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Abstract: The struggle against climate change will not be successful without a sufficient level of
collective action. However, a necessary precondition for this is the existence of trust between people.
The literature on trust and attitudes to climate change is displaying a growing tendency, and today the
results of numerous empirical studies are available. Although, for the time being, on the basis of these
studies, we only have a fragmented picture from which it appears that trust is having a significant
effect on attitudes to climate change at both the micro and macro levels. The current paper tries to
progress on this path and reveal the role of trust in various dimensions of the attitude to climate
change using the data of the European Social Survey originating from 22 countries. The results show
that while climate change beliefs and climate concern display no relationship with trust, neither on
the individual or national level, trust does have a clear effect on the feeling of individual responsibility
in connection with climate change and on support for the various policy measures. In addition,
it is also investigated whether the effect of trust can be shown to exist in the relationships between
climate concern and the feeling of individual responsibility, and climate concern and policy support.
The results show that in both cases the relationship is stronger in those countries characterized by a
higher level of social trust.
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1. Introduction

The so-called Earth Overshoot Day has moved up by two months over the past 20 years,
(although this increasing tendency was reversed by the COVID-19 pandemic by more than three
weeks) [1]. A resource-efficient Europe, which would have huge impact on CO2 emission, can only
be achieved with “a policy mix that optimizes synergies and addresses trade-offs between different
areas and policies” [2]. Thus, local authorities, citizens, and other stakeholders need a collaborative
and science-informed decision environment. Within the “whole picture”, climate change is a global
problem that requires collective responses and solutions in order to significantly reduce carbon dioxide
emissions throughout the world. A research examining perceptions of climate change came to the
conclusion already in the 1990s that residents of both economically developed and underdeveloped
countries are rather concerned about the state of the environment [3]. However, it may also be said that
in addition to the generally observable concern, significant differences may be seen between countries
in terms of the various dimensions of attitudes [4].

As a consequence of all these characteristics, it is not surprising that the problem of collective action
soon came into the focus of scientific and political interest as a key issue in environmental affairs and
the reduction of climate change [5–7]. However, while there is unanimous scientific consensus on the
existence of climate change and its obvious negative effects (e.g., the increasing frequency and severity
of heat waves across the globe [7]), with even public opinion treating these effects as evident in many
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cases, the efforts taken by average citizens in the interest of reducing climate change are nowhere near
sufficient [6]. The strained contradiction between the increased concern for the state of the environment
and the more limited level of individual action has been investigated by numerous empirical studies in
recent years [8–13]. The problem with this contradiction, especially with this limited level of action,
is that it hampers obtaining a clear picture for decision making, therefore the transition towards a more
environmentally friendly/sustainable (e.g., circular, low carbon) economy [14].

To date, trust has appeared less strikingly in research in connection with climate change, but raising
the subject is far from being without precedent. On the conceptual level, trust is mentioned as a
generative feature for identifying environmental problems, as well as an element of the causal
background influencing the subjects’ actions/reflections given to these challenges [8,15]. In recent
years, several studies have also undertaken to empirically investigate the role of trust [4,11,13,16,17].
These latter papers each dealt with the effect of trust in relation to an individual special dimension of
the attitude to climate change (e.g., concern—behavior gap, policy support).

The results published to date call attention to that a high level of social trust (in other words
interpersonal generalized trust, i.e., trust in “unknown others”) and of institutional trust may both
promote committed thinking about and concern for environmental problems taking the form of
actual action.

Accordingly, several studies have examined the relationship of the various forms of trust
with environmental attitudes [8–14], actions, and public policy support, but our knowledge is still
fragmentary. It is partly due to the limited thematic focus as these studies generally only touch upon a
single, special dimension of attitudes to environmental problems and climate change. On the other
hand, it should be noted that these inquiries are characterized by a large degree of one-sidedness
in their empirical approach to trust. Both these deficiencies can be partly explained by the lack of
available databases, as obviously the diverse domains of attitude to environmental problems and,
in the same way, the measurement of trust only appear in a limited and, perhaps, under-sophisticated
way in large international comparative surveys.

