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Why are governments and politicians
acting so poorly on climate change 
(or simply not act at all)?

The limits of representative democracy in responding to the urgency of the climate crisis

Electoral short-termism and political cycles

Elections over long-term policies and future

Compromise politics

The need to form coalitions and avoid unpopular measures often dilutes the ambition of environmental policies

Influence of organized interests

Industries’ interests over citizens and the environment

Ideological conflict: polarization and populism

not a priority for some influential political actors; position issue (ideological conflict on what (not) to do); misinformation, sometimes created, 

conveyed, and promoted by politicians themselves, undermines consensus on climate action

Low credibility

The gap between promises and actual action fuels growing skepticism about politicians’ ability to resolve the climate crisis
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BACKGROUND



What are the alternatives? Who might
complement or even replace them?

The alternative/complementary decision-making models in responding to the urgency of the climate

crisis: benefits (and risks)
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- Democratic accountability

and electoral legitimacy

- Capacity to arbitrate

between diverse interests

- Short-termism linked to 

electoral cycles

- Risk of capture by interest

groups

- Decisions based on science 

and evidence

- Long-term vision, detached

from elections

- Low democratic

accountability

- Criticisms of elitism and 

social disconnection

- Social inclusion and 

procedural legitimacy

- More authentic reflection of 

popular will

- Political implementation

often uncertain

- Role often limited to 

consultation

- Rapid and decisive

decision-making

- Fewer parliamentary

blockages

- Severe infringements on 

civil liberties

- Deep deficit of democratic

legitimacy

Electoral/representative

democracy
Technocracy

Direct/deliberative

democracy
Authoritarian system

Elected representatives Independent experts Ordinary citizens Strong leader

BACKGROUND



OBJECTIVES

1. Mapping the preferences of the public for the different models in climate governance

- Support for each type of model/actors (+ anarchy): to what extent is there a specific demand for alternatives 

or complements on this particular issue

- Support across models: to what extent are these preferences overlapping (or not)

2. Explaining the determinants (next steps)

- Identify the factors that lead citizens to (a) fully reject representative democracy in favor of alternative 

mechanisms or (b) to promote some changes/complements (and which ones)

- Process preferences (generic)

- Perceived competence

- Attitudes towards the climate

- Political attitudes (distrust)

- Emotions / mental well-being
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METHODS

1. Survey data sources

• French-speaking Belgium: TSS – SONYA (ULB – Louise Knops, Thom Bauler), large study

(N=1,380) on climate-related opinions (2025)

2. Descriptive, factor and latent profile analyses (today)
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SOME PRELIMINARY INSIGHTS

• Question: On a scale from 1 to 5, to what extent would the following political systems be 

capable to respond to climate change? 
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1. Experts / technocracy

2. Citizens / participatory democracy

3. Politicians / representative democracy
(population spread but overall confirm relative 

skepticism: only slightly capable on average) 

4. Lower support for authoritariansim
(yet existing and present)



SOME PRELIMINARY INSIGHTS

Preferences for the different models OVER the status-quo, i.e. representative democracy (the 

higher the value, the higher the support over representative democracy)

8How to respond to climate change? Public process preferences in French-speaking Belgium | BSCA2026

• 1 respondent out of 2 (52%) think experts are more 

capable than politicians

• 37% think citizens are more capable

• 29% (!) see authoritarian options as more efficient



SOME PRELIMINARY INSIGHTS

Preferences across the different models (LPA: unobserved (latent) profiles based on how 

similarly people answer a set of indicators) 
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SOME PRELIMINARY INSIGHTS

Preferences across the different models (LPA: unobserved (latent) profiles based on how 

similarly people answer a set of indicators) 
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• Alienated (doomed?) - red:

• Low scores across all regimes

• Slightly higher (but still low) for technocracy

➢ No system is capable; we can’t do anything



SOME PRELIMINARY INSIGHTS

Preferences across the different models (LPA: unobserved (latent) profiles based on how 

similarly people answer a set of indicators) 
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• Radical reformists - yellow: 

• High support for authoritarianism and 

technocracy

• Low/moderate support for representative and 

direct democracy

➢ Instrumental: effectiveness over procedural

legitimacy and accountability



SOME PRELIMINARY INSIGHTS

Preferences across the different models (LPA: unobserved (latent) profiles based on how 

similarly people answer a set of indicators) 
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• Democrats - orange:

