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Abstract 

Research on public responses to climate change mitigation policies is proliferating. Therefore, 
a need to critically review the existing research practice arises. Studies published over the last 
15 years (n=164) and focusing on public attitudes and responses to climate policies are reviewed 
in this thesis with respect to a) measures and operational definitions of policy support, 
acceptability, acceptance, and other types of responses and b) factors related to such responses. 
A great diversity of measures and measured constructs, frequent lack of theoretical embedding, 
and conceptual vagueness are currently pervasive in the field. Such state leads to uncertainty of 
what is being measured, ambiguity, and greater diversity and lower comparability of results. In 
response to this state, the thesis proposes a construct of policy attitudes and responses as an 
overarching concept comprising the diversity of measures and constructs already in use, and a 
theoretical framework, based on the Value-Belief-Norm theory, as a heuristic tool for 
measurement, analysis, and interpretation of survey results. Additionally, the thesis discusses 
the interlinkage of public opinion on climate policies and policy-making process to argue the 
relevance and the role of the reviewed research. 

Three original studies are part of the thesis to empirically support the presented arguments 
and propositions: study 1 on differences between measures of policy attitudes; study 2 on 
interactions between policy characteristics and political orientation; and study 3 on factors 
related to perceived characteristics of different policy instruments. 
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Public responses to climate change 

mitigation policies 
PhD Thesis Propositions 

2017 
 

1 The aims and structure of the thesis 

With the international debate on climate change mitigation policy continuing and reaching new 

deals and challenges, research on public responses to policy proposals is proliferating. Policy 

makers are keen to know what GHG emission reduction policies may be accepted by the public 

and what may induce opposition or struggle to find popular support or acceptance. Regarding 

public opinion as a key factor to policy feasibility, policy makers often see the lack of policy 

acceptability or support among citizens as a barrier to policy implementation. Therefore, the 

demand for studies of public opinion about climate change mitigation policies rises. Responding 

to this demand, researchers usually focus on description and explanation of attitudes toward 

diversely formulated policy proposals. Far less attention, however, is paid to the methodological 

and conceptual side of the issue.  

As the field is relatively young and quickly growing, a need to summarize the vast and diverse 

results arises. Yet the task is a difficult one. The state of the art in existing research raises caution 

with respect to what general conclusions can we make. The diversity of measures and constructs, 

frequent lack of any theoretical embedding of these measures, and methodological vagueness all 

make it difficult to formulate any general policy recommendations. Nevertheless, such 

recommendations are not only being made, but also demanded by policy-makers. Universal 

recipes for policy success are attractive as always.  

Therefore, addressing the methodological and conceptual issues which have been marginalized 

so far, the goals of this dissertation thesis are: 

a) to propose a construct of policy attitudes and responses as an overarching concept 

comprising the diversity of measures and constructs already in use and providing a 

theoretical background for comparison between them; 

b) to propose a theoretical framework as a heuristic tool for measurement, analysis, and 

interpretation of survey results on public responses to climate change mitigation 

policies. 

These goals will be attained a) by reviewing existing measures and constructs of attitudes 

toward climate change mitigation policies, especially policy support and policy acceptability or 

acceptance, and by embedding the concept of policy attitudes and responses in a theory of 

attitudes, and b) by identifying factors related to public responses to climate change mitigation 

policies and by summarizing them systematically within a framework based on a theoretical 

model. A comprehensive systematic review of 164 studies examining determinants of policy 

acceptability, acceptance, or support in the last 15 years was conducted for these purposes (for 

earlier version of the review including some results see Zvěřinová, Ščasný, & Kyselá, 2014). 

In its first substantive chapter, the thesis also discusses the interlinkage of public opinion and 

policy-making process and its relevance to measurement of public responses to climate change 



 

7 
 

mitigation policies. An overview of measures used in research of public responses to GHG 

emissions reduction policies provided in chapter 3 is focused on conceptual and operational 

definitions of diverse policy responses, such as policy acceptability, acceptance, and support and 

their measurement and implications for analysis and interpretation of results. Building on the 

conclusions of the methodological discussion in the previous chapter, the literature review in 

chapter 4 aims at understanding policy attitudes in two perspectives – as a general evaluative 

tendency toward climate change mitigation policies and as policy-specific evaluations.  

