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ABSTRACT
Drawing upon cross-national data collected by the International Social Survey Program 
(ISSP) across 26 nations and over 28,000 individuals, this study explores the association 
between climate skepticism and populism, both in general, and amidst varying degrees 
of neoliberal globalization. Distinguishing between populism’s ideological varieties and 
pathways of influence, we find that right-wing and valence forms of populism are linked 
to greater skepticism, and left-wing populism to lower skepticism. Crucially, the impact 
of populism occurs both at the country level and at the individual level, indicating 
support for theories anticipating both top-down and bottom-up mechanisms of populist 
influence. We also find that the link between populism and climate skepticism depends 
on the level of globalization – albeit in diverse and sometimes unexpected ways, 
reflecting the pathway and ideology in question. These insights advance ongoing 
debates arguing that populism is neither inherently exclusionary or right-wing, and its 
diverse forms warrant further exploration. Future research can expand data collection on 
populism’s ideological variations and investigate how populist dynamics intersect with 
globalization, particularly its neoliberal variant, to shape climate attitudes.
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Effectively addressing climate change requires global collaboration. However, skepticism about its severity as 
a global threat persists across nations. Indeed, according to one recent cross-national estimate of the 
International Social Survey Program (ISSP), approximately one-third of respondents exhibit climate change 
skepticism, or, a lack of concern or uncertainty regarding the existence, cause, severity, and implications of 
climate change (Capstick and Frank Pidgeon 2014; Kim et al. 2024). Why do these beliefs persist, despite 
overwhelming scientific consensus that climate change poses a real and urgent threat (National Research 
Council 2010)? Although existing climate research identifies several salient factors (Kim et al. 2024; Morrison, 
Duncan, and Parton 2015; Poortinga et al. 2011, 2019; Tranter and Booth 2015; Wang and Kim 2018; Zhou  
2014), the role of populism, as well as the mechanisms through which it influences climate skepticism, 
remains underexplored.

As an ideology,1 populism divides society into two antagonistic groups: ‘the people’ – seen as virtuous and 
capable of self-governance and ‘the elites’ – depicted as corrupt, self-serving, and fundamentally immoral 
(Hawkins and Rovira Kaltwasser 2018; Mansbridge and Macedo 2019; Mudde 2004). Contemporary populism, 
which has surged in recent years, has gained traction in response to the perceived failures of neoliberal 
globalization and its contributions to rising inequality and failure to hold elites accountable (Berman 2021; 
Mudde 2016; Rodrik 2017). Against this backdrop, populism channels widespread discontent into an ‘us versus 
them’ narrative combining anti-elitism with people sovereignty (i.e. the notion that power should reside 
directly with the people) (Eichengreen 2018; Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2017).

Although scholars increasingly link climate skepticism to these broader populist trends, as well as the rise 
of globalization (Andreucci 2019; Beeson 2019; Davies 2020; Lockwood 2018; Meyer 2024; Rodrik 2021), the 
empirical basis of this assertion is often missing, due in part to a lack of quality cross-national data and 
conceptual clarity about populism’s role. Though fundamentally characterized by its people-versus-elite 
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framing, populism boasts many varieties – including left-wing, right-wing, and valence (pure) forms (Peters 
and Pierre 2020). Most research, however, centers on right-wing populism (Marquardt and Lederer 2022; 
Norris and Inglehart 2019; Rodrik 2021), overlooking other variants. Populism can also influence beliefs 
through different pathways – whether through bottom-up, demand-side processes driven by individual calls 
for new alternatives, or through top-down, supply-side dissemination of populist rhetoric by political parties 
(Guiso et al. 2017). However, few studies explicitly examine or compare the effectiveness of these distinct 
mechanisms. Finally, despite widespread theoretical claims positioning backlash against globalization as 
a key catalyst of populism (Rodrik 2017, 2021; Walter 2021) – driven by rising inequality, perceived cultural 
threats, and economic dislocation (Broz, Frieden, and Weymouth 2021; Gidron and Hall 2019; Rodríguez-Pose  
2020) – empirical studies examining this claim are scarce. Together, each of these factors may influence how, 
and to what extent, skepticism manifests. Despite these nuances, they have yet to be considered together in 
explaining climate skepticism, especially in cross-national contexts.

In this paper, leveraging the 2020 ISSP cross-national module on climate change and employing multi- 
level modeling, we analyze the relationship between populism and climate skepticism – specifically, the 
rejection of climate change’s global impact. Our analysis draws upon responses from 28,363 individuals 
across 26 nations. First, we evaluate populism’s direct effects. At the individual level, we examine right- and 
left-wing populist sentiments using ISSP survey response measures, reflecting grassroots demand for popu
list narratives. At the national level, we draw upon the 2019 Global Party Survey Dataset to investigate the 
rhetoric and issue positions of right-wing and valence populist political parties, representing the supply-side 
propagation of populist ideas. This dual-level approach sheds light on how top-down party signaling and 
collective bottom-up grassroots demand simultaneously shape climate skepticism across different ideolo
gical varieties.

Next, we evaluate whether this relationship depends on a country’s level of exposure to globalization. 
Following Clark et al. (2000) and Gygli et al. (2019, 546), we define globalization as ‘the process of creating 
networks of connections among actors at intra- or multi-continental distances, mediated through a variety of 
flows including people, information and ideas, capital, and goods.’ Through this process, countries become more 
or less ‘globalized’ – a characteristic that can be empirically measured and compared. Using the KOF Globalization 
Index, we illuminate how broader global forces, at varying degrees, condition the relationship between populism 
and climate skepticism – shaping which populist narratives gain traction, and through which pathways.

Our results show the significant role of both national- and individual-level populism in shaping anti- 
climate sentiments across pathways of influence, net of alternate demographic, cultural, political, or 
economic factors. However, the direction of populism’s influence varies by form. Whereas right-wing and 
valence populism are linked to greater skepticism, left-wing populism is linked to less. Amidst varying levels 
of globalization, however, the story becomes more complex. Surprisingly, on the supply side, lower levels of 
globalization intensify right-wing and valence populism’s skepticizing effects. In contrast, on the demand 
side, greater exposure to globalization exacerbates the positive link between right-wing populism and 
skepticism, yet has no impact on left-wing varieties. Taken together, these results – though preliminary 
due to data limitations – suggest that populism is neither monolithic in form nor uniform in its effects. While 
populism has become a powerful force in shaping political and social issues, including climate skepticism 
(Mudde 2004), it is not inherently anti-climate; the direction of its effects depends on both the type of 
populism in question and exposure to globalization.

By highlighting populism’s ideological diversity and testing both individual- and country-level pathways 
of influence using a cross-national analysis, our study offers new insight into how and why climate skepticism 
varies across contexts – going above and beyond typically Western or small-N case studies (Fairbrother  
2022). Furthermore, by framing neoliberal globalization as the backdrop for populism’s rise, while testing 
globalization’s moderating role, we further build upon existing literature to better evaluate the mechanisms 
through which populism comes to shape climate beliefs. Laying the necessary groundwork for future 
research, these findings underscore the importance of recognizing populism’s multiple varieties and path
ways to better understand and address the global challenges posed by climate change denial.

In what follows, we begin with a discussion of climate skepticism, highlighting gaps in the current 
literature. Situating populism within the context of neoliberal globalization, we discuss the different varieties 
and pathways of populism in relation to climate beliefs, then present our analytical framework and 
summarize our contributions. Next, we describe our data and methods and present the results of our 
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multilevel models, examining both direct and interactive effects (conditional upon globalization). We 
conclude by discussing the implications of our findings for future research on public opinion, populism, 
and climate politics.

Explaining climate skepticism

Since the early 1990s, a broad consensus has emerged among climate scientists: climate change is occurring 
and poses serious risks to both ecosystems and societies if left unchecked (National Research Council 2010). 
Yet this claim has become increasingly contested and controversial, with large segments of the global 
population embracing climate-skeptic views (Kim et al. 2024).