Furthermore, it is also important to raise the issue of the necessity for differentiating the
macro-micro perspective. Many comparative studies call attention to the fact that significant
inconsistencies and discrepancies may be perceived between different societies in the various dimensions
of attitude to climate change, and that the causal background that influence these individual attitudes
may also differ from country to country [11,13,16,18–22].

The objective of this study is to expand and verify the existing knowledge on the relationships
between generalized trust and attitudes to climate change. In the interest of this, after outlining
the theoretical bases, the characteristics of the different dimensions of attitude to climate change in
numerous European countries, and the investigation on the patterns of the internal relationships of
these dimensions, are presented. Following this, as the central issue of the paper, the relationships
between generalized trust and climate attitude on the level of the individual and of European societies
are examined in a comprehensive way. In order to respond to the aforementioned knowledge gap,
the paper focuses on the following three dimensions:

• Climate change beliefs—climate concern;
• Personal responsibility in connection with the reduction of climate change;
• Support of policy measures in connection with climate change.

The paper is organized as follows. The next section outlines the conceptual framework for the
research, building on climate attitude and trust literature. Afterwards, the methodology used is
discussed. In the fourth section, territorial aspects of climate attitude and the spatial relations of climate
attitude and trust are discussed. The concluding section offers a summary of the key findings of the
research and their contribution to the literature.
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2. Theoretical Background

Contemporary environmental problems (e.g., climate change, loss of biodiversity, resource depletion)
represent major challenges. Deep structural changes are needed in order to address these problems.
These systemic changes are often called a ‘socio-technical’ transition [23], which involves society,
including individuals as actors.

As Ghisellini and colleagues pointed out, based on their research work seeking an example of
success, a key aspect of the transition towards a circular economy (CE) comes from the involvement of
all actors of a society [24]. Indubitably, this is also valid for other domains of environmental transition,
such as climate change.

2.1. Climate Change Attitude—Sociodemographic and Value-Based Investigations

Within the scope of environmental issues, numerous research projects have dealt expressly with
attitude to climate change in the past two decades [25]. The results of these call attention to that
the effects of certain sociodemographic factors are significant: Climate skeptic thinking and less
concern for the negative effects of climate change are more likely to be characteristic of older age
groups, and of those with lower levels of education [26–29]. In addition to sociodemographic factors,
investigation into the role of values is also characteristic [12,30–35]. In this perspective, values appear
as basic principles defining human thinking and action, which exert an effect on the subjective
framings of the social world, and therefore, within all this, on the attitudes in connection with climate
change. A frequently appearing reference in theoretical arguments in connection with values is Ronald
Inglehart’s thesis on postmaterialism [36]. Fundamentally, this concept also starts its argument from
the effects of sociodemographic factors. It states that a feature of fundamental significance of the
changes, occurring in western societies following World War II, is the transition from material to
postmaterial values. This transition takes place as a consequence of economic prosperity and brings
about the mass adoption of and preference for new value-orientations, such as individual freedom,
personal fulfilment, active participation in public affairs, the importance of quality of life, and the
protection of the environment. The most frequently applied approach—in the empirical investigation
into the relationships between values and climate attitudes—is the theory of Basic Human Values
(BHV) (linked to Shalom H. Schwartz [37]). Beside its complex theoretical elaboration, the advantage
of BHV approach is its excellent empirical feasibility. A theoretical framework that has become
very widespread in environmental research is Paul C. Stern’s Value-Belief-Norm (VBN) model [38],
which makes use of Schwartz’s theory with respect to values. According to the most important results
of empirical research, making use of the concepts of Schwartz and Stern, preference for the values of
“self-transcendence” and “altruism” goes hand-in-hand with a higher level of climate concern and a
lower level of climate skepticism, while in the cases of the values of “self-enhancement” and “egoism”,
it is precisely the opposite that is true. Somewhat less attention is paid to the role of the value categories
of “conservation” and “openness to change” in connection with climate attitude. According to the
results available, in all events, the conclusion that may be drawn is that among those individuals for
whom “openness to change” values are important, there is a greater proportion of those who believe
in the fact of climate change and in its causes rooted in human activity. In addition, in the case of
those preferring the values of conservation, there is less willingness to take action aimed at reducing
environmental problems [35].

