
Introduction
Numerous policies, initiatives and instruments have been developed over the last decade 
in an effort to curb human emissions of greenhouse gases. Some have been more effective 
than others and to an extent the search for the “holy grail” policy goes on, with emissions 
trading perhaps the nearest to achieving this status. This “policies-and-instruments” 
approach has focused attention on many core concerns for climate policy (effectiveness, 
economic efficiency and equity) but arguably pays insufficient attention to the problem 
of how to build political support for climate policies, despite the fact that the short history 
of climate policy in Britain and elsewhere is already littered with good ideas that, due to 
lack of support from the public, industry and special interests – as well as obstacles within 
governments, legislatures, departments and political parties – had to be abandoned or 
diluted to the point where they lost most of their impact.

A political strategy approach in contrast focuses on the tactics that governments might 
employ to maximise the chances of strengthening climate policies while avoiding the 
loss of significant amounts of political support.  This approach deals less with normative 
views of what climate policy should look like in a hypothetical world free from political 
constraints and instead focuses attention on how policies can be structured, linked and 
presented to weaken potential opposition. Here we summarise early results from an 
international project aimed at identifying political strategies that may enable governments 
to take more effective action on climate change without suffering significant political 
damage (Compston and Bailey 2008, Compston forthcoming 2009). Although it may 
seem presumptuous for academics to advise politicians and officials on political strategy, 
so far those involved in policymaking have not been able to deliver a programme that will 
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bring climate change under control, and academic perspectives bring different theories 
and analytical methods to bear on the problem.

Our analysis indicates that political strategies for strengthening climate policies can be 
divided into four broad categories: playing it safe, improving communications, changing 
the rules of the game, and venturing beyond consensus.  

Playing it safe

1. Stick to consensus policies
The most obvious way for governments to maximise political support for climate policy 
is to stick to policies on which they have already secured the prior agreement of the 
main affected political actors and, implicitly, of the electorate as indicated by the 
results of opinion polls. This approach has pervaded much of the climate politics of 
western democracies. One indication of this is the profusion of voluntary or negotiated 
agreements whereby industry groups agree to reduce their emissions in exchange for 
the non-imposition or delay of legal requirements or economic instruments. The classic 
example of this was the granting of 80 per cent reductions in the UK’s climate change levy 
to energy-intensive sectors that signed climate change agreements.  The disadvantage 
of the consensus approach, of course, is that it can impede further progress due to the 
effective veto that the perceived need for agreement gives to all stakeholders.  

2. Small steps on many fronts
Strengthening policies in repeated small steps is a well-recognised technique for getting 
something done while not arousing political opposition and, in addition, enables 
experimentation with new ideas before they are rolled out on a large scale. Although 
restricting policy changes to incremental steps can make it difficult to introduce entirely 
new types of climate policies, the impact of this strategy can be maximised by moving 
on as many fronts as possible. This approach too has been widely adopted by western 
governments.

3. Take advantage of windows of opportunity
Although it is impossible to be certain of a causal link in individual cases, research indicating 
that climate change is responsible for an increase in the frequency and seriousness of 
extreme weather events has fuelled media speculation about this link whenever weather-
related disasters occur (Boykoff 2007). Similar spikes in coverage have occurred with 
the publication of high-level scientific reports on climate change.  Consequent rises 
in public concern about climate change create potential windows of opportunity for 
governments to introduce or strengthen climate policies while sustaining less political 
damage than might be the case at other times. In some cases governments might even 
benefit politically, as appeared to happen in Germany in 2002 when the Elbe floods were 
instrumental in the government introducing new targets (Michaelowa 2008). 
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In Australia, prolonged droughts were utilised effectively by Kevin Rudd’s Labor Party first 
to win the 2007 election and then to push through Kyoto ratification and the Carbon 
Pollution Reduction Scheme. 