Research highlights a range of individual-level factors that explain this trend. People who are older, male, 
religious, politically conservative, less educated, and from lower socio-economic backgrounds are more likely 
to exhibit climate skepticism (Clements 2012; Kim et al. 2024; Morrison, Duncan, and Parton 2015; Poortinga 
et al. 2011, 2019; Tranter and Booth 2015; Wang and Kim 2018; Xiao and Dunlap 2007; Zhou 2014). Climate 
beliefs are also shaped by individual values. People with more individualistic and traditional views tend to be 
more skeptical, while those who prioritize pro-environmental, egalitarian, universalistic, and communitarian 
values exhibit lower skepticism (Kahan, Jenkins‐Smith, and Braman 2011; Poortinga et al. 2011; Wang and 
Kim 2018). At the country level, although empirical support is somewhat mixed,2 people living in wealthier, 
more democratic, climate-vulnerable, and globally integrated nations are generally expected to hold 
stronger pro-climate views (Brechin 1999; Inglehart 1990, 1995; Meyer et al. 1997).

Taken together, although these studies provide a strong foundation for understanding climate attitudes, 
important gaps remain. Broadly speaking, much of the existing research is geographically limited, with 
a disproportionate focus on advanced industrialized nations. As a result, low-income and non-Western 
countries remain significantly underexplored (Fairbrother 2022). More specifically, relatively little attention 
has been paid to the political and ideological forces that mediate public responses to climate change. In 
particular, the role of populism – understood as both a supply- and demand-side phenomenon – has been 
empirically overlooked. Drawing on insights from recent literature, the following section discusses how 
systemic economic grievances, political disillusionment, and cultural backlash tied to neoliberalism have 
fueled the rise of diverse populist narratives. These narratives help explain how climate skepticism is 
mobilized across ideological lines, pointing to populism as a key mechanism shaping climate attitudes in 
the context of neoliberal globalization.

Populism as a mechanism of climate beliefs: reactions to neoliberal globalization

While not a new phenomenon, populism has gained prominence in recent years, with populist leaders, 
movements, and ideas rising to the center of mainstream politics and enjoying prolonged success (Moffitt  
2016). Although this surge has been especially striking in Europe and the West (Fiorino 2022; Norris and 
Inglehart 2019), significant gains have also been documented across Latin America, Asia, and Africa 
(Gandesha 2018; Moffitt 2016).

Many identify the key tipping point of populism’s resurgence to be the fallout of neoliberal globalization – 
epitomized by the 2008 global financial crisis and subsequent ‘Great Recession’ (Eichengreen 2018; Mudde  
2016; Rodríguez-Pose 2020; Rodrik 2017; Stephens 2018). Particularly since the 1990s, the neoliberal project 
helped consolidate the global capitalist system, by integrating ‘both the state and citizenship’ into the 
service of market priorities (Brown 2015, 212; Somers 2008). At the same time, it advanced a set of cultural 
narratives grounded in universalism, cosmopolitanism, and liberal human rights ideals (Schofer et al. 2012). 
This dual track – market liberalization on the one hand, and the global diffusion of liberal cultural values on 
the other – has defined the reshaping of the international order in the post-cold-war era.

Yet, over time, a growing disjuncture has become apparent. While cultural aspects of neoliberal
ism promoted individual autonomy and equality, its economic dimensions – marked by decades of 
market-driven reforms – have produced deepening inequality, economic insecurity, and even the 
erosion of the very autonomy neoliberalism claimed to advance (Fourcade 2021; Piketty 2014). This 
tension, researchers suggest, has contributed to rising public disillusionment and a ‘crisis of repre
sentation,’ as many citizens come to view political elites as ideologically indistinct and primarily 
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invested in preserving a system that benefits themselves at the expense of the broader public 
(Berman 2021; Mouffe 2014, 24; Mudde 2016). It has also led to a growing sense of socio-cultural 
alienation among segments of the public (Gidron and Hall 2019). In this context, populism’s anti- 
elite, people-centered, and ‘us versus them’ narrative has emerged as a compelling alternative to 
mainstream politics and its failure to respond to the concerns of ‘ordinary citizens’ (De Cleen and 
Stavrakakis 2020; Mudde and Rovira Kaltwasser 2017; Peters and Pierre 2020). As such, populism 
provides citizens with a framework to challenge ‘corrupt’ elites, reclaim national or democratic 
sovereignty, and articulate grievances stemming from the disruptive forces of globalization (Brown  
2015; Rodríguez-Pose 2020).

It is against this backdrop that modern-day populism shapes climate change beliefs, regardless of 
ideological position. As a ‘thin’ ideology, populism is neither inherently left nor right (Stanley 2008); rather, 
it provides the people-elite framework onto which various ideologies can attach (Peters and Pierre 2020). 
Whether manifesting on the left, right, or somewhere in between, populism’s influence on climate attitudes 
is uniquely informed by the failures of neoliberal globalization and rejection of status-quo politics. Yet while 
all populists broadly blame neoliberal elites, different ideological strains advance distinct notions of which 
elites are at fault and who constitutes ‘the people’ (Karlson 2024; Meyer 2024; Peters and Pierre 2020; Rodrik  
2017). These differences, in turn, foster starkly different interpretations about the state of climate change.

Ideological varieties of populism and climate change

Right-wing populism

On the political right, right-wing populism (RWP) or exclusionary populism constructs ‘the people’ through 
culturally narrow, often racially defined terms (J. M. Meyer 2024). Rooted in nativism and nationalism,3 RWP 
views neoliberal globalization and its agents – primarily liberal cosmopolitan elites, international institutions, and 
cross-border flows – as a threat to national identity and economic stability (Karlson 2024; Rodrik 2021). This 
worldview naturally fuels climate skepticism, as the highly abstract, technical climate agenda is seen as a global, 
elite-driven project disconnected from ordinary citizens (Lockwood 2018). Scientists and academics are often 
portrayed as self-serving or manipulated by special interests, while international cooperation – a cornerstone of 
climate action – directly contradicts RWP’s nationalist values (Dunlap 2013; Lockwood 2018; Norris and Inglehart  
2019; Rodrik 2017; Rodrik 2021). Thus, for many, the climate change agenda epitomizes ‘the cosmopolitan issue 
par excellence’ onto which broader frustrations with the products, institutions, and purveyors of globalization can 
be projected, in turn fostering climate skepticism.

Yet despite these strong theoretical motivations, surprisingly few explore this connection empirically. While 
some have begun to address it, most focus on right-wing political ideology rather than right-wing populism 
(McCright, Dunlap, and Marquart-Pyatt 2016; Poortinga et al. 2019; Tranter and Booth 2015; Zhou 2014). Still, 
existing studies – often regional or comparative – provide critical initial insights. In Europe, for example, possessing 
nationalist attitudes and being a RWP party voter is linked to greater climate skepticism (Fisher et al. 2022; Kulin 
and Johansson Sevä 2024). Case studies in Sweden, Norway, and Austria reveal similar correlations between 
various RWP positions (e.g. anti-immigrant nativism, anti-EU nationalism, anti-science views, and exclusionary 
beliefs) and skepticism (Arnesen 2023; Huber, Greussing, and Eberl 2022; Jylhä and Hellmer 2020; Jylhä, Strimling, 
and Rydgren 2020; Krange, Kaltenborn, and Hultman 2021). Cross-nationally, others link pro-global sentiments to 
lower skepticism (Tjernström and Tietenberg 2008).