2.2. Trust and Climate Change

The research projects to date examining the relationships between environmental problems
and trust approach the concept of trust in a consistently partisan way. According to the reasoning,
environmental problems, and within this climate change, bring about the phenomenon of classical
“social dilemma”. In other words, they create a situation in which taking action is not necessarily
“rational” for the individual, however it would still be in the collective interest of the community or
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society [39,40]. In this approach, pro-environmental behavior may be interpreted as collective action.
In addition, in connection with collective action, the assumption appears that those individuals who,
although concerned about climate change, still do not take personal action against it behave in this
way because of their free-rider fears [41]. It is, at this point, that trust enters into the reasoning, which
precisely alleviates these fears and is able to ensure that the individual takes climate change into
account in his/her own behavior.

The special position held by trust in the reasoning is no accident. The meaning of the term
“trust” is multifaceted [42] and trust research is a very diverse field encompassing many disciplines,
with outstanding theoretical and empirical results. This is the case primarily in the fields of sociology,
political science, psychology, and economics, which mainly uses middle-range theories of trust to
determine the mechanisms of ideational framings, actions, social interactions, group formations,
as well as the cohesion and integration dynamics of societies. Numerous trust researchers embed their
reasoning into a social theoretical narrative, the common denominator of which, simplified somewhat,
is the relevance of the context of modernization and of the risks induced by social and economic
development [43,44]. There is general agreement among the various authors that trust is inseparable
from the risks evoked by a future that cannot be precisely foreseen: If there are no risks, there is no
need for trust either. However, one of the main characteristics of this age is, as the theorists of late
modernity profess [45], that both intersubjective (i.e., social) and subjective (i.e., established with
abstract entities) interactions become intertwined with risks. In other words, the individuals do not
foresee how their interactions will develop, therefore in the interest of still being able to undertake
the interactions, they must show trust. It is precisely because of this that trust and risk are ontologically
linked [44,46]. The individual does not know what will happen and is unable to foresee the future from
the present moment with complete confidence: In other words, the situation involves risks. The individual
assesses them, sets up possible outcomes, and presumes that the most beneficial of these for him/her will
come about. Consequently, the individual acts as if the other optional scenarios do not exist. It is this
commitment that is trust itself [47]. Sztompka graphically uses this as compact definition when he says:
trust is nothing else than “betting on the possible future actions of others” [44] (p. 25).

While showing trust is rather cognitive, trust as a feeling is surely affective. Trust functions as a
subjective disposition, which is formed due to the effect of psychologically relevant life experiences
with emotional and moral contents. There are relevant antecedents to this statement in the literature on
trust (see: [44,48–51]. In these theories, trust is framed as generalized trust (otherwise labelled social
trust, moral trust, or weak-tie interpersonal trust), in other words trust in fellow human beings in
general without any distinction.

Sztompka (1999) summarizes the individual- and social-level functions, consequences of trust.
As he states, on the micro-level, trust releases human capabilities and capacities, encouraging creativity,
innovation, and entrepreneurship. It facilitates interactions, their content, durability, familiarity,
and the deepening of their intimacy. It resolves suspicion, exaggerated precaution, and the demand for
control. It supports reciprocity and the desire to participate, while enhancing spontaneous activity,
and stems the apathy of routine. Among its social functions, trust supports mobility, common thinking,
collective responsibility undertaking, participation and inclusion, the expansion of networks, and the
assertion of the various forms of cooperation. It mitigates indifference and disinterest with respect to
common goals-affairs. It facilitates constructive debate, deliberations, and the search for consensus.
It stimulates solidarity, social sensitivity and empathy, and action against inequalities. It promotes
inclusion and acceptance, tolerance, all forms of pluralism, and the legitimacy of differences. It cements
the belonging of the individual to the community; it incites the making of sacrifices and volunteering
in the interest of the community [44].

