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How politicians and the population attribute 
responsibility for climate change mitigation: no 
indication of a ‘governance trap’ in Norway
Runa Falck

Department of Foreign Languages, University of Bergen, Bergen, Norway

ABSTRACT
Previous research claims that ‘the most significant risk’ to achieving climate change 
mitigation goals is the ‘governance trap’, whereby governments and the public 
attribute responsibility for action to one another. While it is well documented that 
individuals call for political action on climate change, there is limited knowledge 
about how politicians attribute responsibility for climate change mitigation. The 
present study examines whether there is evidence of a ‘governance trap’ in Norway, 
by using two online surveys to compare how politicians (N = 1211) and the 
population (N = 2030) attribute responsibility for climate change mitigation to 
individuals, the local and regional authorities, the national authorities, the interna-
tional community, and business and industry. Contrary to expectations, politicians 
and the population attribute responsibility to the actors in the same order. Thereby, 
the study contests the assumption that governments attribute primary responsi-
bility for climate change mitigation to the population.
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1. Introduction

The goal of the Paris Agreement is to limit global warming to well below 2, 
preferably to 1.5 degrees Celsius, compared to pre-industrial levels (United 
Nations 2015). To mitigate global warming in line with these goals, deep 
reductions in greenhouse gas emissions must occur in the coming decades 
(Ipcc 2021). Actors at various levels can play a role in reducing these emissions. 
When asking the population who they consider responsible for tackling climate 
change, most responsibility is attributed to national authorities (Livgard 2019, 
European Commission 2021). At the same time, politicians seem to place 
responsibility back onto individuals, local authorities, and/or business and 
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industry (Pidgeon and Butler 2009, Pidgeon 2012, Newell et al. 2015, Tolppanen 
and Kärkkäinen 2021). This apparent mutual avoidance of responsibility leads 
Pidgeon (2012) to propose that ‘the most significant risk’ to achieving the climate 
change mitigation goals is the ‘governance trap’, whereby the public and govern-
ments in many countries ‘each seek to attribute responsibility for instigating 
change to the other’.

However, there has been little analysis of politicians’ attribution of responsi-
bility for climate change mitigation to support this assumption. The present 
study addresses this gap in the literature by presenting novel survey data on how 
elected politicians in Norway attribute responsibility for climate change mitiga-
tion, and comparing their views to those of the Norwegian population, both in 
general and by political party. By this means, the study investigates to what 
extent a ‘governance trap’ can be empirically observed in Norway. Norway is an 
appropriate case, as it is one of the many countries whose current mitigation 
efforts are insufficient to achieve its mitigation goals (OECD 2022). Examining 
Norwegian politicians’ attribution of responsibility will illuminate whether this 
underachievement can in fact be credited to a ‘governance trap’. I will explore in 
which ways politicians stand out when it comes to attribution of responsibility, 
by investigating the following research question: How do politicians attribute 
responsibility for climate change mitigation, compared to the population?

To examine the attitudes of politicians and the population, the study com-
pares data from the Panel of Elected Representatives (2021) and the Norwegian 
Citizen Panel (Ivarsflaten et al. 2022). The first is an online survey distributed to 
all elected representatives at all political levels in Norway, although there are not 
enough respondents at the national level to examine the views of national 
politicians separately. The latter is an online survey where a randomly drawn 
sample of the Norwegian population above the age of 18 is invited to participate. 
Respondents in both surveys were asked in identical ways to what extent they 
think that individuals, the local and regional authorities (municipalities and 
counties), the national authorities (the state), the international community, 
and business and industry are responsible for climate change mitigation.

Contrary to expectations, the results show that politicians and the population 
attribute responsibility in a similar way. Both groups view responsibility for 
climate change mitigation as being shared quite evenly across different actors. 
Yet, there is a noticeable ranking. Just like the population, politicians attribute 
most responsibility for climate change mitigation to the international commu-
nity, followed by the national authorities, business and industry, and local 
authorities. Both politicians and the population attribute the least responsibility 
to individuals. Left-wing parties’ voters and politicians tend to attribute relatively 
greater responsibility to local authorities compared to individuals, whereas right- 
wing parties’ voters and politicians tend to attribute the same extent of respon-
sibility to these two actors. Overall, the results provide no indication of 
a ‘governance trap’. This study on Norwegian politicians can be taken as initial 
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evidence that politicians do not attribute primary responsibility for climate 
change mitigation to individuals. Thus, it is imperative to explore other avenues 
to understand how politicians’ and the population’s attribution of responsibility 
can result in a gap between climate goals and mitigation efforts.

The paper is organized as follows: Section 2 explains the ‘governance trap’ and 
provides some context for this study. Section 3 goes on to describe the data 
collection, the survey design, and the methods. Section 4 presents and discusses 
the results of the two surveys on how politicians and the population attribute 
responsibility for climate change mitigation, both in general and by party. 
Section 5 discusses various explanations for the gap between targets and current 
emissions in light of these results, including a consideration of the implications, 
as well as the limitations of this study and specific questions for further research. 
Finally, the conclusion provides a summary of the findings.

2. Attribution of responsibility and the ‘governance trap’

2.1. Responsibility

There are many ways to understand the term responsibility. Iyengar (1989) 
makes a distinction between causal and treatment responsibility, where 
‘causal responsibility focuses on the origin of the problem, while treatment 
responsibility focuses on who or what has the power either to alleviate or to 
forestall alleviation of the problem’ (Iyengar 1989, p. 879). Throughout this 
paper, the term responsibility will refer to treatment responsibility.