While these contributions form a useful starting point, they tend to examine only singular attributes of RWP, 
rarely analyzing it as a cohesive set of anti-global and anti-elite beliefs. Additionally, although emerging scholar
ship examines the link between globalization and RWP (Bergh and Kärnä 2021; Broz, Frieden, and Weymouth 2021; 
Swank and Betz 2003), climate skepticism is largely absent from these analyses. Although one recent cross-national 
study finds that right-wing individuals maintain strong anti-climate positions in reaction to cultural globalization 
(Kim et al. 2024), they too emphasize right-wing ideology, rather than populism specifically. Consequently, our 
understanding of how RWP shapes climate beliefs – generally and in the context of globalization – is limited at 
best. Nevertheless, these studies provide a strong foundation on which to build. The role of left-wing populism in 
shaping climate attitudes, on the other hand, has received far less empirical attention.
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Left-wing populism

Left-wing populism (LWP) attributes the climate crisis to the ‘deleterious effects of neoliberalism,’ 
which, according to this view, have ‘profoundly exacerbated place-based harms and endangered 
land, water, air, homes, communities and human and nonhuman life’ (Chandrasekaran 2021, 604). 
Framing their opposition around the two primary ‘climate-destructive’ elites – big businesses and 
foreign corporations (the polluters) and neoliberal governments (the enablers) – left-wing climate 
populists define ‘the people’ as an inclusive, multiracial, global coalition of marginalized commu
nities most impacted by climate change (March 2011; Meyer 2024, 273; Mouffe 2018). Given this, 
scholars increasingly emphasize the potential of LWP to counter climate skepticism and advance 
climate action, urging climate justice movements to embrace LWP’s grassroots narratives to build 
a more unified front against environmental destruction (Andreucci 2019; Beeson 2019; Davies 2020; 
Meyer 2024; Mouffe 2020).

Although limited, a growing body of research explores this connection. In France, for example, 
scholars examine how the radical left party, La France insoumise, used LWP rhetoric to promote ‘green 
populism,’ condemning economic elites for ‘irresponsible attitudes’ and political elites for ‘climate 
inaction’ and ‘subordination to the interests of multinationals’ (Chazel and Dain 2023, 1245). In the 
U.S., immigrant rural farmworkers mobilized around ‘environmental populist’ frames to support climate 
justice (Chandrasekaran 2021), and more recently, activists have invoked LWP to demand fossil fuel 
corporations ‘clean up their mess’ and pay for environmental damages (Redelmeier 2024). While these 
studies highlight the LWP’s pro-climate potential, this corner of the literature remains underdeveloped. 
Reflecting the disproportionate focus on RWP, few studies – and even fewer datasets – examine LWP 
cross-nationally or its relationship to climate skepticism, and globalization’s role remains largely 
untested. Yet even beyond these typical left- and right-wing forms, a newly conceptualized type, valence 
populism, may also shape climate beliefs.

Valence populism

Unlike its ideological counterparts, valence populism champions ‘the people’ without clearly defining who 
they are. Advancing generalized critiques of elites and emphasizing broad issues like corruption and 
transparency, it is considered a pure yet flexible form of populism, often adopting ‘blurry positions’ on 
economic and cultural issues (Zulianello and Gahner Larsen 2023, 190). Italy’s populist Five Star Movement, 
for example, promotes generalized anti-establishment principles, while blending left- and right-wing 
stances – supporting welfare expansion and humanitarianism (left) alongside tax cuts and border security 
(right) (Mosca and Tronconi 2019). In relation to climate, because of its relative novelty, the connection 
between valence populism and climate attitudes remains largely undertheorized, with initial studies indicat
ing rather mixed effects.

Whereas in the UK, valence populist attitudes are associated with greater climate skepticism (Huber  
2020), in France and Italy, stronger support for people’s sovereignty correlates with a greater sense of 
responsibility for climate change (Staerklé et al. 2022). In the U.S., valence populism is linked to pro- 
climate attitudes overall; however, results diverge along party lines: valence populism correlates with 
lower skepticism among Democrats and higher skepticism among Republicans (Huber, Fesenfeld, and 
Bernauer 2020). Party-level analyses in Europe replicate this ideological split, with left-leaning parties 
advocating stronger climate policies and right-leaning ones offering weaker support (Huber et al. 2021). 
Thus, while initial trends suggest that valence populism – true to its flexible nature – can shape climate 
beliefs in either direction, more research is needed to move beyond individual case studies, develop 
a comprehensive theory linking valence populism to climate attitudes, and assess whether and how 
globalization shapes its stance.

Pathways of populism: supply vs. demand-side explanations

In addition to accounting for populism’s multiple and distinct ideological dimensions, it is equally crucial to 
systematically consider populism’s various pathways, which, until now, have only been addressed in an ad- 
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hoc and implicit fashion. Scholars identify two primary pathways through which populism operates: supply 
and demand (Berman 2021; Rodrik 2021). Demand-side explanations emphasize individual-level factors, 
exploring how various attitudes, policy preferences, and identities foster a desire for populist intervention 
from the bottom up. Supply-side explanations, by contrast, prioritize party-level dynamics, emphasizing how 
parties strategically amplify and disseminate populist rhetoric from the top down.

Individual-level: demand side

On the one hand, demand-side explanations emphasize ‘people’s fears and enthusiasms,’ focusing on 
attitudinal support for populist platforms (Guiso et al. 2017, 8). Amidst rising disillusionment with neoliber
alism, individuals themselves may call for new alternatives. Analyses of individual survey data (under
standably) prioritize this perspective. Recent survey studies validate the role of demand-side populism in 
fostering climate skeptic beliefs, demonstrating how individuals expressing nationalist, nativist, anti-science 
inclinations, along with low institutional trust, exclusionary beliefs, and support for people sovereignty are 
more likely to exhibit climate skepticism (Arnesen 2023; Huber, Greussing, and Eberl 2022; Jylhä and Hellmer  
2020; Jylhä, Strimling, and Rydgren 2020; Krange, Kaltenborn, and Hultman 2021; Kulin and Johansson Sevä  
2024; Kulin, Johansson Sevä, and Dunlap 2021).

Party-level: supply side

In contrast, supply-side perspectives emphasize how political parties inject populist narratives into political 
discourse, shaping public opinion through ‘party cues’ (Guiso et al. 2017, 1–3). In this case, recognizing public 
discontent with neoliberalism, parties organize a cohesive platform that they can then disseminate to the 
public. Because many individuals lack the expertise or interest to form independent opinions, the public 
often relies on signals from political elites to guide their views (Lupia and McCubbins 1998). As Nicholson 
(2012, 53) notes, these party cues hold ‘the greatest potential for shaping public opinion on difficult or 
unfamiliar issues,’ such as climate change. Existing research supports this claim, showing how elite party cues 
across ideological lines shape public attitudes towards climate policy, concern, risk, and skepticism 
(Carmichael and Brulle 2017; Guisinger and Saunders 2017; Linde 2020; Tesler 2018). RWP parties’ influence 
may be especially potent in this process, given their strong anti-climate stances (Forchtner and Kølvraa 2015; 
Gemenis, Katsanidou, and Vasilopoulou 2012; Huber et al. 2021).

Taken together, existing work suggests that both supply- and demand-side populist pathways help 
explain climate skepticism. Yet these studies, like the broader literature, largely consist of country case 
studies and overwhelmingly focus on RWP – leaving left-wing and valence populist variations, as well as 
cross-national trends, underexplored. Moreover, because few studies empirically compare these pathways, 
we lack a systematic understanding of which ones prevail and under what conditions.

Our contribution

In light of these gaps, we build on the existing literature by exploring one underdeveloped explanation for 
climate skepticism – populism – and the mechanism(s) through which it influences climate beliefs in four key 
ways. First, unlike previous studies, we engage populism from multiple ideological angles, bringing attention 
to the underexplored effects of left-wing and valence configurations. Second, by integrating both supply- 
and demand-side explanations, we develop a deeper understanding of the pathways through which 
populism influences skepticism at both the individual and party levels. Third, by employing a cross- 
national analysis, we move beyond small-scale, Western-focused studies to understand populism’s global 
role in shaping climate skepticism. Finally, by contextualizing populism as a broader response to globaliza
tion, and incorporating globalization directly into our analyses, we evaluate its critical yet underexamined 
role in shaping climate beliefs. In sum, despite widespread recognition of populism’s ideological adaptability, 
multidimensional appeal, and growing global relevance, limited empirical attention to its ideological 
diversity and pathways of influence has constrained our understanding of its role, especially across countries.