In light of all this, it is easy to see that trust is a key factor in the struggle against climate change:
Those individuals who place trust in their fellow human beings have a greater chance of doing
something against it. Furthermore, those societies that are characterized by a high level of trust (in other
words, by a “culture of trust” [44]) are expected to be able to take more effective and more unified action.
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As opposed to this, mistrust prevents cooperation and effective collective action. This relationship will
be apparent in the following investigation into the linkage between climate attitudes and trust.

3. Materials and Methods

3.1. Data

The current paper uses the database of round 8 of the European Social Survey (ESS). Since 2001,
this international and representative comparative survey has been providing various data every
two years on the demographic characteristics of European societies, their political and public life
preferences, and on their characteristic values, perceptions, concepts, and attitudes.

Data collection—used in this article—performed in 2016 included a module that was specifically
aimed at determining the attitudes of European citizens in connection with climate change. This detailed
survey makes it possible to approach the subject of climate change from multiple sides, to consider
various of its dimensions, and measure these as possible with diverse variables. With the use of this round
of the ESS, in addition to detailed climate variables, this investigation is able to appropriately measure
generalized trust (items of trust are core elements of the questionnaire), which is of key importance from
the aspect of the focus of this study. In the course of ESS 8 survey, 44,387 respondents in the following
23 countries were interviewed: Austria (n = 2010), Belgium (n = 1766), Czech Republic (n = 2269),
Estonia (n = 2019), Finland (n = 1925), France (n = 2070), Germany (n = 2852), Hungary (n = 1614),
Iceland (n = 880), Ireland (n = 2757), Israel (n = 2557), Italy (n = 2626), Lithuania (n = 2122), Netherlands
(n = 1681), Norway (n = 1545), Poland (n = 1694), Portugal (n = 1270), Russian Federation (n = 2430),
Slovenia (n = 1307), Spain (n = 1958), Sweden (n = 1551), Switzerland (n = 1525), United Kingdom
(n = 1959). In this analysis, Israel, as a non-European country, is excluded.

The special module of ESS used in this article is designed to achieve four specific objectives [15]:

• Creating a comprehensive theoretically grounded cross-European dataset of public attitudes to
climate change, energy security, and energy preferences;

• Getting insights about how national-level socio-political, economic, and environmental factors
shape public attitudes to energy and climate change across Europe;

• Examining the role of socio-political values and other individual-level factors in European attitudes
to energy and climate change;

• Examining the relative importance of both individual-motivational factors and national
circumstances in public preferences for different energy supply sources and demand reduction.

The conceptual framework of the ESS module [15] comprises five components, covering the broad
areas of (1) socio-political values and engagement; (2) beliefs about climate change; (3) concerns about
climate change and energy security; (4) personal norms and efficacy beliefs; and (5) energy preferences,
including preferences for energy supply sources and energy demand measures. The present study
distinguishes certain items from these ESS modular components into three core dimensions. These are
(1) beliefs in connection with the fact of climate change and climate concern, (2) personal responsibility
in connection with the reduction of climate change, and (3) support of policy in connection with
climate change.

3.2. Beliefs in Connection with the Fact of Climate Change and Climate Concern

The 2016 ESS survey is aimed at understanding the ideas of the respondents about the reality of
climate change, its possible causes, and about the severity of the situation. The latter might indicate
the climate skeptic thinking [52]. The “trend skeptic” approach denies the existence of the global
warming tendency; according to the “attribute skeptic” concept, warming is not caused by human
activity; and according to the “effect skeptic” view, warming has no real damaging consequences.