A general conceptual framework for measuring and analysing policy responses is proposed and 

discussed in chapter 5. Stemming from recommendations for operationalisation of policy 

responses, the proposed framework aspires to summarize existing knowledge to an adaptable 

frame, which can be further used to formulate research questions and analytical models and to 

interpret existing results with increased comparability and ability to generalise to appropriate 

levels (e.g., refraining from inferring conclusions about climate policy in general from results on 

specific policies).  

Three empirical studies are added to the thesis to further support or exemplify some of the 

conclusions made throughout the text. Study 1 explores prevalent measures of popular policy 

support and the differences in results obtained by using them, thus supporting the discussion on 

conceptual and empirical differences between measures of public responses to climate change 

policies reviewed in chapter 3. Study 2 deals with the interaction between policy frames and 

individual characteristics of the respondents and study 3 focuses on relationships of perceived 

policy characteristics with the variables of the Value-Belief-Norm theory model. The two latter 

studies provide empirical examples of interactions between the characteristics of individuals and 

evaluated policies as discussed in chapter 4. Study 3, furthermore, offers new insights into the role 

of perceived policy characteristics in models of policy attitudes and thus informs the formulation 

of the proposed framework. 
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2 Public responses to policies as public opinion 

Public opinion in a restricted sense of the term has been established as citizens’ answers to 

surveys and polls and as such it influences other actors’ decisions and actions (including interest 

groups, NGO’s, social movements, and policy makers). As a mediated representation of public 

responses, public opinion in this sense is a crucial part of a broader public opinion process. 

Therefore, public opinion research has become “an institutional component of the very political 

process it seeks to understand” (Price & Roberts, 1987, p. 787).  

Representations of public opinion, i.e., perceived public opinion, are simultaneously co-

constructed and represented by survey measurement and instruments (Perrin & McFarland, 

2011). Following the debate in chapter 2 of the thesis, I propose a reconceptualization of how 

results of policy acceptability or policy support studies are interpreted. First, if researchers are to 

examine public opinion in order to elicit values and identify policy problems needing attention, 

respondents should be given space to formulate their views in more proactive way rather than 

responding to issues selected by researchers or policy makers (Althaus, 2003). This requirement 

certainly calls for new techniques, data collection methods, and use of multiple research methods 

(Page, 1994).  

Second, if we want to explore policy-specific attitudes and their implications for policy making 

or possible reactions of citizens to proposed and implemented policies, we should do it in terms 

of readiness or potential for acceptance or support, rather than actual acceptance or support. The 

word acceptability in fact hints to this potential – the ability to accept. Instead of claiming that 

there is some overall support for climate policies, researchers should claim that there is high 

potential for policy support. Such interpretation weakens our conclusions, but more importantly, 

it weakens the assumptions we need to make similar claims about the public.  

Moreover, there is no “popularity threshold” (Pawson & Wong, 2013, p. 446) or a green light, 

when a policy has enough support or acceptability to be “safe to implement”. Rather, it is a matter 

of conditions. As Pawson and Wong (2013) state, best evidence researches can offer to policy 

makers is a proposition of when a certain policy is more likely to be supported and what elements 

need to be in place. 

Consequently, instead of assuming citizens to be opinionated on policies, we should explore 

what potential they have to form a positive (or negative) opinion about a policy. This slight shift 

in the perspective would help to avoid such pitfalls like debating whether people can have policy-

specific preferences or rather preferences for the degree or contours of governmental activity in 

general (Stimson, MacKuen, & Erikson, 1994; Wlezien, 2004) by simply acknowledging that 

people do not have preferences at all (Bartels, 2003). Instead, they are more or less likely to 

develop policy-specific opinions if presented with the real deal. We can try to gauge this potential 

by measuring its valence, i.e., whether people evaluate the proposed policy in positive or negative 

terms, and strength, i.e., to what degree they feel convinced about the evaluation or attitude. The 

idea of readiness to form an opinion, rather than having a formed opinion, could also help us to 

take a better grasp of the framing effects and all the considerable changes in respondents’ answers 

that question the existence of public opinion as such. In any case, it places great emphasis on 

measurement strategies and concepts used in survey questions, i.e., methodological issues 

discussed in the third chapter of the thesis.  