These limitations stem from the literature’s inadequate conceptualization and, by extension, 
operationalization of populism. Just as many studies prioritize RWP, so too does existing data. 
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Figure 1, which summarizes our proposed hypotheses, broken down by ideological variation and 
pathway of influence based on available data, reflects this problem. As the figure illustrates, right- 
wing measures of populism are rather comprehensive, appearing at both the party- and individual- 
levels and along several conceptual axes. Such is not the case for valence and left-wing measures, 
which are absent and underdeveloped at both the party (left) and individual (valence) levels. Thus, 
although in this study, we undertake the most comprehensive cross-national examination of popu
lism’s influence on climate skepticism currently possible, it remains exploratory in many regards; this 
lopsided availability of data limits our ability to draw any systematic conclusions about populism’s 
many forms and their impact on climate skepticism. Still, this approach generates useful insights on 
which to build.

In developing our analysis, we propose a series of hypotheses. We begin on the demand-side, at the 
individual level. While all forms of populism share a people-versus-elite stance, we suspect that left- vs. right- 
wing notions of who comprises ‘the elite’ and ‘the people’ will produce divergent effects. On the right, 
considering RWP’s contempt for the liberal academic elites and international organizations the advance the 
climate agenda, as well as its nationalist and nativist conception of ‘the people,’ we hypothesize that:

H1: Greater RWP attitudes are associated with higher climate skepticism.

On the left, LWP’s disdain for neoliberal government and big business, whose behaviors have fueled the 
climate crisis suggests that:

H2: Greater LWP attitudes are associated with lower climate skepticism.

Next, we turn to the supply-side, party-level hypotheses. Like their individual-level counterparts, we expect 
RWP parties – specifically the rhetoric they disseminate – to foster greater skepticism. We hypothesize:

H3: Greater exposure to RWP party rhetoric is associated with higher climate skepticism.

Considering valence populist parties, given the concept’s relative novelty in the literature and valence 
populism’s capacity to both foster and reduce climate skepticism, we refrain from making a claim about 
the direction of its effects, instead hypothesizing:

H4: Exposure to valence populist party rhetoric is associated with climate skepticism.

Figure 1. Summary of proposed hypotheses.
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Finally, looking across both individual- and party-level pathways, we explore the role of globalization in 
conditioning the link between populism and skepticism. On the right, given RWP’s vilification of practically 
all things global, we expect that greater exposure to globalization will intensify the already skepticizing 
effect of populism. Similarly, on the left, we expect that higher globalization will exacerbate the negative 
association between LWP and climate skepticism. Greater globalization is likely to clarify the causes and 
consequences of the climate crisis, while also creating more opportunities to build solidarity across LWP’s 
proposed global coalitions, thereby intensifying pro-climate beliefs. Finally, as with H5, we refrain from 
making a directional claim for valence populism. However, given that modern populism is broadly informed 
by the failures of globalization, we suspect conditional effects will emerge.

H5: The association between populism and climate skepticism depends on the level of globalization.

H5a: Globalization exacerbates the positive link between RWP and climate skepticism.

H5b: Globalization exacerbates the negative link between LWP and climate skepticism.

H5c: The association between valence populism and climate skepticism depends on the level of globalization.

Data and methods

Data

To best evaluate populism’s influence across multiple levels and ideologies, we combine nationally repre
sentative individual-level survey data (demand-side) from the most recent ISSP Environment module (fielded 
in 2020) (ISSP Research Group 2022) with country-level measures of populist rhetoric (supply-side) from 
Norris (2020)’s Global Party Survey (GPS) data.

Environmentally oriented and international in scope, the ISSP Environment module provides unmatched 
global coverage of climate skepticism and its individual-level demand-side populist covariates. While the 
ISSP does admittedly survey mostly Western countries (e.g. Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Italy), it also 
includes those from regions often underrepresented in populism research, such as Eastern Europe (e.g. 
Lithuania, Russia, Slovakia, Slovenia) and parts of Africa and Asia (e.g. India, Philippines, South Africa, South 
Korea) – making for an imperfect yet valuable contribution to the literature beyond singular or Western- 
focused country analyses. On the supply-side, the GPS similarly provides by far the most comprehensive 
cross-national measures of populist party positions currently available, drawing on insights from 1,861 party 
and election experts to estimate the endorsement of various populist values among 1,043 populist parties 
across 163 countries in 2019. Although other high-quality country-level datasets on populism do exist,4 the 
GPS stands out for its nuanced measurement of party positions, capturing populist rhetoric and issue stances 
rather than merely categorizing parties as right or left or tallying their votes. This precision better equips us 
to test our hypotheses. Moreover, the GPS’s inclusion of cases outside of Europe, allows us to move beyond 
Western case studies of populism. Together, these data enable us to investigate the relationship between 
various dimensions and levels of populist ideology and climate skepticism among 28,363 individuals across 
26 nations (see Appendix 1 for list of sample nations). Still, while our study offers new comparative and cross- 
national insights beyond existing small-N or regional case studies, the sample remains heavily weighted 
towards Western nations and should thus not be used to draw generalizations about the world at large.

Dependent variable

Drawing upon one question from the ISSP, our dependent variable, Climate Skepticism, captures respon
dents’ degree of climate skepticism regarding global climate concern. Respondents are asked to evaluate the 
following: ‘On a scale from 0 to 10, how bad or good do you think the impacts of climate change will be for 
the world as a whole? [0 means extremely bad, 10 means extremely good].’ A score of 0 thus reflects the 
highest level of global climate concern, which indicates that climate change will have severe and detrimental 
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consequences for the world population. Conversely, a score of 10 signals a lack of concern and the belief that 
climate change will have positive effects.

This question and its use as a proxy for impact skepticism is well supported in the literature. Rahmstorf 
(2004) defines impact skeptics as individuals who, while acknowledging that climate change is driven by 
human activity, do not believe it will have detrimental global effects. Rather, impact skeptics ‘underscore the 
possible positive consequences of climatic warming’ (p. 78). Indeed, this sentiment corresponds with anti- 
climate messaging promoted by the broader climate change countermovement, which works to advance 
climate denialism. For instance, the now-defunct Greening Earth Society – a front group for the coal 
industry – advanced the view that carbon dioxide is good for the environment (Brulle and Dunlap 2021). 
Previous studies similarly operationalize impact skepticism as a lack of climate concern – from Poortinga et al. 
(2011) to de Graaf et al. (2023), employing survey items such as ‘it is uncertain what the effects of climate 
change will be’ or, ‘I am concerned about the consequences of climate change’ (reverse scored). Our selected 
survey question therefore captures similar notions of skepticism about the negative impact of climate 
change in the literature, but with a particular focus on the global level.

Independent variables: populism

Consistent with our study’s exploratory focus, we employ several measures addressing different axes and 
levels of populism across the political spectrum, as permitted by available data. Using both individual and 
country-level measures, we simultaneously consider both demand- and supply-side explanations.

Country level: parties
The first measure, RWP Party Rhetoric, uses two questions from the GPS to assess the prominence of right- 
wing, anti-global nationalist and anti-immigrant stances among political parties within each country, thus 
acting as a strong proxy for RWP party rhetoric. The first question scores parties on a scale from 0 (strongly 
nationalist) to 10 (strongly multilateralist); we reverse this so higher scores reflect stronger nationalism and 
thus populism. The second question scores parties on their stance towards immigration policies, from 0 (very 
liberal) to 10 (very restrictive), with higher scores indicating stronger RWP. We average party scores within 
each country for both items, then combine them into a single national-level measure of RWP party rhetoric.