• Highest support for representative democracy

• High support for direct democracy

• Support for technocratic complement but anti-

authoritarian

➢ Largest class



SOME PRELIMINARY INSIGHTS

Preferences across the different models (LPA: unobserved (latent) profiles based on how 

similarly people answer a set of indicators) 

13How to respond to climate change? Public process preferences in French-speaking Belgium | BSCA2026

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2.5

3

3.5

4

4.5

5

M
ea

n

C1

C2

C3

C4

C5

C6

• Indifferent - black: 

• Moderate support for all, and the highest

inclination for anarchy

➢ Not strongly committed to democracy alone: 

possibly ambivalent



SOME PRELIMINARY INSIGHTS

Preferences across the different models (LPA: unobserved (latent) profiles based on how 

similarly people answer a set of indicators) 
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• Pragmatists - blue

• High support for representative, direct 

democracy, authoritarianism, and technocracy, 

but still rejects anarchism

➢ Supports almost everything except chaos

➢ Likely reflects low differentiation or acquiescence 

bias, or a belief that multiple systems can work

➢ Anything is welcome if it helps?



SOME PRELIMINARY INSIGHTS

Preferences across the different models (LPA: unobserved (latent) profiles based on how 

similarly people answer a set of indicators) 
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• Techno-populists/critical democrats - green

• Prefers direct democracy + expertise

• Rejects authoritarianism strongly

• Less attached to traditional representative

democracy



FIRST TAKEAWAYS

1. Democratic support is fragmented, not consensual

Support for democracy is far from uniform:

• A clear normative democratic core (C3)

• But also alienated (C1) and critical (C6) segments

→ The idea of a broad democratic consensus is overstated: citizens differ not just in intensity, but in 

the type of democracy they endorse (or reject)

2. Strong cross-cutting appeal of technocracy

Technocracy receives consistently high support across ideologically diverse groups (C2, C3, C5, 

C6).

→Technocracy functions as a “bridging” governance model, compatible with multiple normative 

orientations
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FIRST TAKEAWAYS

3. Authoritarianism reveals a core normative divide

Support for authoritarianism sharply differentiates profiles:

• Rejected by democratic and critical groups (C3, C6)

• Accepted by instrumental and diffuse groups (C2, C5)

This is not just a variation in preferences: it reflects a fundamental divide between:

• Normativity (principled rejection)

• Instrumentality (conditional acceptance based on performance)

4. Anarchism functions as a universal rejection benchmark

All groups strongly reject anarchism.

→ Citizens may disagree on how to govern but there is broad consensus that some form of 

structured authority is necessary
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FIRST TAKEAWAYS

5. A substantial share of citizens hold unconstrained or hybrid preferences

Profiles like C2 and especially C5 combine support for mutually incompatible regimes.

→ Many citizens do not structure their views along coherent regime principles. Instead, they

exhibit:

• Low ideological constraint, or

• Outcome-oriented reasoning

This challenges classic assumptions about internally consistent democratic belief systems

Rather than a simple pro-/anti-democracy divide, your results reveal a multidimensional

landscape of regime preferences
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Next steps: who and why?

Who favors these models, especially over representative democracy (and what factors

predict belonging to one or the other latent group), and why?

• Relationship with general process preferences (i.e., not climate-specific), including broader

conceptions of what democracy is and should be (e.g., generic political attitudes, trust in 

institutions and politicians, satisfaction with democracy)

• Relationship with the perceived competence of the different actors involved in each model

• Relationship with attitudes toward climate change

• Relationship with emotional engagement with climate change

• Relationship with mental and health conditions (ECPR paper)

• Relationship with socio-demographic attributes
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Next steps

Who favors these models over representative democracy? Socio
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• Authoritarianism: younger and less educated

• Technocracy: favored by those emotionnally

(negatively) involved

• Add more data from TSS panel



Next steps

Who favors these models over representative democracy? (LUX data)
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THANK YOU !

Contact
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Press - University of 
Luxembourg

emilien.paulis@uni.lu

https://www.uni.lu/fhse-en/people/emilien-paulis/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/emilien-paulis-7a02b572/
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Emilien-Paulis/research
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=JFZedsYAAAAJ&hl=fr
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5954-4182
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