How responsibility is attributed is central to climate change mitigation. 
Redirecting responsibility for taking climate action to others, such as other 
individuals, governments, business, industry, and other countries can be 
a barrier to engaging with climate change at the individual level (Lorenzoni 
et al. 2007). At the same time, policy statements redirecting responsibility from 
systemic solutions to individual actions can serve to justify inadequate efforts 
(Lamb et al. 2020), as individualizing responsibility obscures how consumer 
choices are shaped by institutions and political forces (Maniates 2001).

Truly, the population relies on governments to facilitate the necessary 
lifestyle changes by putting in place supportive institutions and infrastruc-
ture. For example, as long as air travel is available and a cheap option, it is 
difficult for individuals to consider the more climate-friendly transportation 
alternatives (Lorenzoni et al. 2007, Moberg et al. 2019). While political 
decisions can guide or impose the climate-related decisions individuals 
make, politicians conversely rely on public support to act on climate. Even 
if politicians acknowledge that climate action is necessary, the issue poses 
a representation dilemma for them as long as they perceive little or no 
pressure from their electorate (Willis 2018).
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2.2. ‘Governance trap’

This interdependency between societal actors at different societal scales seems 
to be acknowledged by the population. Through in-depth interviews with 
households in France, Germany, Norway and Sweden, Moberg et al. (2019) 
found a broad consensus amongst the interviewees that mitigation is a shared 
responsibility between all societal actors including individuals. Still, many 
interviewees pointed out that government and industry actors must take their 
share of the responsibility and steer the process more than they currently do.

The emphasis on other actors’ responsibility is even more visible in 
quantitative surveys asking directly how respondents attribute responsibility 
for climate change mitigation to a set of actors. Both the population in 
European Union member states (European Commission 2021) and in 
Norway (Livgard 2019), consider climate change mitigation to be primarily 
the responsibility of national authorities and business and industry, while 
local authorities and individuals are considered to hold less responsibility.

Meanwhile, many argue that politicians place responsibility back onto 
individuals, local authorities, and/or business and industry to avoid the 
political risks associated with climate policies (Pidgeon and Butler 2009, 
Pidgeon 2012, Newell et al. 2015). There appears to be a blame game, 
where individuals, governments, and business and industry put the respon-
sibility on others (Tolppanen and Kärkkäinen 2021). This also seems to be 
the case in Norway, where the government’s white paper ‘Norway’s climate 
action plan for 2021–2030’ states that ‘government climate policy can never 
be better than the sum of the choices made freely by millions of people’ 
(Meld St 13 (2020 2021), 15).

Pidgeon (2012, p. 89) characterizes this situation as a ‘governance trap’, 
whereby ‘both the government and the governed seek to attribute primary 
responsibility to the other, and thus neither party acts in a decisive way’. 
Furthermore, he concludes that ‘Breaking out of this unfortunate stalemate is 
probably the most significant challenge for climate policy makers’ (Pidgeon  
2012, p. 99).

2.3. Politicians’ attribution of responsibility

What is not yet clear, is the extent to which the assumption that politicians 
attribute primary responsibility for climate change back onto individuals is 
accurate. As a subset of the population, politicians could have particular per-
spectives on climate owing to their positions of power and the institutional 
spheres they work in (Rickards et al. 2014, Willis 2018). Indeed, a Finnish survey 
found that policymakers are much more worried about climate change than the 
population (Rapeli and Koskimaa 2022). Despite this possibility for different 
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attitudes politicians’ attribution of responsibility has been poorly examined 
(Jordan et al. 2022).

One exception is a French report (Ademe 2019), which compares the climate 
change attitudes of local politicians to those of the general population. The 
report asks which mitigation statement is closest to the respondent’s opinion. 
As suggested by the ‘governance trap’, the focus on individual lifestyle is more 
popular among the politicians than among the population, while the option that 
states should regulate climate change on a global level is more popular among 
the population than among the politicians. However, in the ‘governance trap’, 
the population is supposed to attribute primary responsibility to the govern-
ment, whereas in the report, 54% of the population chose the individual lifestyle 
option, while only 19% chose the state/global level option (Ademe 2019, p. 43). 
This result is not in line with the ‘governance trap’ and it also conflicts with the 
results of the Eurobarometer, where the French population attributes more 
responsibility to the national governments than to ‘you personally’ (European 
Commission 2021, p. 29).

The inconsistency between surveys suggests that attribution of responsi-
bility is sensitive to question wording. Typically, generic references to ‘life-
style’ (Ademe 2019), ‘each citizen’ (Frère et al. 2021) or ‘all Norwegians’ 
(Aasen et al. 2019) yield greater responsibility than direct references to 
‘private citizens’ (Livgard 2019) or ‘you personally’ (European Commission  
2021). As these nuances appear to affect the results, it is necessary to be 
careful about how survey items are worded, and to keep these effects in mind 
when making inferences about attribution of responsibility.

Overall, the equivocal nature of existing data emphasizes the need for 
more evidence to clarify to what extent a ‘governance trap’ can be observed, 
in France or elsewhere. Furthermore, no studies have been found that 
surveyed how politicians attribute responsibility to business and industry 
and the international community, despite these actors being frequently 
mentioned when discussing responsibility for climate change mitigation 
(Lorenzoni et al. 2007, Pidgeon 2012, Newell et al. 2015). Therefore, the 
purpose of this study is to offer an empirical test of the ‘governance trap’ 
thesis, by collecting survey data on how Norwegian politicians attribute 
responsibility for climate change mitigation to individuals, local authorities, 
national authorities, business and industry and the international community, 
and compare them to survey data on the Norwegian population.