We construct our second measure in a similar fashion, drawing upon two GPS items measuring political 
parties’ use of valence populist rhetoric. The first, scored from 1 to 10, reflects the extent to which parties use 
rhetoric that politicians should ‘follow the will of the people’ (0) rather than ‘lead public opinion’ themselves 
(10). The second, similar in nature, measures the extent to which parties advance the belief that ordinary 
people should decide important issues (0) as opposed to leaders (10). Both items are reverse coded so that 
higher values correspond to greater populist rhetoric, then averaged across parties for each nation. The final 
measure, Valence Populist Party Rhetoric, represents the average of these country-level item items, 
providing a single, country-level indicator of valence populism.

Individual level: attitudes
At the individual level, we leverage several ISSP questions to operationalize populism. On the right, we 
construct a composite factor using four survey items. The first three tap into RWP’s anti-global, exclusionary 
notions of ‘the people,’ capturing agreement with the following statements: the country should ‘limit 
imports of foreign products to protect the national economy,’ ‘limit immigration to protect the national 
way of life,’ and that ‘international organizations are taking away too much power from the government.’ 
Responses originally range from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree) but are reverse-coded so that 
higher scores indicate stronger RWP beliefs. Our fourth item measures trust in universities, ranging from 0 
(no trust at all) to 10 (complete trust). This item is also reverse-coded to reflect RWP hostility toward academic 
institutions – another key feature of the populist right. A principal factor analysis indicates that all four items 
positively load onto a single factor, with an Eigenvalue above 1 (1.08). While the first three items reveal 
moderate-to-strong loadings, the loading for distrust in universities is weaker. Nevertheless, we retain all four 
items for parsimony, as the results remain robust when the university measure is analyzed separately (see 
Supplementary Appendix 6). The resulting factor, RWP Attitudes (alpha = 0.51), captures core elements of 
nationalist and exclusionary populist sentiment at the individual level.
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On the left, we draw upon two measures capturing trust in two institutions conventionally blamed for the 
climate crisis by the populist left: government and business. Ranging from 0 (no trust at all) to 10 (complete 
trust), all items are again reverse coded such that higher values indicate greater opposition to the global 
capitalist oligarchy, and thus, greater LWP. We combine these measures into an additive index (alpha = 0.53), 
creating an overall measure of LWP Attitudes.

Country-level controls

At the country level, we include several variables that may influence climate skepticism. To capture 
globalization – a central focus of our analysis – we use the KOF Globalization Index, capturing the degree 
to which each country is ‘globalized’ (Gygli et al. 2019). Countries with high globalization scores are deeply 
embedded in global institutions and networks, while those with lower scores remain relatively disconnected 
from the global apparatus. Although other globalization measures exist, the KOF is arguably the most widely 
used (Potrafke 2015). Given our interest in capturing responses to globalization and its effects, both tangible 
and imagined, we prioritize the overall globalization measure, which considers both de jure and de facto5 

forms. Comprised of multiple indicators, the KOF index is also empirically comprehensive – assigning 
countries an overall globalization score based on their integration into various global economic, political, 
and social spheres6—thereby providing the ideal measure within which to evaluate the broader effects of 
globalization.

We additionally control for Environmental Conditions using the Yale Environmental Performance Index 
(EPI) and for national wealth using GDP per capita (logged for skewness). These variables help account for 
greater environmental concern in contexts facing more severe environmental challenges (Givens and 
Jorgenson 2011; McGranahan, Balk, and Anderson 2007) and the prevalence of post-materialist, pro- 
environmental values in wealthier, industrialized nations (Inglehart 1990).

Individual-level controls

At the individual level, we include several demographic controls: Age (in years), Female (Male [ref] = 0, 
Female = 1), Education (ranked least to most), subjective socioeconomic Class (ranked low to high), 
Religiosity (measured as the frequency of attendance at religious services), and Employment Status 
(Employed = 1 [ref], Unemployed = 2, Other = 3). These controls reflect established patterns of greater 
climate skepticism among older, conservative, wealthy, and religious individuals, as well as among men 
and people who are unemployed (Benegal 2018; Clements 2012; Kim et al. 2024; Poortinga et al. 2011; 
Tranter and Booth 2015; Wang and Kim 2018; Zhou 2014). Although we considered age-squared to account 
for non-linearity, no significant results emerged.

Interactions

To evaluate whether globalization amplifies populism’s influence, as we suspect, we interact each measure of 
populism with globalization, producing four interaction terms. These interactions allow us to assess whether 
the relationship between populism and climate skepticism varies across different levels of globalization.

Methods

We use multilevel mixed-effects linear regression to analyze our data. As for all cross-national surveys, ISSP 
data are nested (e.g. respondents from the same country are likely to be more similar than those from 
a different country), making standard regression techniques inadequate. Multilevel models address this 
unique data structure without violating regression assumptions (Snijders and Bosker 2012). We employ 
a two-level approach, nesting individuals (L1) within countries (L2), allowing us to evaluate the skepticizing 
effects of populism at the national and individual levels simultaneously.

A baseline null model intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) reveals that approximately 4.85% of the 
variance in climate skepticism is explained by country-level differences. Although this score may appear 
relatively low, recent scholarship argues that nested data structures warrant multilevel approaches 
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regardless of ICC; ignoring this guidance – even with ICCs as low as 0.01—can significantly increase the risk of 
Type I error (Musca et al. 2011). Moreover, a likelihood-ratio test comparing multilevel and single-level null 
models shows that allowing for country-level variation significantly improves model fit (Snijders and Bosker  
2012). Put simply: country differences matter in explaining cross-national variation in climate skepticism. 
This, in addition to our theoretical interest in exploring multiple levels of populism simultaneously, validates 
our use of a multilevel model.

To build our model, we begin with a random intercept structure and sequentially add predictors to assess 
changes in variance (Snijders and Bosker 2012). Adding individual-level controls to the null model reduces 
the ICC to 0.0474, and adding our main individual-level predictors lowers it slightly further to 0.0468. 
Including two country-level predictors brings the ICC down to 0.0349, indicating that these additions explain 
about 28% of the residual variation in the mean intercept. This suggests our model is successfully accounting 
for some of the unexplained differences between countries.

Next, we evaluate our three country-level controls – Globalization, GDP per capita, and the EPI – which are 
highly correlated (r = 0.85–0.91). Due to this collinearity, we test each separately. The resulting ICCs are 
0.0190 (Globalization), 0.0241 (GDP), and 0.0200 (EPI). When all three are included together, the ICC drops 
further to 0.0174, though GDP and EPI lose significance – likely due to multicollinearity. Given its stronger 
individual performance and theoretical relevance, we include Globalization in the main model and report 
GDP and EPI results in Supplementary Appendix 4. We then add random slopes to our random intercept 
model. At the country level, our interactions reduce the ICC to approximately 0.017, indicating additional 
explanatory power. Individually, although the ICC increases slightly for our cross-level interactions, model fit 
improves (indicated by lower AIC and BIC) and offers theoretical insights that justify its inclusion. Country- 
level predictors are lagged by at least one year to maintain time order. Still, owing to our cross-sectional 
design, findings should be interpreted as associational rather than causal. Descriptive statistics and 
a correlation matrix appear in Appendices 2 and 3.7

Results

Table 1 presents a series of regression models; Model 1 evaluates our main effects, and Models 2–5 evaluate 
each interaction term. All models include robust standard errors to account for potential heteroskedasticity. 
For each variable, the first number is the regression coefficient and the second is the standard error.