 

9 
 

3 Methodological assessment of public responses 

to climate change policies 

Literature review description  

A comprehensive literature review of empirical studies examining climate change policy 

attitudes was conducted with focus on a) instruments used in the current research practice to 

measure public policy attitudes and b) factors related to public responses to climate change 

mitigation policies (see the next section). The goal was to provide research agenda in terms of 

methods of measurement, as well as in terms of explanatory factors, and to inform a construction 

of a theoretical framework based on a narrative synthesis of empirical results (Mays, Pope, & 

Popay, 2005; Torraco, 2005).  

The review has two parts. All studies found in the search were used in the preliminary phases 

of the literature review to scan the scope of the research, methods, approaches, and theoretical 

background, as well as concepts, operational definitions, and measurement of key constructs.  

Only certain studies were selected for the second part, i.e., discussion of relevant explanatory 

factors. These were studies using general or composite measures and studies focusing on taxes as 

a specific domain of climate policy. The purpose of narrowing the focus to a single domain of policy 

instruments is to provide more detailed and contextually based synthesis of the results. Reviewing 

studies of attitudes to mitigation policies in general, on the other hand, provides a comparative 

material. 

The complete review includes empirical studies (n=164) of general publics in Europe, North 

America, and Australia published since 2000 until the beginning of 2017 (few highly relevant 

studies published from 1997 to 2000 were also included). Studies were searched primarily with 

a systematic key word search in leading scientific databases (e.g., EBSCOhost, Science Direct, Web 

of Science etc.) followed by reference search in eligible studies. No criteria on method or 

theoretical approach of the studies were formulated. No further specification of the policy domain 

other than climate change mitigation and GHG emissions reduction policy was required (only 

studies considering environmental effects were considered relevant in the case of road pricing 

policies). An overview of all studies and their characteristics is provided in the thesis.  
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Concepts and operational definitions 

There is a great diversity in what measures are used to capture policy attitudes and in the terms 

describing these attitudes, measures, and concepts. In most of the studies reviewed in the thesis, 

any definition of used concepts is rarely given, although most use the terms policy acceptability, 

acceptance, support, or policy preferences to describe the presented results. Conceptual and 

methodological implications of the formulation of survey measures are, however, rarely 

contemplated. Indicators are often constructed without mentioning their underlying concepts or 

assumptions, or without any awareness of it.  

Moreover, there is a lack of studies considering conceptual issues, issues of consistency, and 

construct validity. We therefore cannot be sure whether all the studies in the field measure the 

same thing, as some evidence suggests, or different concepts with diverse predictors. In a broader 

scope, Saris and Gallhofer (2014) report that researchers often think in terms of questions, 

disregarding the basic concepts-by-intuition, i.e., concepts meaning of which is readily obvious and 

are the basis of questions. Researchers then form more complicated constructs without a clear 

awareness of basic concepts they measure or attempt to measure by chosen questions. 

The existing diversity in terms and concepts as overviewed in the thesis points to a lack of 

clarity in theoretical background of the measures and concepts used. Policy support, acceptability, 

acceptance, and related concepts are referred to as attitudes (Cools et al., 2011), preferences 

(Konisky, Milyo, & Richardson, 2008), a conative component of environmental attitudes 

(Schaffrin, 2015), or a behaviour itself (Stern, 2000; Tobler, Visschers, & Siegrist, 2012). 