2.4. The Norwegian context

Norway has elected politicians at three levels: local (municipal), regional 
(county) and national. In this study, local politicians will refer to both politicians 
at the municipal and county level, while national politicians refer to politicians in 
the national parliament. According to the Norwegian Environment Agency, 
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decisions taken at the national, and international, level will be of greater impor-
tance for some emission sources, such as the industry. However, local authorities 
can cut emissions from the municipal activities and the services they deliver, as 
well as use land planning to facilitate environmentally friendly transportation. 
Local measures can to some extent mitigate emissions from road traffic but 
national measures also play a role here (Miljødirektoratet 2021). In sum, local 
and regional authorities have some capacity for cutting emissions, but they are 
limited by decisions taken by the national authorities.

Still, the views of local politicians can influence national policies, both 
through formal and informal channels (Saglie et al. 2022, pp. 24–25). 
Norwegian parties are strongly integrated and to a significant extent formally 
governed from below. Whereas the county level is less important than the 
municipal level within the state, the county level seems more important than 
the municipal level within parties, in terms of contact and attempts of 
influence (Allern and Saglie 2012).

Even if local politicians are important members of the political parties, 
local politicians may stand less out from the general population than the 
national politicians, as many of the local politicians are only politicians next 
to their regular job. In contrast, all national politicians are full-time politi-
cians. At the same time, a high proportion of parliamentarians in Norway 
have prior experience at the local level (Cirone et al. 2021), which might 
indicate that these groups are not completely different.

At the time of the data collection for this study, there were nine parties in the 
Norwegian parliament. The Red Party, the Socialist Left Party and the Labour 
Party belong to the left. The Centre Party, the Green Party, the Christian 
Democrats and the Liberals are in the centre, while the Conservative Party 
and the Progress Party belong to the right.

2.5. Attribution of responsibility by the political left and right

Data from parts of France (Frère et al. 2021) suggest that, compared to other 
voters, voters on the left are more likely to think that action against climate 
change is the role of the collective and the state, whereas voters on the right 
are more likely to think of climate action as the role of every citizen. 
However, it is challenging to interpret these data, as both left- and right- 
wing voters attribute more responsibility to citizens than to the state, and 
most responsibility to ‘the whole world’. Besides, the effect of political 
orientation is uncertain, as the observed attitudinal differences between left 
and right were not extended to voters of the far-left and the far-right. 
Nevertheless, Frère et al. (2021) explain the findings by linking left-wing 
voters’ preferences for state responsibility to the role of the welfare state, 
while linking right-wing voters’ preference for citizen responsibility to liberal 
ideas that place more reliance on citizen accountability.
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There are indeed some indications that the political left prefers state solutions. 
Båtstrand (2014) analyzed the 2009 party manifestos of the Socialist Left Party, 
the Labour Party, the Conservative Party and the Progress Party in Norway. Only 
the two left-wing parties had proposed traditional left-wing climate policies, such 
as increased taxes, public ownership, and bans and regulations. This tendency is 
also found in other countries, where left governments are more likely than center 
and right governments to produce ‘hard climate policies’, meaning regulatory 
policies and economic instruments with negative incentives (Schulze 2021).

Despite the documented link between the political left and an active state, 
right-wing politicians and voters might favor other ways in which the state can 
contribute to climate change mitigation. For example, the Conservative party in 
Norway argues that politicians are responsible for making it easier for people to 
live climate friendly (Båtstrand 2015). Additionally, conservative parties in 
several countries support international treaties, which, according to Båtstrand 
(2015), can be viewed as state regulations one level up. If these kinds of policies 
are understood as state responsibility, the political right might attribute the same 
extent of responsibility to national authorities as the political left.

Likewise, it is questionable whether right-wing solutions to climate 
change place more responsibility on individuals. In fact, Båtstrand (2014) 
found that the left-wing parties had proposed more climate policies related to 
consumer responsibility than the right-wing parties. This attention to con-
sumer behavior by the political left suggests that they rely no less on citizen 
accountability than the political right does.

All in all, there is limited knowledge about how responsibility for climate 
change mitigation is attributed by the political left and right. However, there 
seems to be some differences (Frère et al. 2021) and political parties propose 
different kinds of climate policies (Båtstrand 2014, Schulze 2021). Hence, to 
empirically test the ‘governance trap’ in Norway, this study will investigate 
whether Norwegian politicians from some parties are more likely to attribute 
responsibility for climate change mitigation in a way that is more consistent with 
the ‘governance trap’ than others. This investigation can inform the extent to 
which the findings are affected by the party distribution in the given election 
period or by party biases in the sample. Finally, since the ‘governance trap’ 
implies that politicians attribute responsibility in a different way than the 
population, the study will also examine how the political parties’ voters attribute 
responsibility for climate change mitigation.

3. Research design and methods

3.1. Data collection

In order to examine to what extent there is a ‘governance trap’ in Norway, 
I use survey data to compare how politicians and the population attribute 
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responsibility for climate change mitigation. Data on politicians were col-
lected through the Panel of Elected Representatives (2021) and data on the 
population were collected through the Norwegian Citizen Panel (Ivarsflaten 
et al. 2022).

The Panel of Elected Representatives invites all elected representatives in 
Norway at all political levels of administration to participate in an online survey. 
In Norway, there are 169 representatives in the national parliament, 575 in the 
county councils (SSB 2022a), and 9344 in the municipalities (SSB 2022b). The 
data for the present analysis were collected between 27 January and 
8 March 2021. In total, there were 1211 respondents. Out of these, 1186 were 
local politicians (1082 at the municipal level and 104 at the county level), while 25 
were national politicians. Although most of the politicians are local, this is not 
a bias in the sample, but simply reflects the fact that Norwegian politicians are for 
the most part elected to local assemblies. For more details on the data collection, 
see the methodology report (Skjervheim et al. 2021a).