Main effects

Model 1 presents our main effects, showing how different populist ideologies and pathways shape climate 
skepticism. At the national level, right-wing populist rhetoric is positively and significantly associated with 
skepticism, supporting H3. Interestingly, similar skepticizing effects are also borne out for valence populism. 
Beyond supporting H4, these results newly suggest that – at least cross-nationally – the effects of valence 
party rhetoric mirror those of the RWP. Together, these findings confirm the effectiveness of top-down party 
signaling, providing strong evidence for supply-side explanations. Looking individually, our results also lend 
support to demand-side explanations. Whereas right-wing populist attitudes are linked to higher skepticism, 
left-wing populist attitudes are linked to lower skepticism, consistent with H1 and H2.

To better illustrate the effects of these findings, Figure 2 plots predicted margins for each populism 
measure across its full range, holding all other variables at their means. In the top set of graphs (country-level 
effects), the upwardly sloping lines indicate that as parties use more right-wing or valence populist rhetoric, 
climate skepticism rises. When populist rhetoric is lowest, average skepticism is approximately 2.5; at its 
highest, it rises to 3.61 for RWP and 3.18 for valence – a 44 and 27% increase, respectively. Thus, while RWP 
party rhetoric has a slightly stronger impact, valence party rhetoric is also linked to increased skepticism. In 
the bottom set of graphs (individual-level effects), the margins for RWP show a similar pattern: as RWP 
attitudes increase, predicted climate skepticism nearly doubles, rising from about 1.99 to 3.77. On the left, 
however, the downward-sloping line indicates the opposite. As LWP attitudes increase, skepticism declines 
from 3.66 to 2.23, reflecting the pro-climate orientation of LWP.

Taken together, these main effects suggest that populism is linked to climate beliefs through multiple 
pathways and ideologies. Whether driven by top-down party rhetoric or bottom-up public attitudes, 
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populism – of the left, right, or valence variety – is consistently and significantly associated with climate 
skepticism.

Considering our controls, most variables behave as expected, showing significant effects consistent with 
theoretical predictions. At the country level, Model 1 shows a negative, significant association between globaliza
tion and climate skepticism, in line with prior studies (Givens and Jorgenson 2013; Kim et al. 2024). Results for GDP 
per capita and the EPI, presented in Supplementary Appendix 4, are also negative and significant, supporting the 
idea that individuals in wealthier, higher-risk countries tend to express less skepticism. Among individual-level 
controls, religiosity and age are positively associated with skepticism, while being female, more educated, and 
wealthier are negatively associated. Employment status was not significant. Overall, these results underscore the 
role of key demographic and contextual factors in shaping climate attitudes.

Table 1. Multilevel regression analysis of climate skepticism.
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

National-Level Populism
RWP Party Rhetoric 0.341*** 4.197*** 0.355*** 0.345*** 0.340***

(0.082) (1.155) (0.087) (0.087) (0.082)
Valence Party Rhetoric 0.210** 0.291** 1.185** 0.186* 0.209**

(0.079) (0.089) (0.369) (0.080) (0.081)
Individual-Level Populism
RWP Attitudes 0.486*** 0.485*** 0.486*** −2.238*** 0.479***

(0.079) (0.079) (0.079) (0.447) (0.079)
LWP Attitudes −0.143*** −0.144*** −0.144*** −0.148*** −0.394*

(0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.175)
Country-Level Controls
KOF Globalization −0.042*** 0.182** 0.026 −0.043*** −0.056***

(0.010) (0.068) (0.029) (0.011) (0.016)
Individual-Level Controls
Religiosity 0.046* 0.046* 0.046* 0.045* 0.046**

(0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.018)
Female −0.172*** −0.173*** −0.173*** −0.167*** −0.172***

(0.038) (0.038) (0.038) (0.040) (0.038)
Age 0.006** 0.006** 0.006** 0.005** 0.006**

(0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002)
Education −0.097*** −0.096*** −0.097*** −0.088*** −0.096***

(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013)
Class 0.051** 0.051** 0.052** 0.052** 0.052**

(0.018) (0.018) (0.018) (0.017) (0.018)
Employment Status (ref = employed)
Unemployed 0.081 0.079 0.081 0.078 0.083

(0.072) (0.071) (0.072) (0.073) (0.073)
Other 0.001 0.001 0.002 0.000 0.001

(0.038) (0.038) (0.038) (0.037) (0.038)
KOF X National-Level Populism
KOF X RWP Party Rhetoric - −0.047*** - - -

- (0.014) - - -
KOF X Valence Party Rhetoric - - −0.013* - -

- - (0.005) - -
KOF X Individual-Level Populism
KOF X RWP Attitudes - - - 0.033*** -

- - - (0.005) -
KOF X LWP Attitudes - - - - 0.003

- - - - (0.002)
Constant 3.967*** −14.637* −1.264 4.238*** 5.113***

(0.773) (5.710) (2.177) (0.855) (1.335)
Respondents 28363 28363 28363 28363 28363
Countries 26 26 26 26 26
Model Chi-Square 339.971*** 389.840*** 428.282*** 560.525*** 343.942***
AIC 126106.8 126108.5 125919.1 125925.6 126095.2
BIC 126230.6 126248.8 126059.4 126057.6 126227.2
Sd(Country) 0.096 0.088 0.087 0.114 0.102
Sd(Residual) 4.975 4.975 4.975 4.942 4.972

Robust standard errors in parentheses. 
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05.
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Interaction effects

Next, we turn to our interaction effects in Models 2 through 5, each of which examines a different populism 
X globalization pairing. The interaction coefficients for Models 2 (KOF X RWP Party Rhetoric) and 3 (KOF 
X Valence Party Rhetoric) are negative and significant, while the coefficient for Model 4 (KOF X RWP 
Attitudes) is positive and significant. Together, they suggest that the association between populism and 
skepticism does vary by level of globalization – albeit in different directions. However, the insignificant 
coefficient in Model 5 (KOF X LWP Attitudes) implies that globalization’s conditional effects is limited to 
populism’s right-wing and valence varieties – indicating partial support for H5. Figure 3 visualizes these 
results, plotting the predicted margins for each interaction. The top set of plots presents our country-level 
interactions; the bottom plots present the individual-level. In each plot, the solid line represents predicted 
values for the lowest level of globalization occurring in the sample, and the dashed line represents the 
highest.

At the country level, we fail to find support for H5a. Globalization does not amplify the anti-climate effects 
of RWP; instead, the opposite effect emerges. Under high globalization, RWP has no clear effect, as indicated 
by the flat dashed line. In contrast, under low globalization, it is linked to greater skepticism, indicated by the 
upwardly sloping solid line. A similar pattern appears for valence populism, with greater globalization also 
tempering the positive relationship between populism and skepticism, supporting H5c. Thus, while globa
lization does moderate the relationship between supply-side populism and skepticism as H5 anticipates, it 
unexpectedly reduces, rather than intensifies, populism’s impact.

At the individual level, however, H5a holds up. In places where globalization is lowest, no relationship 
emerges between RWP and climate skepticism, as the relatively flat, solid line implies. Yet when globalization 
is highest, rising RWP corresponds to increased skepticism, as indicated by upward-sloping, dashed line. This 

Figure 2. Predicted margins by populist ideology and pathway.
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suggests globalization strengthens the demand-side influence of RWP. On the left, however, analogous 
effects fail to emerge. Contrary to our expectations, globalization does not enhance LWP’s pro-climate 
impact, indicating no support for H5b. While globalization alone is tied to lower skepticism, LWP consistently 
reduces skepticism regardless of globalization. Taken together, although H5 is mostly supported, no condi
tional effects emerge for LWP. Where globalization does moderate the effects of populism, it does so in 
unexpected and at times contradictory ways, suggesting that its influence on populism is far from uniform.

Robustness checks

We conduct two robustness checks to validate our findings. First, at the individual level, we add political 
ideology (Left = 1, Center = 2, Right = 3), which was excluded from the main models due to missingness. 
Despite a reduced sample size (from 28,000 to under 18,000) and potential nonresponse bias, results 
substantively hold – indicating robustness to political leaning. As expected, right-leaning individuals show 
significantly higher climate skepticism (see Supplementary Appendix 4).