Simultaneously, the terms support, acceptability, or acceptance have been widely used 

interchangeably. This is a state of conceptual vagueness. Broad diversity of measures, lack of 

definitions, and scarce reflection of the operationalisation process (McCright, Marquart-Pyatt, 

Shwom, Brechin, & Allen, 2016) lead to ambiguity and uncertainty of what is being measured, 

lower comparability of results, lack of specificity (Dreyer, Teisl, & McCoy, 2015), and consequently 

to different results both in terms of descriptive statistics and explanations of differences or 

determinants of measured dependent variables (see chapter 4 of the thesis). 

In response to this state, an overarching concept of policy attitudes and responses is presented 

in the thesis. The concept derives from Eagly’s and Chaiken’s (1993, p. 1) definition of attitude as 

“a psychological tendency that is expressed by evaluating a particular entity with some degree of 

favor or disfavor”. A very useful trait of this definition according to Bartels (2003) is the distinction 

between the psychological tendency and its particular expression (response) – attitudes are 

therefore separated from individual attitudinal judgements (Eagly & Chaiken, 2007). This view 

corresponds with the more general distinction between concepts-by-intuition and concepts-by-

postulation developed by Saris and Gallhofer (2014). Attitudes are constructs, i.e., concepts-by-

postulation, which need to be defined - either by their three proposed components (affective, 

cognitive, and conative), by their expressions (responses), or in other ways supported by a sound 

theory. In all cases, these definitions are based on and operationalised by concepts-by-intuition, 

which are more or less immediately perceived and/or understood by respondents, and include 

concepts such as feelings, evaluations, judgements, norms, or observable behaviours (Saris & 

Gallhofer, 2014). This broader distinction of concepts serves well in the understanding of the 

methodological implications of distinguishing policy attitude as an underlying evaluative 

tendency from its specific expressions, i.e., policy responses. 

The evaluative tendencies that constitute attitudes are unmeasurable per se and may very well 

be stable and consistent. On the other hand, the responses through which they manifest may 
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change (Figure 1). Differences between answers to questions on support and acceptability (e.g., 

Batel, Devine-Wright, & Tangeland, 2013; Dreyer et al., 2015; Dreyer & Walker, 2013) may 

therefore result from measuring different evaluative responses to an object (policy), rather than 

entirely different concepts. According to Eagly and Chaiken (1993, 2007), different classes of 

evaluative responses may not be empirically separable. The classes are more like a conceptual 

framework to map and express possible responses, not necessarily some distinguishable 

dimensions. On some occasions, however, they may be separable and even inconsistent with each 

other depending on direct or indirect mode of presentation of the object, nonverbal or verbal 

nature of the response (Breckler, 1984), and the type of the evaluated object (Eagly & Chaiken, 

1993). According to Kahneman, Ritov, and Schkade (1999), different responses may also have 

distinctive determinants1. 

Figure 1: Conceptual model of policy responses 

 

Since policy-specific attitudes are context and formulation-dependent, special attention needs 

to be paid to formulation and wording of the proposed policies and the survey questions 

introducing them. Measures reviewed in the dissertation thesis focus on climate policies in two 

different ways – some attempt to measure a general attitude toward climate policy as a principle 

or toward governmental action on climate change in general (“something is to be done about 

climate change”, “government should do something about it”, etc.), others measure attitudes 

toward specific policies or policy proposals. In both cases, the attitude object or entity is climate 

policy, but with different levels of generality. 

                                                           
1 The possibility of considerable gaps between results obtained by different measures was exemplified by study 1 
comparing composite indicators of willingness to make economic sacrifices on behalf of environmental protection and 
general acceptability of environmental policies. The results show no correlations between the two measures and 
regression analyses indicate different set of explanatory factors. These results point to the need to distinguish 
between different public responses and to empirically assess relationships of these responses. 
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Measures of public responses to general policy endeavours leave respondents with a lot of 

freedom to imagine whatever they want under the general formulation used (e.g., “climate 

policy”). This freedom, however, limits researchers, since they have no control over these ideas 

and can also hardly account for them in their analyses and interpretation. Policy specifications, on 

top of that, can have surprising effects, resulting in a diametrically different or even contradictory 

answers. Thus, carefully specifying the evaluated object and the use of experimental designs 

allowing for variation in the specifications in defined attributes can substantially improve 

analyses and our knowledge about the issue. 