The Norwegian Citizen Panel invites members of the Norwegian popula-
tion above the age of 18 who are randomly drawn from the National 
Population Registry of Norway to participate in an online survey. The data 
were collected between 26 May and 15 June 2021. In total, there were 2030 
respondents. For more details on the data collection, see the methodology 
report (Skjervheim et al. 2021b).

Both the Panel of Elected Representatives and the Norwegian Citizen Panel 
have been reported to and considered by Sikt – Norwegian Agency for Shared 
Services in Education and Research (former NSD – The Norwegian Centre for 
Research Data) in accordance with the Personal Data Act. For the Norwegian 
Citizen Panel, a Data Protection Impact Assessment (DPIA) has been conducted 
in cooperation with Sikt (project number 118,868). Both panels adhere to 
national and university-level ethical standards, and all respondents signed 
informed consent before participation in the panels.

Table A1 in the Appendix provides a summary of the respondents’ 
characteristics. Tables A2 and A3 in the Appendix compares the survey 
samples to their respective panel populations. There are some underrepre-
sented groups in both survey samples. In the Panel of Elected 
Representatives, men are overrepresented. The oldest age group and the 
higher educated are overrepresented in both surveys (Skjervheim et al.  
2021a, 2021b). In the Panel of Elected Representatives, there is some party 
affiliation bias at the county and parliamentary level, where there are fewer 
respondents. At the municipal level, party affiliation is more or less on par 
with the panel population (Skjervheim et al. 2021a).

To enhance the sample’s representativeness, data from the Norwegian 
Citizen Panel are weighted based on demographic variables (age, gender, 
region) and educational level. Similar weights do not exist for the Panel of 
Elected Representatives. However, Table A4 in the Appendix shows that the 
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main results remain the same when controlling for age, gender and educa-
tion, The party bias in the sample is offset by the additional analysis within 
each party (see Figure 2).

3.2. Survey design

To measure attribution of responsibility, respondents in both the Norwegian 
Citizen Panel and the Norwegian Panel of Elected Representatives were 
asked the following question: ‘To what extent do you think the following 
are responsible for cutting greenhouse gas emissions?’ The question was 
asked as a battery where respondents could evaluate the responsibility of 
the international community, the national authorities (the state), the local 
and regional authorities (municipalities and counties), business and indus-
try, and individuals. The evaluation was on a 5-point scale, with the values 
‘not at all’, ‘to a small extent’, ‘to some extent’, ‘to a large extent’, and ‘to 
a very large extent’.

The battery format is flexible in that it provides the opportunity to express 
not only which actors are responsible but also to what extent that actor is 
responsible. This format was chosen because it does not require respondents 
to rank between actors but still allow them to do so. Furthermore, it permits 
respondents to express that every actor is simultaneously responsible or that 
none of them are. Thereby, the question avoids creating a false dichotomy 
between the actors (as with only one possible option), or forcing an artificial 
ranking (as with rankings), or not showing the ranking (as with several 
options possible). Table A5 in the Appendix presents the distribution of 
responses. The results will be consistent with the ‘governance trap’ if they 
show that politicians attribute more responsibility to individuals than to 
themselves, while the population attributes more responsibility to local and 
regional or national authorities than to individuals.

Political party is measured as party affiliation in the Panel of Elected 
Representatives and as vote intention in the Norwegian Citizen Panel. In 
the Panel of Elected Representatives, respondents were asked: ‘Which party 
do you represent?’ In the Norwegian Citizen Panel, respondents were asked: 
‘Which party would you vote for if there were a parliamentary election 
tomorrow?’

3.3. Quantitative analysis

The dependent variable of the survey is ordered at five levels (not at all – to 
a large extent), which calls for an ordinal logistic regression analysis. 
However, since visualizing and interpreting the results of an ordinal logistic 
regression analysis can be complicated, the main text presents the predicted 
values using linear regression models. This parametric test provides similar 
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outcomes to the more appropriate nonparametric one, as Table A6 in the 
Appendix shows. I fitted the data using R (R Core Team 2022) with the 
package functions ‘haven’ (Wickham and Miller 2021), ‘sjmisc’ (Lüdecke  
2018b), ‘dplyr’ (Wickham et al. 2022), ‘ggplot2’ (Wickham 2016), ‘ggeffects’ 
(Lüdecke 2018a), ‘wesanderson’ (Ram and Wickham 2018), ‘MASS’ 
(Venables and Ripley 2002), and ‘stargazer’ (Hlavac 2022).

4. Results

As can be seen from the data in Figure 1, all actors are considered responsible 
to some or greater extent, by both politicians and the population. 
Furthermore, politicians and the population attribute responsibility to the 
actors in the same order. On average, most responsibility is attributed to the 
international community, followed by national authorities, business and 
industry, and local authorities. Both politicians and the population attribute 
the least responsibility to individuals.

Figure 1. Comparing politicians and the population. Linear prediction of responsibility 
attributed to the various actors by the population and politicians, with 95 % confidence 
intervals. Data from the Norwegian Citizen Panel are weighted by age, gender, region, 
and education. Table A7 in the appendix presents the underlying coefficients.
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However, politicians from certain parties may attribute more responsi-
bility to individuals than to themselves. Figure 2 presents how local politi-
cians representing the various parties attribute responsibility to local 
authorities and individuals.

From the data in Figure 2, it is apparent that none of the parties’ 
local politicians attribute more responsibility to individuals than to 
local authorities. Local politicians representing the Red Party, the 
Socialist Left Party, the Labour Party, and the Green Party attribute 
statistically significantly more responsibility to local authorities than to 
individuals. In contrast, the difference between the extent of responsi-
bility attributed to individuals and local authorities by local politicians 
representing the Centre Party, the Christian Democrats, the Liberal 
Party, the Conservative Party and the Progress Party is not statistically 
significant.

