design

In order to empirically test our theoretical assumptions, we have drawn 
on data provided by the European Elections Study 2019 (Schmitt et  al. 
2022). Specifically, we use data from a post-electoral voter survey that 
was, depending on the country, collected between the 14th of June and 
the 11th of July 2019. The decision to examine European elections instead 
of national elections has practical underpinnings. The EP elections are 
ideal as a dataset for our research agenda as they were held at the same 
time in all member states. This increases the comparability of the results, 
which is not the case for any other election.6 Since EES 2019 includes all 
EU member states, our analysis aims to serve as a comparative study for 
the linkage of the environmental issue and voting behaviour. Additionally, 
the 2019 EP elections marked the highest salience of environmental issues 
across Europe’s citizenry since the 2004 enlargement (see Figure 1).

Since we are specifically concerned with the overall voting decision of 
voters as our dependent variable and not with turnout or the choice of a 
specific party (group), we make use of so-called stacked data (Carteny 
et  al. 2022). In using stacked data, the analytical attention shifts from the 
relationship between an individual and a specific party to the relation-
ships among the characteristics of the individuals and parties acting 
within a party system (van der Eijk et  al. 2006). In other words, stacked 
data instead of presenting one observation per respondent, includes sev-
eral party-voter dyads per individual equals to the number of parties 
within each national party system. Each of these dyads takes the value 1 
if the individual voted for the party, and 0 for all other parties. This 
constitutes our dependent variable and, as a result, our units of analysis 
increase from 26,538 respondents to 185,249 party-voter dyads.
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Our main independent variable of interest (H1) is the individual 
voter-party proximity on the environmental issue. We use the EES 
survey question on environmental protection vs. economic growth 
and compute the difference to the party positions measured using the 
same question featuring in the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (Jolly et  al. 
2022) (for the exact question wording see Table A1 in the Online 
Appendix). Figure 2 shows the positionings of voters and parties 
across the environmental issue in our dataset. The breakdown for the 
voters indicates that 24 per cent of voters in our sample take the 
most pro-environmental position in the scale. In contrast, political 
parties are much less environmentalist than voters. Hence, we identify 
quite a large gap between the environmental preferences of the polit-
ical demand and supply side.

In order to test for our remaining theoretical expectations (H2 & H3) 
two more independent variables are included in our models: whether a 
voter has a rather left-leaning political position as well as the salience of 
the environmental issue in a given country. Respondents’ left-wing views 
were covered by the usual left-right question (measured using a 11-points 
scale). If the selected value is lower than 5, the respondent is coded as 
left-wing, otherwise as not left-wing. The measurement of the public 
salience of the environmental issue builds on Eurobarometer data. 

Figure 1. P ercentage of EU citizens indicating the environmental issue as one of the 
two most important issues for their country.
Source: Authors’ elaboration based on Eurobarometer 61.0 (2004), Eurobarometer 71.1 (2009), 
Eurobarometer 81.2 (2014), Eurobarometer 91.2 (2019), Eurobarometer 96.3 (2022).

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2384797
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2384797
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Specifically, we considered the percentage of respondents indicating the 
‘environmental protection issue’ as one of the two most important prob-
lems in their country7 (European Commission 2019).

In addition to the described mechanisms which are of central interest 
for our paper, we also control for other determinants. First, we test whether 
voter-party distances on the political left-right continuum and the EU 
dimension might play a role in respondents’ vote choice. The measurement 
here once again follows the procedure described for the environmental 
issue (see Table A1 in the Online Appendix for the exact question word-
ings). Second, we controlled for whether the relationship between 
voter-party distance on the environmental issue is influenced by green 
party voting. In this context, we added a dichotomous control measuring 
those who voted for a green party in the 2019 EP elections. The identifi-
cation of green parties relies on the party family classification of the 
ParlGov dataset (Döring and Philip 2022). Third, we tested for the effect 
of certain macro-level indicators measured at the country level, by con-
trolling for 2018 GDP per capita. Comparative analysis, developing the 
post-materialist thesis (Inglehart 1997), has found evidence to suggest that 
pro-environmental attitudes and preferences are linked with economic 
prosperity and that environmental concerns are more pronounced in 
wealthier countries (Franzen and Meyer 2010; Franzen and Vogl 2013). 
Fourth, the importance of the environmental issue could be seen as a 
function of the green parties’ rootedness in a national party system. For 
this reason, we also control for the share of green votes collected in each 

Figure 2.  Voters and parties’ position on the environmental issue.
Note: Red bars indicate the percentage of voters in our sample holding distinct environmental posi-
tions, while the grey bars indicate the positions of political parties.
Source: Authors’ elaboration.