Concern about climate change is a phenomenon tightly linked to the above. Concern reflects
on how much someone is afraid of climate change or how much they feel it to be a serious threat.
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Yet, it still differs in that while the aspects dealt with above are of a cognitive nature, concern may be
viewed as more affective [15].

The question relating to attitude to the existence of climate change is the following: “You may
have heard the idea that the world’s climate is changing due to increases in temperature over the past
100 years. What is your personal opinion on this? Do you think the world’s climate is changing?”
Respondents have four different answer options (that are used as trend variables): (1) “Definitely
changing”; (2) “Probably changing”; (3) “Probably not changing”; (4) “Definitely not changing”.

The precise text of the question in the questionnaire examining views in connection with the
causes is: “Do you think that climate change is caused by natural processes, human activity, or both?”
The responses (used as attribute variables): (1)—“Entirely by natural processes”; (2)—“Mainly by
natural processes”; (3)—“About equally by natural processes and human activity”; (4)—“Mainly by
human activity”; (5)—“Entirely by human activity”. Apart from these, the question includes a further
response option for respondents denying the fact of climate change: “I don’t think climate change
is happening”.

Then, the question dealing with the impact of climate change is as follows: “How good or bad do
you think the impact of climate change will be on people across the world?” Respondents may express
their opinions on a scale of 0 to 10 (used as impact variables), where 0 means “Extremely bad”, and 10
means “Extremely good”.

Finally, the question relating to climate concern is as follows: “How worried are you about climate
change?” The answers may be placed on a scale of 1 to 5 (used here as concern variables), where 1
means “Not at all worried”, and 5 means “Extremely worried”.

3.3. Personal Responsibility in Connection with the Reduction of Climate Change

After the cognitive and affective attitude in connection with climate change, the next phase
examines the extent to which the role of the individual appears in connection with the collective
problem of climate change. The question of undertaking responsibility belongs to the scope of
moral commitment and norms. Although the existence of moral commitment and norms does not
automatically mean action too, they are in a direct connection with it [15]. The ESS climate change
module uses the following question to examine environment awareness norms: “To what extent do
you feel a personal responsibility to try to reduce climate change?” Respondents have a scale of 0 to 10,
where 0 means “Not at all”, and 10 means “A great deal”.

3.4. Support of Policy in Connection with Climate Change

In our study, the last dimension of attitude to climate change is represented by the issue of policy.
This aspect in environmental research is usually categorized in the scope of “non-activist public sector
behaviors” [15,38]. Activist activity is viewed as direct participation in actions influencing public
policy decision making, while non-activist activity makes reference to less explicit activities and relates
more to the judgment of public policy. The ESS climate module attempts to survey these opinions
in one block of questions using three different variables, which are as follows: “To what extent are
you in favor or against the following policies in [country] to reduce climate change?” (1) Increasing
taxes on fossil fuels, such as oil, gas and coal. (2) Using public money to subsidize renewable energy
such as wind and solar power. (3) A law banning the sale of the least energy efficient household
appliances. The options in the case of each answer: 1—“Strongly in favor”; (2)—“Somewhat in favor”;
(3)—“Neither in favor nor against”; (4)—“Somewhat against”; (5)—“Strongly against”.

3.5. Trust

The empirical investigation of generalized trust has a history spanning many decades and has a
correspondingly serious research background with significant results. Very frequently, the empirical
studies dealing with trust use one single “classical” questionnaire item (more details in Uslaner and
Algan and Cahuc [51,53]) to operationalize trust. This also takes place in those works in which the



Sustainability 2020, 12, 10200 7 of 19

issue of trust appears in relation to environmental problems and climate change. In the case of these,
it may be said that almost without exception, the authors prefer the sole use of the standard question.
Nevertheless, it must be mentioned that criticisms in literature dealing with the measurement of trust
are widespread [54–61], according to which the standard trust variable is, in itself, not necessarily
capable of identifying the phenomenon of generalized trust. Another version, consisting of three
questions, the so-called “trust scale” [51] tries to reflect on these criticisms. This measuring tool makes
reference to three content aspects: Reliability, fairness, and helpfulness. The ESS surveys contain all
three items of the trust scale. Respondents may answer all three using a scale of 0 to 10. The trust scale
questions are the following:

• “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted, or that you can’t be too
careful in dealing with people?” (0—“You can’t be too careful”; 10—“Most people can be trusted”).