Figure 2. Local politicians’ attribution of responsibility to individuals and local autho-
rities. Linear prediction of responsibility attributed to individuals and local authorities by 
local politicians, with 95 % confidence intervals. Table A8 in the appendix presents the 
underlying coefficients.
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Figure 3 presents how voters of the various parties attribute responsibility 
to local authorities and individuals. Just like the politicians they intend to 
vote for, voters of the Red Party, the Socialist Left Party, the Labour Party, 
and the Green Party attribute statistically significantly more responsibility to 
local authorities than to individuals, while there is no statistically significant 
difference between the responsibility attributed to individuals and local 
authorities by voters of the Centre Party, the Christian Democrats, the 
Liberal Party, the Conservative Party and the Progress Party.

5. Discussion

To my knowledge, this is the first study to examine whether a ‘governance 
trap’ can be empirically observed by comparing how politicians and the 
population attribute responsibility for climate change mitigation to different 
actors. By no means do these country-specific data on predominantly local 

Figure 3. The voters’ attribution of responsibility to individuals and local authorities. 
Linear prediction of responsibility attributed to individuals and local authorities by 
voters, with 95 % confidence intervals. Table A9 in the appendix presents the underlying 
coefficients.
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politicians provide a final conclusion to this question. However, they point in 
an unexpected direction, and challenge some preconceived notions. In con-
trast to what the ’governance trap’ suggests, the results show that Norwegian 
politicians do not attribute primary responsibility to individuals. This find-
ing holds even when investigating politicians’ attitudes at the party level. The 
results therefore do not provide any evidence of a ‘governance trap’. Yet, 
there is a gap between climate targets and current mitigation efforts (OECD  
2022). In the following, I will discuss how this gap can be understood in light 
of the findings of the present study.

5.1. Explaining the emission gap

On the one hand, the findings show that responsibility is quite evenly 
attributed across all the actors. On the other, there is a noticeable ranking 
between the actors. Both the even attribution and the ranking could be 
viewed as either a problematic or a desirable approach to climate change 
mitigation.

The nearly even attribution of responsibility for climate change mitigation 
to many different actors could lead to diffusion of responsibility (Frantz and 
Mayer 2009). As Bulkeley and Moser (2007, p. 8) ask: ‘If climate protection 
becomes everyone’s responsibility, does it end up being no-one’s?’ 
Nonetheless, they answer the question by highlighting that the involvement 
of many is both appropriate and necessary to manage this global, multi- 
faceted problem. Several others also maintain that evenly attributing respon-
sibility is a desirable approach to climate change mitigation. For example, 
Ostrom (2010) contends that global treaties must be backed up by efforts at 
the national, regional and local levels in order to work well. Hence, she 
argues for a polycentric approach to solve climate change, which implies that 
‘the day-to-day activities of individuals, families, firms, communities, and 
governments at multiple levels must change substantially’ (Ostrom 2010, 
p. 551).

Similarly, Tolppanen and Kärkkäinen (2021) insist that for climate change 
mitigation to happen, individuals need to take responsibility for their own 
actions, while also holding other actors accountable for theirs. They conclude 
that ‘we are not there yet’, as individuals tend to view other actors as more 
responsible for climate change mitigation than themselves, instead of under-
standing how individuals, governments and businesses are interconnected 
(Tolppanen and Kärkkäinen 2021, p. 2421). The present study confirms that 
the population attributes more responsibility to other actors than to indivi-
duals but nuances the finding by showing that a large extent of responsibility 
is simultaneously attributed to all actors, including individuals. The large 
extent of responsibility attributed simultaneously to all the actors by both 
politicians and the population indicates that climate change mitigation is 
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viewed as a joint project where actors at multiple levels are expected to 
contribute, albeit some actors to a slightly greater extent than others.

Indeed, although the responsibility is evenly distributed among the actors, 
there is still a noticeable ranking. It is potentially problematic that key 
responsibility is attributed to diffuse actors such as business, industry and 
the international community, who cannot be held accountable in the same 
way as politicians. The great extent of responsibility attributed to the inter-
national community also implies that responsibility is shifted away from the 
national authorities to a level where the measures are soft and the sanctions 
are absent. Besides, while the framing of climate change as a global problem 
that requires cooperation between nation-states is conventional, it tends to 
neglect other scales of decision-making (Bulkeley and Newell 2023).

Both the population and the local politicians externalize responsibility to 
other actors, which can be a risk to reaching the global climate targets. 
Bulkeley and Newell (2013) point out that while the framing of climate 
change as a global problem that requires cooperation between nation-states 
has become conventional, it tends to neglect other scales of decision-making. 
According to Pidgeon (2012, p. 89) ascribing primary responsibility to 
powerful external actors, such as the international community, national 
governments and business, can in part be interpreted as an indication that 
people seek to displace responsibility for major action onto others rather 
than themselves, thereby avoiding costly or difficult changes to their own 
lifestyles.

At the same time, Becker and Sparks (2018) remark that attributing 
responsibility to the political and economic structures that maintain high 
emissions and influence individual behavior is not necessarily an attempt to 
avoid responsibility but could also be a relevant criticism of the economic 
system. Indeed, the perspective that individual choices are shaped by political 
forces (Maniates 2001) might explain why some attribute more responsibility 
to actors who have the capacity to implement systemic solutions.