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2384797
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country during the 2014 EP elections, by using ParlGov data (Döring and 
Philip 2022). Finally, we controlled for the effect of some basic 
socio-demographic variables8 in our models via the so-called y-hats.9 Table 
A2 in the Online Appendix provides descriptive statistics of our dependent 
and independent variables.

In our dataset, party-voter dyads are nested within voters and coun-
tries. In light of this hierarchical data structure, our hypotheses are 
tested by estimated three-level logit regressions. In this respect, ran-
dom intercepts are modelled for voters at the country level, bearing in 
mind that the impact of party-voter ideological distances on voting 
behaviour is clustered by countries and that party-voter dyads are 
nested into individual respondents. Additionally, we included random 
slopes at the country level, in order to control for unobservable coun-
try characteristics.

In our hypotheses H2 and H3 we suggest that the degree of salience 
at the country level, as well as the ideologically left orientation at the 
individual level, condition the effect of party-voter distance on voting 
behaviour when it comes to the environmental issue. Considering the 
presence of multi-level interactions, we included random slopes on the 
individual-level variable (e.g. lower component) of the interactions (Heisig 
and Schaeffer 2019). All the variables have been first standardised in a 
0–1 interval. Then, the individual-level predictor involved in the interac-
tions (i.e. environmental distance) is centred around the group mean (e.g. 
country), while all the other predictors are centred around their grand 
mean (Enders and Tofighi 2007).

In our empirical modelling, we follow a stepwise logic. Whereas the 
first model only includes the main independent variable of interest, 
the following models gradually include more variables. In step two, the 
remaining independent variables are added to the model, and interacted 
with environmental proximity, one after another. Finally, the control vari-
ables at the micro and macro levels come into play.

Results

Table 1 presents the results of hierarchical multilevel logit models. The 
log-likelihood test supports the application of a multilevel model rather 
than a pooled logit model, suggesting the existence of significant unob-
served variation across countries.

The environmental proximity hypothesis

Our first hypothesis suggested a relationship linking party-voter distance 
on the environmental issue and vote choice. Hence, the baseline model 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2384797
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(model 1) tests for precisely this predictor with no other control variables. 
The results show that the environmental gap between voters and parties 
indeed plays a significant role for the voting decision taken. The greater 
the distance, the lower the likelihood of a voting decision in favour of a 
given party. Models 4 and 5 add respectively individual and country-level 
controls, while model 6 represents the full model. As expected, the min-
imisation of party-voter distance on both the left-right continuum and 
EU issue has a significant effect on voting behaviour, with the former 
showing the strongest impact. Interestingly, our main independent vari-
able – party-voter distance on the environmental issue – remains signifi-
cant even when introducing individual- and country-level controls.

Figure 3 plots the coefficients of the full model (model 6). In this 
respect, the impact of voters’ distance on the environmental issue might 
appear negligible, yet the fact that the variable still holds a significant 
effect – even when controlling for crucial ideological, socio-demographic 
and contextual variables – makes this finding (which supports H1) semi-
nal in investigating the impact of the environmental issue on voting 
behaviour.

The ideology-driven hypothesis

In our second hypothesis we argued that the distance on the environmen-
tal issue in predicting voting behaviour will have a more pronounced 
impact for leftist voters. In this respect, the interaction between the 

Figure 3. C oefficient plot explaining voting behaviour by the party-voter distance on 
the environmental issue.
Source: Authors’ elaboration.
Note: The graph plots the coefficients displayed by model 6, presented in Table 1.
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party-voter distance on the environmental issue and respondents’ leftist 
positioning results in significant effects when tested alone (model 2), 
when controlling for other individual level variables, including individual 
support for green parties (model 7) as well as including country-level 
characteristics (models 8 and 9). Our data reveal that when interacting the 
environmental distance with the dichotomous variable indicating the vot-
ers’ leftist ideological positioning, the magnitude of the coefficient of the 
interaction (see model 9, Table 1) is almost three times higher than in the 
model with the direct effect (see model 6). Figure 4 graphically presents 
the linear prediction of the environmental distance over voters’ left-leaning 
ideological beliefs (based on model 9). In this respect, leftist voters are 
more likely than other voters to support a party that shrinks the distance 
on the environmental issue. But when this distance increases, there is a 
lower probability that leftist voters will support such parties. This finding 
highlights the impact of congruence on the environmental issue in explain-
ing voting behaviour and is in line with our second research hypothesis.