It follows that one effective tactic for governments is to have policies ready to go in order 
to take advantage of these windows of opportunity when they occur, provided that 
these policies are properly thought through in order to avoid accusations that they are 
ill-considered, “knee-jerk” reactions. Although events can also draw attention away from 
climate change, as has occurred since the onset of the global economic downturn, if 
climate scientists are right we can expect windows of opportunity caused by extreme 
weather events to occur more and more frequently as time goes on. 

4. Continue to push for international agreements
Pressing for international agreements has the advantage, if successful, of both getting 
more countries involved in carbon reduction and reducing the likelihood that domestic 
climate policies which increase business costs will be undermined by foreign competition 
and/or carbon leakage. One tactic is for governments to steer international debates by 
making strong declarations prior to major conferences.  This was used by the EU prior to the 
UNFCCC Bali negotiations when it issued a unilateral declaration that it would reduce its 
domestic emissions to 20% below 1990 levels by 2020 and by 30% if other major emitting 
nations followed suit. International agreements also can be used to develop alternative 
approaches, as occurred with the Asia-Pacific Partnership on Clean Development, where 
the USA, Australia and Japan enlisted China, India and South Korea into joint initiatives on 
technology transfer and sharing of best practice.  Whatever criticism might be levelled 
at the partnership, it does offer an alternative to the “targets-and-timetables” approach 
of the Kyoto Protocol by instead focusing on the means of implementing climate policy, 
and arguably drew leading developing economies into more active participation than 
the UNFCCC had managed.

5. Improve policy design
Policies need to be not only technically and economically well-designed but also politically 
well-designed.  For example, climate policies that are seen to distribute costs equitably, 
or which also contribute to the achievement of other policy objectives, such as energy 
security, should encounter less political opposition than policies that are perceived as 
being unfair or which have no co-benefits.

6. Offer tradeoffs
Obtaining the agreement of powerful political actors to policy changes in one area 
in exchange for policy concessions in another is a well-known feature of governance. 
The finer skill here is to identify concessions that are not especially significant to the 
government but are significant enough to the political actor(s) concerned to elicit their 
acceptance of new and/or strengthened climate policies.  One example, discussed by 
Macdonald (2008), 
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is the case of the Canadian federal government providing its oil-dependent provinces 
and major oil companies with subsidies for technological development in return for their 
acceptance of a carbon tax.

7. Introduce spillover policies
Spillover policies in this context mean policies that: (1) are relatively easy to transfer to 
other countries; (2) are difficult to reverse once introduced; and/or (3) create functional 
or political pressure for further strengthening or the introduction of related measures, for 
instance policies that increase investment and employment in the renewables sector and 
in so doing increase pressure on governments to take further steps in this area.  Policies 
that tend to increase pressure for new or stronger policies at European level have been 
used extensively by the EU across its policy areas. In relation to climate policy perhaps 
the best example is the EU emissions trading scheme, where the Commission initially 
accepted a relatively decentralised system and undemanding targets during the scheme’s 
first two phases but used this experience and the problems encountered during these 
periods to garner support for a more centralised system and stronger targets.

Improving communications
This is a complex area, a fuller exploration of which can be found in Moser and Dilling 
(2007). Below are a few of the more obvious communications strategies.

8. Reports and targets
One of the most frequently used communication strategies is the provision of information 
about the causes and effects of climate change along with information about effective 
and practical responses. This tactic has formed an integral part of the Assessment Reports 
of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, particularly the 2007 report, which 
included regional as well as global assessments and placed strong emphasis on mitigation 
options. Maximising the transparency of potentially popular policy initiatives is especially 
important. When not used cynically, reporting can play an important role in persuading 
stakeholders and voters that effective action is both necessary and possible. Similarly, 
targets can assist in shifting debates on climate change from the issue of whether action 
is necessary to the issue of which policy instruments should be chosen. One useful 
future move here would be to place greater emphasis on envisioning more clearly the 
characteristics of a future low carbon society in order to make it easier to trace the policy 
steps needed to achieve this (backcasting).