5.2. Attribution of responsibility by the political left and right

It is interesting to note that political orientation seems to predict whether 
responsibility is evenly attributed or ranked when comparing how responsi-
bility is attributed to individuals and local authorities. Voters and local 
politicians to the left (and the Green Party) are more likely to rank the 
actors, by attributing a greater extent of responsibility to local authorities 
than to individuals. In contrast, voters and local politicians to the right (as 
well as the Centre Party and the Christian Democrats) are more likely to 
attribute responsibility evenly, by attributing the same extent of responsi-
bility to both actors.
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It is possible that the political left attributes more responsibility to autho-
rities than to individuals because they think climate change mitigation is best 
achieved by introducing ‘hard policies’ such as regulations and increased 
taxes (Båtstrand 2014, Schulze 2021). This explanation would also accord 
with the claim advanced by Frère et al. (2021), that the political left favors 
state responsibility while the political right favors liberal ideas that rely on 
citizen accountability. However, the results must be interpreted with caution, 
as it is unknown what kind of actions responsibility at the different levels 
correspond to. For example, it is not obvious whether climate policies related 
to consumer behavior are linked to the individual or the local/national level.

5.3. Implications

The finding that individuals are considered responsible, but only to some 
extent, and the least responsible of the included actors, suggests that the 
population is ready to contribute to climate change mitigation, but expect 
other actors to contribute more. Furthermore, the finding that local and 
national authorities are considered more responsible than individuals, indi-
cate that there is legitimacy among the population for the authorities to 
implement climate policies at the local and national levels, in line with the 
findings of Moberg et al. (2019). This may imply that there is scope for 
policymakers to take advantage of the population’s readiness to act at the 
individual level by introducing policies that will imply lifestyle changes.

The great extent of responsibility attributed to business and industry 
signals that policies aimed at mitigating climate change should also target 
this actor. When policies use disincentives, people tend to prefer targeting 
businesses over individuals (Swim and Geiger 2021). Another interpretation 
is that business and industry are considered responsible for phasing out 
production of fossil fuels or for producing goods in a more environmentally 
friendly way. Another possible interpretation is that business and industry 
are considered responsible for developing new technology. Norwegians are 
particularly technology optimistic regarding climate change mitigation 
(Steentjes et al. 2017).

Finally, the results show that the international community is considered 
the most responsible actors. This could mean that participation in interna-
tional negotiations and agreements enjoy a great extent of legitimacy among 
the Norwegian population and politicians.

5.4. Limitations and future research

The generalizability of the results in this study is subject to at least three 
limitations. First, the conclusions that can be drawn regarding how national 
politicians attribute responsibility are limited by the small sample size of 
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politicians at this level. The results are not affected by the exclusion of these 
respondents (see Table A4 in the Appendix), and a high proportion of 
parliamentarians in Norway have prior experience at the local level 
(Cirone et al. 2021), which might indicate that national and local politicians 
hold similar opinions. However, the possibility that national politicians 
attribute responsibility in a different way than local politicians cannot be 
ruled out. Certainly, it might be easier for local politicians to externalize 
responsibility to the national authorities than for national politicians to 
attribute this responsibility to themselves. At the same time, this study 
shows that local politicians do not externalize responsibility ‘downwards’ 
to the individual level. Hence, it can be hypothesized that neither national 
politicians externalize responsibility by attributing primary responsibility to 
individuals. For national politicians, it is possible that the externalization of 
responsibility rather results in a greater extent of responsibility attributed to 
actors such as business and industry and the international community. To 
more systematically interrogate the ‘governance trap’, future studies should 
investigate in which ways national politicians might stand out.

Analyzable data on national politicians can be obtained through qualita-
tive research or by a larger survey sample size. Qualitative interviews require 
fewer respondents and are often used when researching opinions on political 
elites (Rickards et al. 2014, Willis 2018). Such interviews could include 
specific questions about how politicians attribute responsibility for climate 
change mitigation to various societal actors. However, since the ‘governance 
trap’ thesis is based on survey results of the population, the most appropriate 
test would be comparable survey results of national politicians. Since there 
are only 169 politicians in the Norwegian parliament, the response rate in 
this study would have had to be remarkably high to achieve a sample size 
large enough to do quantitative analysis on this political level. Future studies 
could increase the sample size by increasing the target population. This can 
be done by conducting the study in a country where there are more national 
politicians, or by collecting data in several countries. A larger target popula-
tion could also be achieved by inviting the national politicians’ deputy 
representatives as well.

Second, specific institutional settings might shape the extent to which the 
population’s views align with those of the politicians. The political system in 
Norway differs from that in other countries, such as the UK and the US, in 
significant ways. For example, Norway’s proportional representation elec-
toral system and generally high levels of equality can result in a more 
representative set of politicians, who are therefore more congruent with 
the population, compared to other countries. However, there is also a large 
extent of congruence between local politicians and the population regarding 
attribution of responsibility in France (Ademe 2019), indicating that this part 
of the findings is not unique to Norway. Besides, members of the UK 
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parliament do not emphasize individual responsibility when deliberating on 
how to act on climate change (Willis 2018), which supports the argument 
that the ‘governance trap’ is not the primary impediment to reaching the 
climate goals in the UK either.

Third, climate change perceptions tend to be culturally dependent 
(Poortinga et al. 2019), and this could also be the case for the attribution of 
responsibility for climate mitigation. Indeed, data from the Eurobarometer 
(European Commission 2021) confirm that there are notable variations 
within the European Union regarding the attribution of responsibility. To 
gain insight into the universality of the findings, future research should study 
how politicians attribute responsibility compared to the population in dif-
ferent institutional and cultural settings.