• “Do you think that most people would try to take advantage of you if they got the chance, or would
they try to be fair?” (0—“Most people would try to take advantage of me”; 10—“Most people
would try to be fair”).

• “Would you say that most of the time people try to be helpful or that they are mostly looking
out for themselves?” (0—“People mostly look out for themselves”; 10—“People mostly try to
be helpful”).

Trust was measured between fellow human beings with the average of the answers given to these
three items. Those answers were taken into account as high level of trust which achieved a value of at
least 6 on the basis of the average of the three variables. Members of the respondent group achieving
less than 6 were classed in the low trust category.

3.6. Sociodemographic Variables

It is obvious that many other factors may have an impact on one’s attitude to climate change in
addition to the role of trust. As it is already explained in the introduction, previous empirical papers
had identified the effects of certain sociodemographic variables. On the basis of these, the following
control variables were built into the analysis at the level of the individual:

• Gender (1 = male, 2 = female).
• Age (four age groups were created: 1 = 16–29 years, 2 = 30–44 years, 3 = 45–64 years, 4= over

65 years).
• Education (1 = up to elementary school, 2 = secondary qualification, 3 = higher

education qualification).
• Income (0 = finding it difficult on present income, 1 = living comfortably on present income).

Although the ESS does include the respondents’ answers relating to the total income of the
household categorized in deciles, another variable that relates to subjective, experienced financial
circumstances has been used. The reason was the high proportion of no response in the individual
countries. This item sounds as follows: “Which of the descriptions on this card comes closest to
how you feel about your household’s income nowadays?” The original response categories were the
following: 1 = Living comfortably on present income, 2 = Coping on present income, 3 = Finding
it difficult on present income, 4 = Finding it very difficult on present income. During the analysis,
the four response categories into two was consolidated.

3.7. Analytical Methods

In the following section, the variables used in the analysis are examined. As a first step, a descriptive
inquiry of the selected items presents crucial differences among European societies in terms of attitude
to climate change and trust. At the macro level, the rest of the paper examines the concordance among
the selected variables by using the national average values, while binary logistic regression models
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are applied to grasp the effect of trust on attitudes to climate change at the level of the individual.
The paper uses the general form of logistic regression as follows:

P(Y) =
eb0+b1x1+···bkxk

1 + eb0+b1x1+···bkxk
(1)

Below, three different models will be presented that only differ in terms of their dependent
variables while the independent variable (trust) and the control variables (sociodemographic variables)
are the same in all cases. Dependent variables are formulated as follows: The composite indicator
of ideas in connection with the fact of climate change and climate concern; the variable of personal
responsibility in connection with the reduction of climate change; and the composite indicator of the
support of policy measures in connection with climate change. The models were run separately on
the samples of all European countries in the survey. The effect of trust on the dependent variables is
interpreted by using the odds ratios.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Attitude to Climate Change and Trust

Firstly, it was examined that how much the climate change evidence was based on scientific
consensus appears in layperson thinking. Previous research [62] has determined that while scientific
results call attention to the clearly negative tendencies and the urgent need for intervention, no clear
change of opinion of the appropriate weight can be seen in public thinking. Examining the issue of
ideas and climate concern in connection with climate change, Table 1 presents the descriptive results of
the four variables and the composite indicator generated from them. The trend variable shows the
proportion per country of those respondents who believe that the climate is probably or definitely
changing (answers 1 and 2), and the attribute variable shows the proportion of those who believe that
climate change is mainly caused by human activity (answers 3, 4, 5). The percentages belonging to the
impact variable represent those who believe the impact of climate change is negative (answers 0 to 4),
while the concern variable expresses the proportion per country of those who selected at least answer
three on the five-point scale. The composite indicator was created by combining these four variables:
it represents those who met all of the “criteria” listed above, in other words they accept that climate
change is an existing process that is fundamentally determined by active human intervention, and they
also agree that climate change is a negative phenomenon and are seriously concerned about it.