The contextual dependency of policy specific attitudes naturally raises a critical question how 

to determine what contexts and frames are appropriate for use in surveys and why (Bartels, 2003) 

and how to specify the policies presented to respondents. There is literally no way of presenting 

a specific climate policy that would not carry a label or frame potentially influencing provided 

answers. Even the common or prevalent policy formulation as used in official documents, 

academic debates, and media carry meanings which can introduce unobserved biases or effects 

into results. 

Some recommendations to researchers pursuing assessment of public responses to mitigation 

policies were made based on the review and discussion of existing practice: 

• Researchers should carefully consider and deliberate what responses to measure. If the 

research question is formulated with a specific response in mind, the used measure 

should adhere to it. If, on the other hand, a specific response is not the subject, a 

multitude of them should be included at least in the pre-survey.  

• Two approaches to defining climate policy as an attitude object were distinguished: 

examining either an overall attitude to governmental action on climate change, or 

policy-specific attitudes. Both approaches have certain limitations which should be 

reflected in the interpretation of results. 

• The formulation of the proposed policy should be based on the results of previous 

studies examining similar policies and a pilot or pre-survey exploring the meanings 

respondents associate with different labels or policy characteristics. 

o Information about costs of a proposed policy should be at least considered or 

provided to respondents as it can significantly affect their answers (Chaudoin, 

Smith, & Urpelainen, 2014; Rhodes & Jaccard, 2013). 

• Qualitative pre-surveys should be used to elicit policy characteristics important to 

citizens in each context, if there are no specific characteristics important to the 

researchers or policy-makers. 

• With respect to measuring attitudes toward governmental mitigation action in general, 

composite measures are usually preferable to single items. 

Given the complexity of environmental attitudes, contextual dependency, and technological 

intricacy of climate change mitigation policy, diverse approaches are needed to unfold how people 

think about policies, process relevant and provided information, and arrive to conclusions which 

can then lead to decisions and actions (and how this relationship may work) (McCarney & 

Schrekhise, 1999). Methodological diversity should, however, not be confused with 

methodological obfuscation, vagueness, or unclarity. Although diversity in definitions can be 

fruitful by leading to different considerations and approaches to problems (or even identifying 

new, previously unrecognized problems), absence of definitions on the other hand often leads to 

misinterpretation and misleading conclusions.   
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4 Factors related to public responses to climate 

change policies 

A considerable diversity exists in factors related to policy-specific attitudes even within as 

narrowly defined areas like climate change taxes. The diversity probably results from the current 

research practice but also from the dependency of policy attitudes and responses on policy-

specific formulation and context. Nevertheless, some factors have been identified as common to 

the general climate policy evaluations and policy-specific attitudes toward taxes.  

Only some of the common socio-economic and demographic characteristics seem to have a 

steady relationship in terms of its orientation (not necessarily strength), namely education and 

car ownership or use. The evidence on associations of general climate policy attitudes and 

attitudes toward taxes to gender, age, and income is mixed at best.  

Environmental, egalitarian, and self-transcending value orientations are among the most 

robust predictors of positive public responses to climate change mitigation policies. Moreover, 

both general and specific policy evaluations seem to be steadily anchored in environmental values. 

In general, policy attitudes are formed by reference to broad values and respondents’ beliefs 

rather than by careful deliberation of costs and benefits of climate actions. But although Drews 

and van der Bergh (2015) conclude in their review that hierarchical and individualistic 

orientations have the opposite effect to environmental and self-transcending value orientations, 

the results regarding these orientations are not so robust. Rather, effects of these variables seem 

to depend on policy-specific principles and instruments in question. Individualistic and egalitarian 

worldviews within the framework of cultural theory are opposing principles leading almost 

universally to lower and higher levels of acceptability respectively. Fatalist and hierarchist 

worldviews, on the other hand, are presumably more sensitive to policy-specific context. 