The salience hypothesis

Next, we turn to the direct and moderating role of public salience. As pre-
sented in model 6, public opinion salience of environmental issues does not 
affect voting behaviour. Yet when we combine the party-voter distance on 
the environmental issue with its degree of salience in different countries, we 
register a negative relationship (see model 3). This implies that when 

Figure 4. A djusted predictions of leftist vs. non-leftist voters with 95% confidence.
Source: Authors’ elaboration.
Note: Adjusted predictions based on model 9 (see Table 1).
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salience increases, voters are more likely to vote for those parties whose 
policies are congruent with their views on the environmental issue. This 
relationship also holds true when controlling for individual- (model 10) and 
country-level (model 11) variables as well as in the full model (12). In this 
respect, Figure 5 displays the average marginal effect of this interaction 
(based on model 12) by showing how a higher degree of salience increases 
the likelihood to vote for a party whose platform more closely reflects a 
voter’s preference on the environmental issue. This supports our H3.

Looking at our country-level controls, we also explored whether other 
country-level predictors (e.g. green parties’ vote share registered in the 
previous EP election (2014) and a country’s GDP measured one year 
prior to the election) moderate the relationship with the voter-party dis-
tance on the environmental issue. In line with the modernisation thesis, 
we found that the congruence on the environmental issue is more likely 
to predict voting behaviour in those countries with a higher GDP per 
capita (see Online Appendix model 1, Table A1). Additionally, the impact 
of congruence on the environmental issue and voting behaviour is also 
more marked in those contexts characterised by green parties that attained 
electoral success in 2014 (see Online Appendix model 2, Table A1).

Concluding remarks

Climate change and environmental issues are steadily moving to the top of 
the media and public agenda in many European countries. However, we 

Figure 5.  Marginal effects of environmental distance by salience with 95% 
confidence.
Source: Authors’ elaboration.
Note: Marginal effect based on model 12 (see Table 1).

https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2384797
https://doi.org/10.1080/01402382.2024.2384797
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know that political parties often fail to incorporate their environmental pref-
erences into their party platforms. Additionally, even though several studies 
have explored the determinants of environmental preferences among the EU’s 
citizenry (for a review see Puleo 2023), the precise impact of these prefer-
ences on voting behaviour remains so far a largely neglected area of study.

Following Han & Finke’s work on environmental preferences and green 
party support (2022), we revealed how the 2019 EP election data show 
signs of environmental issue voting beyond the green party family. Our 
empirical results reveal that voters indeed tend to support parties that 
minimise the distance on the environmental issue. This finding is robust 
even after controlling for other ideological and contextual factors. Moreover, 
the relevance of this positional distance seems to be even more important 
for left-leaning voters. Indeed, we found that leftist voters are much more 
inclined to support those parties whose platforms more closely reflect their 
views on the environmental issue. Crucially, this effect appears to be robust 
also after controlling for green party voters. On top of this, we found that 
the effect of environmental issue voting is higher in those countries char-
acterised by a higher salience of the environmental issue. These two find-
ings suggest that the relevance of the environmental issue in explaining 
voting behaviour might even increase in the coming years and in the 2024 
EP elections, given the widespread evidence of climate change.

However, the distance between the party and the voter on the environ-
mental issue influences the voting behaviour of leftist and rightist voters 
differently. This difference could be explained by inferring that rightist 
parties tend to be considerably less pro-environmental than their voters 
when compared to leftist parties. This implies that leftist voters can match 
their environmental preferences and concerns with their broader ideolog-
ical beliefs on the left–right dimension. In this regard, our findings sug-
gest that the pro-environmental preferences of rightist voters are currently 
not adequately represented by rightist parties. This strategic opportunity 
might be exploited in the future, producing innovative policy platforms 
that combines right-wing positioning and environmentalism. Some semi-
nal contributions focusing on party competition seem to support our 
insights. Far-right parties indeed tend to increase their acknowledgement 
of the environmental issue, when the salience increases across the general 
public (Spoon and Williams 2022). Additionally, a recent analysis of 
far-right communication revealed that even if these parties are mainly 
opposing policies tailored to mitigate climate change, they often acknowl-
edge that climate change is a serious concern, and they increasingly dis-
cuss environmental protection (Forchtner and Lubarda 2023).