Table 1. Ideas and climate concern in Europe in connection with the fact of climate change (%).

Trend Attribute Impact Concern Composite
Indicator

Composite Indicator 95%
Confidence Interval

Western Europe

Austria n = 2010 92.5 90.9 74.0 78.0 63.2 61.0 65.4

Belgium n = 1766 96.4 93.7 66.4 80.9 55.0 52.6 57.3

Switzerland n = 1525 96.4 94.3 74.0 78.4 61.4 58.9 63.9

Germany n = 2852 95.5 94.6 77.4 86.6 67.8 66.0 69.5

France n = 2070 96.3 93.4 73.7 81.0 62.2 60.1 64.4

United Kingdom n = 1959 93.6 90.7 66.0 71.5 51.8 49.5 54.0

Ireland n = 2757 96.1 91.0 63.2 68.6 47.4 45.4 49.3

Netherlands n = 1681 96.3 91.6 61.6 76.1 50.1 47.6 52.5

Central and Eastern Europe

Czechia n= 2269 88.9 87.7 68.0 57.7 43.3 41.1 45.5

Estonia n = 2019 91.3 88.2 59.8 58.0 39.9 37.7 42.1

Hungary n = 1614 91.4 92.2 77.0 78.4 60.7 58.1 63.2
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Table 1. Cont.

Trend Attribute Impact Concern Composite
Indicator

Composite Indicator 95%
Confidence Interval

Lithuania n = 2122 88.7 82.1 73.7 67.9 51.6 49.2 53.9

Poland n = 1694 92.6 89.2 70.4 66.5 49.1 46.5 51.6

Russian Federation n = 2430 82.2 78.1 61.8 64.3 38.3 35.9 40.6

Slovenia n = 1307 96.5 92.8 71.4 83.8 60.7 58.0 63.4

Southern Europe

Spain n = 1958 95.8 95.4 87.9 88.3 79.5 77.6 81.3

Italy n = 2626 94.8 93.4 68.9 84.4 60.4 58.4 62.4

Portugal n = 1270 97.0 93.4 81.2 86.7 70.1 67.5 72.7

Northern Europe

Finland n = 1925 94.0 93.9 67.2 79.1 56.0 53.7 58.2

Iceland n = 880 97.7 94.6 81.5 77.9 67.7 64.5 70.8

Norway n = 1545 92.9 87.6 71.9 76.3 56.4 53.9 58.9

Sweden n = 1551 96.8 92.4 81.3 65.1 55.4 52.8 57.9

Note: The calculations were made with the use of post-stratification weights. Source: Table elaborated by the
authors on the basis of the analysis of the data of round 8 of the ESS.

On the basis of Table 1 it may be said that the ratio of trend skeptics and attribute skeptics is very
low in all the European countries of the survey. The reason is that the large majority of the respondents
accept the fact of climate change and its causes as a result of human activity. On the basis of these
two variables, no substantial difference can be shown between the different regions of Europe. The
picture is more nuanced in the judgment of the impacts of climate change: The majority of respondents
may be viewed as impact skeptics, and greater differences may be seen among the various countries,
making clear reference to regional characteristics. The situation is similar in the case of climate concern,
with the difference that the large majority of the countries in Central and Eastern Europe show lower
proportions than in the rest of Europe. The composite indicator shows a more heterogeneous tendency
as compared to the previous indicators: In certain countries, the ratio of those giving a “positive”
response to every question is very low (see Russia and Estonia), i.e., the proportion of climate skeptics
in society is high. Nevertheless, in numerous countries, even in light of the combined criteria according
to the composite indicator, the majority of the population accepts the evidence of climate change based
on scientific consensus and is seriously concerned because of it. It is difficult to reveal any clear regional
differences apart from that the more skeptical countries are located in Central and Eastern Europe.