Political orientation usually interacts with other factors, especially policy-specific beliefs (see 

Study 2). Most of these interactions have not yet been studied. In general, left-wing and green 

political orientations usually imply higher probability of positive attitudes toward climate change 

mitigation policies. Political orientation can be a discourse gateway of policy perception and 

evaluation – policies can be evaluated in terms of the relevant party or political ideology discourse.  

Awareness of climate change consequences is also usually associated with more positive policy 

evaluations. Interestingly, more distant threats and threats to others rather than to individuals 

themselves often contribute more to formation of positive attitudes. Distant effects of climate 

change can therefore be highly relevant, while proximising climate change can have adverse 

effects related to negative emotional responses. Fear, for example, can have adverse effects as 

despair and resignation. As Drews and van der Bergh (2015) summarize, hope and interest are 

also important emotions and should be addressed in climate change communication. Anticipated 

emotions related to one’s actions, including voting behaviour, play also an important role in 

relation to social norms. 

Descriptive social norms regarding public opinion and opinions of significant others can also 

contribute to positive policy evaluation, since public opinion usually is, in general, positively 

inclined to climate action (although public can evaluate more specific actions less positively than 

general policy proposals). Social norms concerning targeted behaviours can play an important 

role too, as well as beliefs about whether these behaviours should or should not be regulated in 

society and whose responsibility it is to tackle climate change or regulate individual behaviour for 
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that purpose. Issues of trust enter the consideration then, especially toward the government and 

its officials. 

The targeted behaviour is also important in relation to the cost of the behavioural change 

proposed by the policy and to the perceived effectiveness of the policy (effectiveness in terms of 

behavioural change). With higher behavioural effort and financial costs involved, policy 

acceptability decreases. Just stating there will be any financial costs for the respondent if the policy 

was implemented can lead to a significant decrease in policy acceptability. Coerciveness in terms 

of costs to citizens and required behavioural efforts, as well as other constraints and limitations 

of personal choices and freedom, can have substantive adverse effects on policy attitudes. Pull 

measures are therefore universally preferred in most policy domains. 

Perceived environmental effectiveness and effectiveness in reaching the proposed goals 

(including behavioural change) are important to positive policy evaluations. Other effects, 

however, may be more important to voters than environmental effectiveness. Therefore, 

exploring the reasons for what citizens see as effective and why is another important task for 

future research. Moreover, perceived effectiveness is related to perceived fairness as another key 

policy characteristic. Although there is no single preferred rule for distribution of costs (and 

benefits such as revenues) of the policy, some formulations of the polluter-pays principle are 

usually evaluated more positively. The role of perceptions of the policy formulation processes and 

their fairness, transparency, and legitimacy should be also studied in future. 

Furthermore, policy effectiveness can be enhanced by revenue recycling, especially when 

paired with policies with less obvious effects on behaviours (e.g., taxes). Policy transparency and 

intelligibility, as well as trust toward politicians and government, can be crucial in policy 

formulation. Well-formulated policy, i.e., simple and transparent policy with clear communication 

of its effects, can overcome some barriers of mistrust, be perceived as more legitimate, and result 

in an increase in policy acceptability with relatively little costs. 

Clearly, policy-specific beliefs are crucial in understanding policy attitudes. Yet, many of them 

are entirely omitted from analyses and those analysed do not have a stable place in any of the 

theoretical frameworks used in the field of public responses to environmental policies. Not many 

studies explore the determinants of policy-specific beliefs or whether these beliefs mediate the 

effects of other relevant concepts and considerations (see Study 3 in the thesis). Some 

propositions of models including policy-specific beliefs (namely perceived effectiveness, fairness, 

and coerciveness) summarized in the fourth chapter of the thesis have already been made and 

empirically tested. These models successfully depart from the Value-Belief-Norm (VBN) theory 

model (Stern, 2000; Stern, Dietz, Abel, Guagnano, & Kalof, 1999), but differ in the proposed 