9. Emphasise co-benefits
Another way of fostering support for climate policies, already used in several countries, 
is to stress any contribution they make to the achievement of other social or economic 
objectives. One example of this is the promotion of renewable energies as means of 
increasing energy security and employment (locally as well as nationally), while measures 
to encourage modal switches in travel behaviour (from private cars to public transport or 
“alternative” travel) can be popularised as combating traffic congestion as well as reducing 
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emissions. Pointing out ancillary or co-benefits enables actors who support these other 
objectives to be recruited to swell coalitions favouring policies such as feed-in tariffs for 
renewable energy generation. 

10. Keep the message simple, clear and tailored to the audience
Messages aimed at the general public need to be kept simple and clear if they are to be 
widely understood. For this reason it is vital to focus on just a few selected indicators of 
climate change impacts along with a small number of projected solutions that voters can 
readily comprehend. The use of metaphors and analogies can make it easier for citizens to 
understand complex ideas, provided they are not overly patronising. The chosen message 
then needs to be repeated often enough to become embedded.  One example of the 
effect of clear, simple and repeated messages is the progressive embedding of recycling 
as a social norm. However, it needs to be kept in mind that such messages require periodic 
reformulation to ensure they retain their impact, especially when other events capture 
public attention (Pralle 2009).

As awareness of the audience is fundamental to political communication, messages 
about climate change and responses to it need to be formulated in ways that strike 
a chord with particular audiences. Stressing the health impacts of climate change, 
for example, appeals to the concerns of a wide variety of people, while focusing on 
economic impacts or implications for national security may be more relevant for business 
and security-conscious audiences respectively. Further devices to increase the impact 
of communications include stressing regional and local impacts to reduce spatial and 
temporal disconnections between climate change and everyday concerns, and employing 
credible spokespeople who can explain how climate change is affecting them.  Examples 
of this include using farmers when addressing a rural audience, using organisations 
like the World Business Council for Sustainable Development when communicating to 
companies, and using knowledgeable television personalities when addressing general 
audiences (Pralle 2009).

11. Stress the moral dimension
Issues with a moral or ethical dimension often attract very passionate followers, as the issues 
of abortion and stem-cell research amply demonstrate. For this reason communication 
strategies may seek to stress the disproportionate effects that climate change is likely to 
have on poorer sections of society (nationally and globally) and on people who have not 
benefited from the ready availability of cheap energy (Pralle 2009).  One danger here, of 
course, is that moralising can lead to a backlash if and when the governments concerned 
are perceived to be acting hypocritically.

12. Be positive
One problem with communications on climate change is that they often engender 
feelings of demoralisation and helplessness because of the mismatches between the 
scale and causes of the problem and the capabilities of individuals and local communities 
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to act effectively.  It is therefore essential to blend negative messages – which are needed 
to raise concern – with positive messages that explain how individuals and communities 
can make a difference (Moser and Dilling 2007). 

13. Get the framing right
Related to these points is the idea that persuasion in politics is less a question of rational 
logic than of narrative logic, and that political actors compete to secure support for their 
definition of reality using narrative devices, such as plot and characterisation, that add to 
their persuasive power (Hajer 1995). Issues to explore here include how to devise frames 
for climate change and climate policies that are credible and salient, and how to promote 
these frames. Recent attempts to innovate in this area include the idea of a Green New 
Deal, while in the US the Apollo Project evokes analogies between dealing with climate 
change and efforts during the 1960s to land on the moon (Pralle, forthcoming 2009).

Changing the rules
Other strategies are designed to change the way policies are made by altering the 
organisation of government and/or the distribution of power resources between the 
government and other stakeholders. Such strategies are especially important to the extent 
that (1) power is unevenly distributed among government ministries, with environmental 
ministries enjoying less influence than economic ministries in cabinet discussions where 
policy interests overlap; and (2) industry groups are granted more routine access to, and 
a greater say in, decision-making processes than environmental groups or other civil 
society actors.