It was beyond the scope of this study to examine the motivation for 
politicians’ reluctance to take action on climate change. It is certainly possible 
that politicians are hesitant to act on climate change because they worry about 
reelection and are therefore waiting for the public to instigate change before 
they attempt to force people to accept more radical climate policy, as suggested 
by Pidgeon (2012). Further work is required to examine these attitudes.

This research has also thrown up some other questions in need of further 
investigation. For example, a question which remains unanswered at present 
is how the extent of responsibility attributed to the different actors is con-
nected to the preferred political responses to climate change. In particular, 
given the great extent of responsibility attributed to diffuse actors such as 
business, industry and the international community, additional research 
might benefit from investigating who these actors are perceived to be and 
what their responsibility is perceived to consist of. Another related and 
important issue for future research is what politicians believe to be the 
correct role of the government and, conversely, what kinds of governmental 
support the population thinks are required for individuals to mitigate climate 
change. Future research could also examine how politicians and the popula-
tion attribute causal responsibility for climate change mitigation.

6. Conclusion

Previous research has claimed that there is a ‘governance trap’ in many 
countries, whereby governments and the public attribute responsibility for 
climate action to one another (Pidgeon 2012). This study was designed to 
investigate whether there is empirical evidence of a ‘governance trap’ in 
Norway. It compared how politicians and the population attributed respon-
sibility for climate change mitigation in two online surveys. The results 
provided no indication of a ‘governance trap’.

Both politicians and the population attributed most responsibility to 
the international community, followed by the national authorities, 
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business and industry, local authorities, and lastly, individuals. In other 
words, politicians did not attribute more responsibility to individuals than 
to themselves. This finding was further strengthened by a comparison of 
politicians and voters within each party, which confirmed that the two 
groups attributed responsibility in similar ways, and that politicians did 
not attribute primary responsibility to individuals, regardless of their 
party affiliation. Overall, politicians and the population attributed respon-
sibility quite evenly across the different actors, which seems to suggest 
that the respondents understand climate change mitigation as a task best 
addressed by simultaneous efforts from various actors at the global, 
national, local and individual levels.

This study extends insights from prior research on the attribution of 
responsibility by including politicians’ perspectives. In particular, the findings 
shed light on how similar politicians and the population are in their views of 
responsibility for climate change mitigation. In doing so, the study contests the 
claim that politicians attribute primary responsibility for climate change to 
individuals, and that this avoidance of responsibility is the most significant risk 
to achieving climate change mitigation goals. While the study has important 
limitations and only serves as a preliminary contribution in the area of how 
politicians view responsibility for climate change mitigation compared to the 
population, the findings point at the need to explore other avenues than the 
‘governance trap’ to understand why current climate change mitigation efforts 
are not meeting the global targets of the Paris Agreement.
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Appendix

Table A1. Sample characteristics.
Norwegian Citizen Panel 

N = 2030
Panel of Elected Representatives 

N = 1211

Gender
Male 1029 (51%) 752 (62%)
Female 1001 (49%) 459 (38%)
Year of birth
1959 or earlier 912 (45%) 397 (33%)
1960–1989 971 (48%) 722 (60%)
1990 or later 147 (7%) 62 (5%)
Education
No higher education 700 (34%) 364 (30%)
Higher education 1299 (64%) 815 (67%)
Political party
The Red Party 133 (7%) 29 (2%)
The Socialist Left Party 209 (10%) 80 (7%)
The Labour Party 416 (20%) 335 (28%)
The Centre Party 297 (15%) 244 (20%)
The Green Party 113 (6%) 48 (4%)
The Christian Democrats 61 (3%) 58 (5%)
The Liberal Party 67 (3%) 45 (4%)
The Conservative Party 405 (20%) 221 (18%)
The Progress Party 132 (7%) 75 (6%)

Table A2. Representativeness of the Norwegian Citizen Panel.
Population Net sample

Men Women Men Women

No education/elementary school 18–29 years 3.7% 2.8% 0.1% 0.1%
Upper secondary education 4.1% 3.1% 0.9% 1.4%
University/university college 2.3% 3.6% 1.1% 1.7%
No education/elementary school 30–59 years 5.3% 4.3% 0.7% 0.5%
Upper secondary education 11.1% 7.7% 7.1% 5%
University/university college 9.5% 12.7% 14.2% 17.7%
No education/elementary school 60 years and above 3.2% 4.4% 1.9% 1.5%
Upper secondary education 7.1% 7.4% 9.3% 6.8%
University/university college 4.0% 3.9% 15.9% 14.1%

Note: Combined distribution of age, gender and education in the population and the net sample, 
Norwegian Citizen Panel round 21, as described in Skjervheim et al. (2021b).
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Table A3. Representativeness of the Panel of Elected Representatives (municipal level).
Population 
(N = 9344)

Sample 
(N = 2220)

Bias 
(percentage points)

Age
1990 or later 999 (11%) 104 (5%) −6
1980–1989 1529 (16%) 192 (9%) −8
1970–1979 2531 (27%) 479 (22%) −5
1960–1969 2412 (26%) 680 (31%) +6
1959 or later 1873 (20%) 714 (33%) +13
Gender
Women 3782 (40%) 809 (36%) −4
Men 5562 (60%) 1411 (64%) +4
Education
No education 944 (10%) 57 (2%) −8
Upper secondary education 3571 (38%) 659 (29%) −10
University/University college 4829 (52%) 1580 (69%) +17
Party
The Red Party 193 (2%) 47 (3%) +1
The Socialist Left Party 459 (5%) 114 (7%) +2
The Labour Party 2583 (28%) 481 (29%) +1
The Centre Party 2265 (24%) 331 (20%) −5
The Green Party 310 (3%) 62 (4%) 0
The Christian Democrats 411 (4%) 88 (5%) +1
The Liberal Party 264 (3%) 63 (4%) +1
The Conservative Party 1488 (16%) 290 (17%) +1
The Progress Party 701 (8%) 98 (6%) −2
Other 670 (7%) 107 (6%) −1