relationships between policy-specific beliefs, policy attitudes, and other key concepts of the VBN 

model. Moreover, they omit some of the key variables as overviewed in this chapter. Therefore, a 

framework reflecting these variables and informed by the extensive literature review and 

presented empirical results is proposed in the fifth chapter of the thesis. 
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5 Framework for assessment of public responses 

to climate change policies 

The aim of the literature review was to propose a general framework which would serve to 

anchor the existing results and aid new research by pointing out unanswered questions and empty 

areas, including the need for context-dependent and policy-specific research. The framework is 

not meant to be applied universally, but with respect to context, measurement, and policy 

specification. Based on the findings and conclusions debated throughout the dissertation, 

specifically on the concept of policy attitudes, and from the results of the literature review, several 

key propositions regarding climate policy attitudes can be made: 

a) Policy attitudes are psychological tendencies expressed by a diversity of evaluative 

responses to specific and general policies and policy proposals. 

b) Responses to climate change mitigation policies tap into a general underlying attitude 

toward climate change action. This, together with bases in individual value orientations, 

results in their relative stability.  

c) Individual policy responses are context-, response- and policy-dependent. As such, they 

vary and may occasionally contradict each other and the general evaluative tendency 

underlying them.  

d) Some factors, such as environmental values, political orientation, and attitudes toward 

public governance, form the general basis of policy attitudes as psychological 

tendencies. 

e) Individual policy responses are furthermore based on a changing set of other values, 

worldviews, beliefs, and considerations. This set is a function of the type and 

specification of the response, the specification of a policy as entity being evaluated, and 

the context of the evaluation. 

Put together and linked to the factors discussed in chapter 4 as key and common to most policy 

responses, these propositions can be depicted as a basic framework for assessment of public 

policy responses (see Figure 2). Such framework, however, is not a theoretical model. Rather, it is 

a heuristical tool for conceptualising, exploring, and measurement of policy responses (Jackson, 

2005). Its purpose is to guide researchers when considering what to measure, how to define it 

and measure it, and with relation to what to analyse it. The framework may serve as a starting 

point for development of a more sophisticated theoretical model to be empirically tested or as a 

point of comparison between existing and/or future models and results.  

The framework is not designed as a fixed theoretical model. On the contrary, it is proposed as 

adaptable to specific research questions, policy contexts, and situations. Several types of relevant 

research questions are subsumed under the framework. Namely, questions examining factors 

related to a specific public response to either specific policy proposal or climate change policy 

action in general or questions examining how publics may respond (in different ways) to a specific 

policy proposal or climate change policy action in general. As discussed in chapter 4 of the thesis, 

existing results are dependent on context and on policy formulation. Therefore, different factors 

are expected to have various relationships with and effects on policy attitudes expressed in such 

diverse ways. Moreover, only contextualised research and results can provide information 

relevant to the policy problem at hand with sufficient understanding and detail, simultaneously 

avoiding the pitfalls of excessive generality and oversimplification. Thus, the framework is open 

to adjustment to fit specific cases and contexts. 
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Figure 2: Framework for assessment of public responses to climate policies 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

There are two key elements of the framework: 1) the construct of policy attitudes and 

responses as dependent variables (see above), and 2) the selection and disposition of factors 

related to policy attitudes. The framework proposes a set of variables (or groups of variables), 

that may help to explain or predict public responses to climate change mitigation policies. The 

fundamental structure of the framework is formed by the Value-Belief-Norm theory model, which 

assumes a causal chain from general value orientations through environmental values, awareness 

of consequences of a given environmental problem, and ascription of responsibility (usually to 

oneself) to subjective norm, which is activated in response to the previous stimuli and in turn 

leads to a performance of environmentally-significant behaviour (Stern, 2000; Stern et al., 1999; 

Stern, Kalof, Dietz, & Guagnano, 1995).  