14. Alter the organisation of government
The most obvious approach to increasing the relative weight of climate policy interests 
within government consists of reorganising government departments and ministerial 
responsibilities, for example by creating a separate climate ministry to raise the political 
profile of climate policy, or by moving responsibility for energy from an economic to an 
environmental ministry. Britain has done both recently with the establishment of the 
Department for Energy and Climate Change, while the introduction of an independent 
Climate Change Committee is an attempt to depoliticise climate policy just as monetary 
policy was (largely) depoliticised with the granting of independence to the Bank of 
England in 1997.  

Governments may also alter the organisation of interactions with political actors outside 
government. In some circumstances giving an actor who opposes certain climate policies 
access to the policymaking process – via consultations and committees – may lead to a 
more cooperative attitude and increase the chances of their accepting initiatives they had 
previously opposed. In other circumstances, excluding uncooperative actors may make 
it easier for public administrations to introduce contested climate policies by removing 
the expectation that these must be agreed by the actors concerned, although this 
advantage may be offset if excluded actors then air their grievances publicly. A third tactic 
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would be to introduce new actors to counterbalance the influence of existing ones. One 
possibility here would be to provide seats for independent experts and/or environmental 
nongovernmental organisations on all official climate change-related committees on 
which industry is represented. This approach has already been adopted to a certain extent 
in the composition of the UK’s Sustainable Development Commission and the Climate 
Change Committee, although the link between such committees and policy decisions 
must be sufficiently strong to avoid this becoming, or being seen as, a tokenistic gesture.

15. Change the distribution of power resources
One way of searching for new political strategies is to use theories of policymaking 
to identify the logical possibilities. In this regard what might be called the resource 
dependency version of policy network theory is especially useful. This holds that public 
policy is largely determined by resource exchanges between members of policy networks 
that are held together by the dependence of political actors on each other for resources. 
From this perspective policymaking can be conceptualised as consisting typically 
of public actors exchanging policy amendments, or at least access to policymaking, 
for resources controlled by other public and private actors such as formal approval, 
information, political support, help with implementation, and investment (for more detail 
see Compston, forthcoming, 2009a). In relation to climate policy, then, official proponents 
of stronger measures would be expected to have to exchange policy amendments for 
needed resources such as the approval of key decision-making bodies (such as cabinet 
and parliament), investment and cooperation with implementation on the part of 
industry, and political support from the media and voters. 

The important thing here, however, is that the logic of this approach suggests that 
governments can also try to alter policy outcomes by altering the terms of resource 
exchange. 

First, they can seek to influence the pattern of interdependency by acquiring additional 
legal powers to coerce other actors. Moves by national governments to acquire additional 
legal powers over planning permission, for example, would add to their resources by 
enabling them to offer benefits to firms that a more restrictive planning system would 
not allow. Recent moves by the Labour government in Britain to streamline planning 
permission are at least in part designed to make it quicker and easier for firms to establish 
new wind farms and nuclear power stations by taking veto powers away from planners 
and objectors. More radically, governments could take direct control of selected private 
firms by buying or nationalising them. This might seem unlikely, but so was nationalising 
banks until very recently. An alternative possibility would be to form state agencies to 
undertake needed tasks that private firms are simply not carrying out, such as building 
coal-fired power stations that are equipped with carbon capture and storage.

Second, governments may cultivate alternative sources for obtaining key resources. New 
sections of the electorate, for example, might be cultivated to compensate for losses in 
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electoral support caused by the introduction of new climate policies. 