Note: Distribution of age, gender, education and party affiliation in the population (all elected repre-
sentatives at the municipal level) and the sample (at the municipal level), The Panel of Elected 
Representatives round 5.The Panel of Elected Representatives sample was randomized in two groups, 
where group 1 consisted of a combination of respondents from all political levels, while group 2 
consisted of only municipal representatives. The study is based on group 1, but this table show the 
representativity of all the municipal representatives.
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Table A6. Attribution of responsibility (ordinal logistic regression).
Dependent variable:

Attributed responsibility

Population Local politicians Local and national politicians

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Local authorities 0.470*** 0.505*** 0.333*** 0.327*** 0.348*** 0.339***
(0.057) (0.058) (0.078) (0.079) (0.077) (0.078)

Business and industry 0.924*** 0.981*** 0.634*** 0.645*** 0.651*** 0.659***
(0.058) (0.059) (0.078) (0.079) (0.077) (0.078)

National authorities 1.195*** 1.271*** 1.102*** 1.119*** 1.109*** 1.124***
(0.058) (0.059) (0.080) (0.081) (0.079) (0.081)

International community 1.743*** 1.844*** 1.712*** 1.755*** 1.706*** 1.744***
(0.060) (0.061) (0.084) (0.086) (0.083) (0.085)

Gender (female) 0.671*** 0.445*** 0.427***
(0.037) (0.055) (0.054)

Age (1960–1989) −0.281*** −0.129 −0.130
(0.049) (0.119) (0.118)

Age (1959 or earlier) −0.307*** −0.064 −0.063
(0.055) (0.123) (0.122)

Education 0.701*** 0.523*** 0.513***
(0.039) (0.056) (0.056)

Observations 10,332 10,206 5,690 5,550 5,790 5,645

Note: *p <0.1; **p <0.05; ***p <0.01. 
Ordinal logistic regression of predicted responsibility attributed to the various actors by the population, 

local politicians, and local and national politicians. Data from the Norwegian Citizen Panel are 
weighted. The age variable takes three values: born 1959 or earlier, 1960–1989 and 1990 or later. 
The gender variable takes the values male and female. The education variable asks about the highest 
completed education, and originally takes three values: No education/elementary school, Upper 
secondary education and University/University College. The variable is recoded to take two values: 
No higher education (No education/elementary school and Upper secondary education) and higher 
education (University/University college).

Table A7. Comparing politicians and the population.
Attributed responsibility

Dependent variable:

Individuals
Local 

authorities
Business and 

industry
National 

authorities
International 
community

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Politicians 0.396*** 0.316*** 0.224*** 0.271*** 0.243***
(0.039) (0.037) (0.034) (0.032) (0.029)

Constant 3.406*** 3.660*** 3.909*** 4.055*** 4.313***
(0.024) (0.022) (0.021) (0.019) (0.017)

Observations 3,161 3,163 3,160 3,164 3,171
R2 0.031 0.023 0.013 0.022 0.022
Adjusted R2 0.031 0.023 0.013 0.022 0.022
Residual Std. 

Error
1.069 (df =  

3159)
0.998 (df =  

3161)
0.931 (df =  

3158)
0.873 (df =  

3162)
0.781 (df =  

3169)

Note: *p <0.1; **p <0.05; ***p <0.01. 
Linear predictions of responsibility attributed to the various actors by the population and politicians, as 

visualized in Figure 1 in the main text. Data from the Norwegian Citizen Panel are weighted.
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Table A8. Local politicians’ attribution of responsibility to indivi-
duals and local authorities.

Attributed responsibility by local politicans

Dependent variable:

Individuals Local authorities
(1) (2)

Socialist Left 0.464** 0.234
(0.206) (0.180)

Labour 0.216 −0.296*
(0.184) (0.160)

Centre 0.186 −0.577***
(0.187) (0.163)

Green 0.461** 0.399**
(0.222) (0.193)

Christian Democrats 0.478** −0.220
(0.214) (0.187)

Liberal 0.473** −0.012
(0.226) (0.198)

Conservative 0.204 −0.535***
(0.188) (0.164)

Progress −1.043*** −1.787***
(0.211) (0.183)

Constant 3.643*** 4.393***
(0.176) (0.154)

Observations 1,066 1,069
R2 0.113 0.234
Adjusted R2 0.107 0.229
Residual Std. Error 0.932 (df = 1057) 0.813 (df = 1060)

Note: *p <0.1**p <0.05***p <0.01.
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Table A9. The voters’ attribution of responsibility to individuals and 
local authorities.

Attributed responsibility by voters

Dependent variable:

Individuals Local authorities

(1) (2)
Socialist Left 0.740*** 0.830***

(0.109) (0.097)
Labour 0.712*** 0.662***

(0.089) (0.079)
Centre 0.140 −0.065

(0.093) (0.083)
Green 0.827*** 1.145***

(0.119) (0.106)
Christian Democrats 0.708*** 0.577***

(0.169) (0.151)
Liberal 0.239* 0.359***

(0.137) (0.122)
Conservative 0.392*** 0.347***

(0.090) (0.080)
Progress −0.155 −0.365***

(0.109) (0.098)
Constant 3.061*** 3.362***

(0.072) (0.064)
Observations 1,814 1,813
R2 0.088 0.168
Adjusted R2 0.084 0.165
Residual Std. Error 1.020 (df = 1805) 0.911 (df = 1804)

Note:*p <0.1**p <0.05***p <0.01.
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