Second, to test the robustness of our composite measures, we re-ran Model 1, substituting each 
populism item separately. Results for country- and individual-level effects are presented in 
Supplementary Appendices 6 and 7, respectively. All items align with their respective composite findings, 
except one: valence rhetoric promoting the idea that ‘the people should decide,’ which failed to reach 
significance. Thus, although the effects of valence populism may be primarily driven by rhetoric 
advocating for ‘the will of the people,’ overall, our direct effects are quite robust. We also re-ran all 

Figure 3. Predicted margins for globalization interactions.
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interactive models, the predicted margins for which are presented in Supplementary Appendix 8 
(country-level) and 9 (individual-level). Notwithstanding some minor variability, the plots are remarkably 
similar to those of our main composite measures, additionally indicating the robustness of our globaliza
tion interactions. Taken together, these checks confirm that our key findings hold across multiple 
specifications, in support of both our direct and interactive findings.

Discussion

This exploratory study shows that while valence and right-wing populism are linked to greater climate 
skepticism across countries, left-wing populism is associated with lower skepticism. However, when factoring 
in globalization, the picture becomes more complex; globalization intensifies some populist effects but not 
others. Overall, our findings reveal how different variations and pathways of populism shape climate beliefs, 
particularly in the context of globalization, providing important takeaways for future research.

Ideological considerations: distinguishing ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’

First, our results highlight the importance of distinguishing between different ideological varieties of 
populism. While all populism sets ‘the people’ against ‘the elite,’ its impact on climate skepticism depends 
on how these categories are defined. RWP often frames elites as cultural actors pushing out-of-touch 
cosmopolitan values that clash with exclusionary, nation-centered notions of identity based on race, religion, 
ethnicity, or other forms of ‘authentic’ citizenship. Framed as part of this worldview, the climate agenda is 
viewed as irrelevant or threatening, fueling skepticism. In contrast, LWP targets political and economic elites 
who advance capitalist production at the expense of the environment and marginalized populations. 
Climate change, framed as a consequence of elite exploitation, becomes a populist rallying point – some
thing to challenge and prevent, rather than to deny. However, when populism is ideologically vague, as with 
valence populism, its broad anti-elite framing tends to mimic RWP, reinforcing skepticism rather than 
mitigating it.

Although we can only speculate, this is perhaps due to valence populism’s fundamentally adaptable 
nature. Without a strong ideological anchor, valence populism can be easily co-opted by right-wing 
narratives that advance climate skepticism. In our sample, the valence and RWP rhetoric are moderately 
and positively correlated (r = 0.40), suggesting some degree of alignment. One possible explanation is that 
valence populism more easily aligns with RWP than LWP frames, given RWP’s relatively unified or bounded 
notion of ‘the people’ (however, vague or specific), compared to LWP’s more diffuse and complex focus on 
transnational solidarity, coalition-building, and systemic critique. However, given the adaptability of valence 
populism, this alignment may not hold across all contexts or issue areas – highlighting the need for further 
research in support of a more refined theoretical and empirical understanding of populism.

These results for valence populism offer another important takeaway: political ideology is not the sole 
driver of climate skepticism – even ‘pure’ populism can foster it. These findings align with an emerging 
perspective in the literature: populism is not inherently exclusionary or right-wing, and its alternative forms 
merit further exploration (Bonikowski and Gidron 2016; Meyer 2024). However, as our study shows, the 
ideological foundations of populism critically shape the direction of its effects. Overlooking or conflating 
these distinctions, as is often the case in current scholarship, risks obscuring populism’s diverse and 
potentially opposing influences. This is especially relevant for LWP, which holds significant but under
explored potential to reduce climate skepticism and advance climate justice (Bosworth 2020; Meyer 2024). 
While our study highlights this potential, future research can expand upon our proposed framework by 
further capturing populism’s ideological diversity, particularly on the left.

New data collection efforts will be critical in this endeavor, and should prioritize the development 
of measures addressing heterogeneous left-wing interpretations of ‘the people’ among individual 
attitudes (e.g. support for grassroots coalitions, anti-capitalist, anti-neoliberal social movements, or 
framing ‘the oppressed’ as multicultural and globally interconnected) and ‘the elite’ within parties (e.g. 
rhetoric or positions vilifying the ‘one percent’ multinational corporations, and neoliberal govern
ments). Measures of valence or pure populism should also be included in standard questionnaires 
(e.g. endorsement of people sovereignty, anti-establishment, and anti-corruption positions) to enhance 

ENVIRONMENTAL SOCIOLOGY 15



our understanding of the most fundamental aspects of populism, net of ideological embellishments. 
Indeed, although perhaps less commonplace than its ideological counterparts, valence populism is not 
insignificant in real-world settings, accounting for approximately 15% of European populist parties, for 
instance (Zulianello 2020). Incorporating such measures into climate- and issue-specific surveys can 
enhance comparisons both across and beyond ideologies, building upon our work to further investi
gate these differences. Need is particularly urgent for large-N, cross-national, and longitudinal datasets. 
In our own study, for instance, the lack of longitudinal data posed a clear limitation: while we ideally 
would have leveraged earlier ISSP environment modules to assess change over time, key survey items 
were only added in the most recent wave, and GPS data are available only from 2019 onward – 
making longitudinal analysis impossible.

Supply vs. Demand-side explanations

Our second contribution is our consideration of the specific pathways through which populism influences 
climate skepticism. Country-level measures for right-wing and valence populism, as well as individual-level 
measures for right- and left-wing populism, were all significantly associated with climate skepticism. In other 
words, populism does not discriminate by pathway; it influences skepticism, whether supplied in a top-down 
fashion by influential political party cues or demanded from the bottom-up by individuals disillusioned with 
elite-led societal decline. By demonstrating these dual effects, we provide a clearer understanding of how 
populism influences public opinion while illustrating the need to consider both top-down and bottom-up 
mechanisms. Future research can expand on our work by exploring where and when supply- or demand-side 
dynamics prevail, how they intersect with ideological variations of populism, and the extent to which they 
reinforce one another. In line with our call for expanded data collection, future cross-national studies should, 
for example, examine the forms of populism we could not – specifically, supply-side LWP and demand-side 
valence populism – thus more fully adjudicating between different pathways across the ideological 
spectrum.

Populism and globalization

Our final contribution lies in examining how populism, both shaped by and reacting to globalization, 
influences climate skepticism – a widely theorized yet underexplored relationship. As expected, globalization 
often shapes how populism relates to skepticism (Rodrik 2017). At the individual level, globalization 
intensifies the positive link between RWP and skepticism, validating expectations set forth by existing 
literature. However, at the national level, the influence of RWP parties on skepticism thrives amidst lower 
globalization. This is unexpected, given that RWP fundamentally rejects global engagement – something 
globalization enhances.

Although we cannot be sure why this is the case, it may be that in highly globalized countries, nationalist 
and nativist rhetoric may struggle to override pro-climate global narratives, limiting its impact on skepticism. 
As previous scholarship by World Society scholars illustrates, it may also be that when globalization is 
pervasive, individual adopt more liberal (Kim 2020) and specifically more pro-environment, pro-climate 
attitudes (Givens and Jorgenson 2013; Kim et al. 2024) – reducing the effectiveness of nationalist critiques. 
In contrast, in low-globalization contexts, RWP parties may encounter a more receptive audience. If globa
lization remains only an emerging threat, RWP parties can amplify these fears – framing climate policies as 
symbols of encroaching globalism, leading to increased skepticism.

Like RWP, valence populist party rhetoric is linked to increased skepticism when globalization is low – 
again mirroring RWP’s effects. Although valence populism does not explicitly oppose globalization, it may be 
that valence populism is easily integrated into right-wing narratives under the same conditions that activate 
RWP. It could also be that the valence parties in our sample are sympathetic to right-wing causes but rely on 
generalized populist rhetoric to cast a wider electoral net. Further research exploring when and why party 
signaling is more or less effective in globalized settings can help confirm and elaborate upon these claims. 
Taken together, these findings suggest that supply-side populism is amenable to globalization’s influence.