Finally, governments may deny other actors alternative sources for obtaining resources 
that these actors want from government, for example by imposing stricter controls 
on international transactions in order to make it harder for firms to shift investment 
elsewhere if they object to certain climate policies. However, the EU’s recent discussions 
on the introduction of border tax adjustments – higher tariffs for goods imported from 
countries with less stringent emissions-control policies – suggests that such moves are 
problematic from the point of view of current international trade rules. Another example 
of this strategy would be to nurture cross-party consensus on climate change in order to 
limit the extent to which business groups or voters who object to certain climate policies 
can shift their political support to parties that oppose these measures.

Beyond consensus
Focusing on measures on which the agreement of powerful actors can be obtained 
has enabled governments to introduce and strengthen a number of climate policies at 
relatively low political cost. Once relatively uncontroversial policies have been negotiated 
and implemented, however, continued acceptance of the need to obtain broad agreement 
impedes the introduction of more radical measures by giving all stakeholders an effective 
veto on government action. This combined with the fact that consensus strategies have 
not (yet) delivered emissions cuts of the magnitude required to mitigate climate change 
effectively (IPCC 2007), suggests that governments will at some point need to impose 
more radical policies against the wishes of powerful actors and/or voters.

16. Spend political capital
The first and most obvious strategy is simply for governments to spend some of their 
political capital on unpopular climate policies. The problem, however, is that while some 
governments may choose to do this, others will choose to spend their political capital 
on other things, or will lack sufficient expendable political capital. This is therefore not a 
strategy with wide applicability.

17. Selective imposition of more radical policies
While this approach clearly carries greater political risks than consensus strategies, some 
tactics that can be employed to limit these risks include:

  n Introducing unpopular policies during the early years of an administration to 
allow time for opposition to subside and for the benefits of such policies to become 
apparent before the next election arrives.  This follows the old political maxim that 
governments tend to introduce their most radical policies during their first 100 days 
in office;

  n Targeting economic sectors that are able to pass on at least a proportion of their 
extra costs to consumers, as this may facilitate the internalisation of environmental 
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costs without government being blamed directly – although the media is often 
quick to publicise how carbon/energy taxes, for example, lead to higher prices for 
consumers;

  n Adopting policies that target losses on small sections of society, particularly groups 
that are least able to inflict political damage via the ballot box or to exercise threats to 
withdraw investment from the country;

  n Compensating powerful actors for the imposition of more progressive climate 
policies even when their explicit agreement to these cannot be obtained, in order 
to weaken their resistance by reducing the costs they incur as a result - although this 
approach is open to accusations of unfairness if these groups are responsible for large 
quantities of greenhouse gas emissions.

One obvious problem with these strategies, however, is their potential to create inequities 
in the distribution of costs and benefits arising from climate policy, as this may erode 
existing support and lead to new sources of opposition. Any political strategy that 
effectively accords weight to stakeholder concerns in proportion to their ability to make 
trouble for governments, therefore, must be approached with extreme care (Dryzek, 
1997).  

At the same time, however, it is important to be clear that basing climate policy on the 
notion that consensus is always achievable is likely to lead to damaging delays in the 
introduction of measures that are commensurate with the increasingly severe warnings 
about climate change being issued by scientists. In other words, there may be fewer easy 
political choices in the long run.

Conclusion
In this chapter we have briefly reviewed a number of ways in which governments might 
build support for greater action on climate change, and indeed go beyond this without 
incurring significant political retribution. Most of these are already well-known, yet 
greenhouse gas emissions continue to rise. As well as indicating that known strategies 
need to be evaluated carefully and pursued more vigorously, this suggests a need for 
further work to identify new and innovative strategies. Perhaps the most promising lines 
for future development are in the areas of making policy design more politically acute, for 
example by a greater stress on spillover policies; using tradeoffs and compensation more 
creatively; telling better stories; making further changes in the policymaking process; 
and formulating more creative approaches to selective policy imposition. Whatever the 
precise outcomes of such investigations, it seems clear that the success of future climate 
policy hinges as much on the political strategies used to build support for actions as on 
the policy instruments used to curb emissions.