While the core proposition of the VBN theory model is retained in the proposed framework, 

some changes are made to adapt the model to a more attitudinal concept as a dependent variable 

and to an alternative role of the citizen ― from a more-or-less active performer of behaviours and 

practices to a rather passive evaluator of governmental proposals. 

Thus, general value orientations are hypothesised to influence environmental values on one 

hand and political orientation on the other. Political orientation then relates to trust in 

government or potentially in other actors, such as other people, business, media etc. (although 

these are usually not important according to the existing results). The proposed causal chain then 

leads to the ascription of responsibility to self and/or the government, whichever may be relevant 

in a specific case (both are usually at least partly relevant depending on context and formulated 

response). Ascription of responsibility furthermore influences attitude toward climate action in 

general. This attitude is unmeasurable by itself and can be examined only through its expressions 

in responses as formulated by researchers or observed in day-to-day practice. These expressions, 

however, are not simple and direct translations of the underlying attitude. Characteristics of the 

policy as well as context both intervene and may introduce variability. Perception of policy 

effectiveness, fairness, and coerciveness, as well as other perceived characteristics and policy 

labels, may change the importance of different factors and may result in differences in measured 

responses to different policies or policy instruments. Similarly, the formulation of response itself 

introduces variance into expressed evaluations.  

Other variables may be introduced into models based on the framework and some of those 

already included in it may be omitted. Nevertheless, existing evidence suggests that those factors 

proposed to be part of the framework are universally important across policies and responses, 
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although the strength of their importance varies. Selection of specific measures of policy 

characteristics in particular, and other variables in general, as well as the formulation of proposed 

policies, should be informed by qualitative pre-surveys assessing citizens’ understanding and 

perceptions of given policies and policy proposals.   
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6 Conclusion 

The goals of this thesis were to propose a definition of policy attitudes and responses 

embedded in a sound theoretical background and to formulate a framework for assessment of 

public attitudes toward climate change mitigation policies. The framework, incorporating the 

definition of policy attitudes, is designed as a heuristical tool helping researchers with decisions 

regarding formulation of research questions, measurement of policy attitudes, and selection of 

factors to be included in their models explaining and/or predicting policy responses, as well as 

reviewing and interpreting existing results. 

Why is such a framework needed? As evidenced in the extensive literature review presented in 

the thesis, the current research is fragmentized and unsystematic, especially with respect to the 

definition and measurement of policy attitudes, usually termed policy acceptability or policy 

support. There is a great diversity of measures currently used to assess citizens’ views on climate 

change mitigation policies. There are, however, only few studies examining conceptual and 

methodological implications of different question formulations and exploring differences between 

various constructs. So far, policy acceptability and policy support have predominantly been treated 

as synonyms. As evidenced here, however, such assumption about interchangeability of both 

constructs is unfounded. On the contrary, existing evidence overviewed in chapter 3 of the thesis 

suggests there are important differences between not only these two constructs, but between 

measures of policy attitudes differing with respect to a) the type of the response (e.g., support, 

passive acceptance, potential to accept etc.) and b) policy formulation (a specific policy proposal 

or climate action in general). With use of measures differing in these two key aspects (and possibly 

others, less important), different research questions are being asked. The considerable diversity 

in existing results therefore reflects not only heterogeneity of attitudes, populations, and contexts, 

but also the diversity of measurement instruments. Hence, heuristical tools such as the framework 

proposed in the thesis aid researchers in their methodological decisions and in interpretation of 

existing results. Simply put, the aim of such a framework is to provide a bigger picture.  

Results on policy responses and especially results on policy acceptability should be regarded 

and interpreted with utmost respect to their potentiality. High context-dependency of policy 

responses as expressions of underlying attitude means that the results obtained within the context 

of a survey can change very quickly with a change in situation and context. Therefore, researchers 

should be careful with their conclusions and should be always aware of these limitations, 

especially if advising policy makers. Providing general conclusions with no regard to the context 

and possible interactions of policy-specific characteristics, policy and response formulation, and 

population characteristics may mislead the policy-making process at worst or miss important 

opportunities for policy communication at least. 
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