On the demand side, results are more mixed. As mentioned above, globalization exacerbates individual 
RWP’s effects but has little impact on LWP. One possible reason is perhaps because LWP criticizes neoliberal 
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deregulation and the elites who enable it, rather than globalization itself. In fact, despite globalization’s 
massive potential to enhance LWP’s pursuit of global solidarity and cross-border coalitions, LWP doesn’t 
appear to be leveraging globalization effectively – at least at the individual level. Future research should 
continue to explore this relationship as the relatively modest LWP movement grows and global data on LWP 
parties becomes more readily available.

Others looking to expand upon our work can also consider exploring additional interaction terms to 
better capture the interplay between top-down and bottom-up drivers of climate skepticism. While our 
globalization interaction offers an initial look at how national context shapes individual responses to populist 
narratives, more work is needed to examine how individual attributes – such as class, gender, or education – 
and broader national factors (e.g. GDP, climate risk) may interact with different forms of populism to shape 
climate attitudes. Understanding why some individuals gravitate toward right-, left-, or valence-populist 
narratives likely hinges on how they interpret their own marginalization and which elites they hold 
responsible – questions that multilevel modeling can begin to unpack through richer, more targeted 
interactions.

Final considerations: harnessing populism to address climate change

In addition to its theoretical and empirical contributions, this study offers valuable insights for policymakers 
and activists. Populism, when embodied by particular political values, can rally support for or against climate 
policies. The key factor shaping this outcome lies in how ‘the elite’ and ‘the people’ are defined. When ‘the 
people’ are framed as those most vulnerable to the climate crisis, LWP parties have a unique opportunity to 
cultivate popular support for climate action. In contexts where such frames are absent, activist movements 
can appeal to RWP’s anti-elitism by highlighting the collective harm inflicted by corporate and political 
elites – both domestically and globally – thus fostering solidarity beyond RWP’s typically exclusionary 
frameworks.

From a policy perspective, effective climate action hinges on values of shared humanity and global 
solidarity – values that are fundamentally at odds with RWP’s exclusionary ethos. However, as our findings 
reveal, RWP is not the sole populist force shaping climate attitudes. Policymakers and activists can harness 
the potential of LWP to advocate for multiracial, intersectional climate solutions that prioritize frontline 
communities over technocratic, top-down approaches – what Meyer (2024, 268) describes as a ‘strategically 
invaluable’ method. At the same time, challenging RWP’s narrow, homogenous conception of ‘the people’ as 
well as its capacity to harness generalized valence populist narratives is essential to advancing inclusive 
climate policies, particularly as climate displacement grows. Without this shift, climate refugees may be cast 
as threats to national identity, hindering essential refugee protections and exacerbating skepticism. To this 
end, international bodies should also consider the challenge posed by inward-facing RWP in perpetuating 
displacement.

The global urgency of addressing climate change cannot be overstated. By disaggregating populism into 
its diverse forms and employing a cross-national, large-N analytical framework, we provide a nuanced and 
comprehensive – albeit exploratory – understanding of how populist ideologies intersect with climate 
concerns. This approach is crucial for designing effective policies and pro-climate movements, which, as 
our study shows, can better exploit the untapped potential of globalization in support of their cause. Future 
research can build on these insights by examining how different forms of populism influence other climate 
attitudes and actions across nations, ultimately improving interventions and fostering global cooperation in 
the fight against climate change.

Notes

1. Different conceptualizations of populism exist – as ideology, as discourse, as political strategy, to name a few 
(Hawkins and Rovira Kaltwasser 2018; Mudde 2004). Given our focus on attitudes, we privilege the ideational 
approach.

2. Though some studies support these associations (Brechin 1999; Franzen and Meyer 2010; Givens and Jorgenson  
2011, 2013; Kim et al. 2024), others report negative, inconsistent, or null effects (Haller and Hadler 2008; Kim et al.  
2024; Kvaløy, Finseraas, and Listhaug 2012; Marquart-Pyatt 2012; Mostafa 2011; Zhou 2014).
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3. While often conflated, nationalism and populism are distinct. Although both endorse people-sovereignty, and 
appear similar when populism turns right, nationalism fundamentally conveys allegiance to national identity, 
while populism primarily emphasizes the people-elite antagonism – which can manifest both on the left and the 
right (Varshney 2021).

4. e.g., ‘The PopuList’, or ‘Votes for Populists’; also, the Chapel Hill Experts Survey, which focuses on Europe.
5. According to (Gygli et al. 2019), de facto ‘measures actual international flows and activities’; de jure ‘measures 

policies and conditions that, in principle, enable, facilitate and foster flows and activities.’
6. Operationalized, for instance, as trade flows such as exports and imports; participation in international organiza

tions and treaties; and engagement with global communication, technology, and cultural exchange.
7. All replication materials are available here: https://osf.io/6hzfd/.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Countries in Sample

Australia, Austria, Croatia, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Iceland, India, Italy, Japan, Lithuania, New Zealand, Norway, Philippines, 
Russia, Slovakia, Slovenia, South Africa, South Korea, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Thailand, United States

Appendix 2. Descriptive Statistics, All Variables

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min. Max.

National-level (N = 26)
RWP Party Rhetoric 5.012 .697 3.824 6.962
Valence Party Rhetoric 5.597 .747 3.362 6.725
KOF Globalization Index 81.21 7.754 62.345 90.573
Environmental Condition 70.935 13.209 30.57 87.42
GDP per capita (logged) 10.168 .99 7.545 11.371
Individual-level (N = 28,363)
Climate Skepticism 2.933 2.37 0 10
RWP Attitudes −.003 .762 −1.973 1.702
LWP Attitudes 5.023 2.052 0 10
Religiosity 2.137 2.102 0 7
Female .509 .5 0 1
Age 49.623 16.993 15 103
Education 4.085 1.962 0 8
Class 5.682 1.783 1 10
Employment Status 1.766 .935 1 3
Interactions
KOF x RWP Party Rhetoric 406.595 66.406 282.543 577.826
KOF x Valence Party Rhetoric 457.804 87.26 209.588 609.104
KOF x RWP Attitudes −1.163 62.819 −178.708 154.176
KOF x LWP Attitudes 406.895 168.581 0 905.729

Appendix 3. Correlation Matrix, All Independent Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13
1 1
2 0.08 1
3 0.40 -0.03 1
4 0.39 -0.15 0.85 1
5 0.45 -0.15 0.87 0.91 1
6 -0.06 0.16 -0.15 -0.22 -0.20 1
7 0.01 0.23 -0.03 -0.04 -0.03 0.20 1
8 -0.05 0.08 -0.35 -0.37 -0.36 0.15 -0.05 1
9 0.01 0.02 -0.03 -0.03 -0.04 0.01 0.02 0.08 1
10 0.05 -0.07 0.20 0.23 0.22 0.08 -0.02 0.03 -0.02 1
11 0.06 0.01 0.22 0.28 0.28 -0.28 -0.03 -0.13 -0.01 -0.09 1
12 0.04 -0.09 0.14 0.19 0.14 -0.18 -0.22 -0.01 -0.03 0.01 0.28 1
13 -0.01 -0.02 -0.01 -0.02 -0.02 0.07 -0.01 0.07 0.07 0.34 -0.20 -0.09 1

Variables: (1) Valence Populist Party Rhetoric (2) RWP Party Rhetoric (3) KOF Globalization Index (4) GDP per capita (logged) (5) Environmental 
Condition (6) RWP Attitudes (7) LWP Attitudes (8) Religiosity (9) Female (10) Age (11) Education (12) Class (13) Employment Status
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