We admit that our results might be influenced by the data source we 
used in measuring parties’ positions on the environmental issue. Experts 
might be biased by their own views in classifying parties’ positions (Curini 
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2010). In this respect, considering the higher number of CHES experts 
holding leftist and liberal positions, there might be bias involved when 
evaluating environmental positions for right-wing and especially far-right 
actors. In this respect, we hope that in the near future comparative sur-
veys will include respondents’ evaluation of parties’ position on the envi-
ronmental issue.

Altogether, our study’s findings provide evidence that preferences on 
environmental issues matter for people’s voting choice – in particular for 
leftist voters and in countries with a greater public salience on environ-
ment. These findings are highly relevant for researchers interested in 
European politics. Based on our findings we would argue that future 
scholarly work should incorporate an environmental politics dimension 
when studying electoral behaviour in addition to the traditional left–right 
dimension of politics and the different facets of the more cultural dimen-
sions of European politics (Schäfer et  al. 2021). One important question 
for future research would thus certainly be whether the preferences for 
environmental issues are consistent with these two standard dimensions 
of the political space. It is therefore of major importance to develop 
appropriate questions to map the different facets of environmental atti-
tudes. With the next round of EP elections taking place in 2024, in our 
opinion this would be an ideal testing ground for the robustness of our 
findings regarding the question of whether green issues are still as rele-
vant for the citizenry and political actors as one would assume in view of 
the timeliness, and indeed urgency, of the topic.

Notes

	 1.	 This is what the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the 
United Nations body for assessing the science related to climate change, 
regularly assesses in its reports (for more detailed information, please refer 
to the IPCC website: https://www.ipcc.ch/reports/, 11.07.2023).

	 2.	 Eurobarometer (EB) data used by Schwörer (2023) shows that respondents 
in (some of the selected) EU member states consider environmental protec-
tion as one of the two most important issues that their country is facing at 
the moment.

	 3.	 This is also the case in Germany which is among the frontrunners when it 
comes to climate change mitigation (Kachi et al. 2015). The German 
Institute for Economic Research (DIW-Econ 2021) revealed that none of 
the parties’ election manifestos, issued ahead of the 2021 federal election in 
Germany, has proposed policy measures which comply with the guidelines 
of the Paris Agreement.

	 4.	 This is also evident when looking at election manifestos from the 2019 EP 
elections. The collected and coded Euromanifesto data from 2019 (Reinl 
and Braun 2023) shows that the topics of environmental protection and 
climate change only played marginal roles here. This is despite green parties 
performing above average in these elections.

https://www.ipcc.ch/reports/
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	 5.	 This divide has also been theorised employing alternative terminology. For 
example, it has been construed as a new cleavage produced by the secular-
ising dynamic and the purported generational value shift due to economic 
growth, increased levels of affluence and the rapid expansion of education. 
More specifically, it has been expressed in terms of the contrast between 
GAL (green/alternative/libertarian) and TAN (traditional/authoritarian/na-
tionalist) orientations (Hooghe et al. 2002), libertarian-universalist versus 
traditionalist-communitarian values (Bornschier 2010) or between demarca-
tion versus integration (Kriesi et al. 2006).

	 6.	 In addition, EP elections have been traditionally considered as second-order 
elections (Reif and Schmitt 1980). This implies that voters are freer in express-
ing their vote as the process of national government formation is not at stake.

	 7.	 We used the EB 91.2 (2019) dataset, collecting the data between the 15th 
and the 29th of March 2019 – that is, before that year’s EP elections.

	 8.	 Despite a disputed cross-national validity (see Kvaløy et al. 2012), age is 
often considered a crucial predictor in shaping citizens’ concerns on the 
environment. We verified whether younger voters are more influenced than 
older cohorts by the distance on the environmental issue between their 
preferences and those displayed by political parties. Our results show no 
significant effects (see Table A3 in the Online Appendix).

	 9.	 Y-hats represent the coefficient of a multivariate regression (distinct for 
each party) of a party’s propensity to vote on the socio-demographic pre-
dictors (for an extensive discussion on y-hats see van der Eijk et al. 2006). 
As a robustness check we also ran our analysis omitting the y-hats. The 
results confirm this paper’s findings (see Online Appendix Table A4).
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