In the case of the examination of personal responsibility in connection with the reduction of
climate change, the data given in Table 2 show the ratio per country of those respondents who clearly
feel that the reduction of climate change is their own responsibility (respondents giving an answer
on the scale of between 6 and 10 were classed here). The most important conclusion that may be
drawn from the data is that as opposed to the acceptance of the fact of climate change and climate
concern, a clear dividing line may be seen within Europe in the question of personal responsibility felt
for the reduction of climate change. As compared to the rest of the continent, a significantly smaller
proportion of the population feel their own responsibility in the reduction of climate change in Central
and Eastern Europe. It is also worth noting that while there are markedly high numbers with respect to
climate facts and concern in Mediterranean countries, these societies are more divided in the question
of personal responsibility. In northern countries, these tendencies are precisely the opposite: There is a
greater proportion of those committed to personal responsibility than would be expected on the basis
of the composite indicator in connection with the facts and concern.
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Table 2. The feeling of personal responsibility in Europe (%).

Responsibility 95% Confidence Interval

Western Europe

Austria n = 2010 62.7 60.6 64.9

Belgium n = 1766 62.9 60.7 65.2

Switzerland n = 1525 77.5 75.4 79.7

Germany n = 2852 70.1 68.4 71.8

France n = 2070 76.0 74.1 77.8

United Kingdom n = 1959 60.2 58.0 62.4

Ireland n = 2757 59.5 57.6 61.3

Netherlands n = 1681 63.0 60.7 65.3

Central and Eastern Europe

Czechia n= 2269 22.4 20.6 24.2

Estonia n = 2019 35.1 33.0 37.2

Hungary n = 1614 32.9 30.5 35.2

Lithuania n = 2122 42.5 40.2 44.7

Poland n = 1694 52.2 49.7 54.7

Russian Federation n = 2430 25.4 23.4 27.3

Slovenia n = 1307 48.6 45.8 51.3

Southern Europe

Spain n = 1958 61.8 59.6 64.0

Italy n = 2626 51.5 49.5 53.5

Portugal n = 1270 54.4 51.6 57.2

Northern Europe

Finland n = 1925 70.3 68.3 72.4

Iceland n = 880 66.7 63.5 69.8

Norway n = 1545 66.7 64.3 69.0

Sweden n = 1551 71.1 68.8 73.3

Note: The calculations were made with the use of post-stratification weights. Source: Table elaborated by the
authors on the basis of the analysis of the data of round 8 of the ESS.

As regards to the support of policy measures in connection with climate change, Table 3 presents
the descriptive results of the three variables given in the methodology (fossil, renewable, banning)
and of the composite indicator formed from them. The figures show the ratio of respondents per
country that would support the given measures (responses 1 and 2). The composite indicator was
created by combining the three variables in such a way that it indicates the ratio of those who gave a
supportive response in all three cases. On the basis of the data shown in the Table 3, it may be said
that the support of policy measures serving the reduction of climate change cannot at all be treated
as being general. Viewing these separately, it may be said generally that agreement with increasing
the tax on fossil fuels is very low, as is the banning of the least energy efficient household appliances.
Accordingly, the percentages of the composite indicator are also very low in all regions in Europe,
especially in Central, Eastern, and Southern Europe.

Examining the issue of trust Table 4 shows the proportion of those with a high level of trust within
the individual countries. On the basis of this, it may be said that there are marked regional differences
in terms of trust in Europe: While in Northern Europe, the ratio of those with a high level of trust is
especially high in the population, in the countries of Central, Eastern, and Southern Europe, however,
this ratio is decidedly low. The societies in Western Europe form less of a homogenous group, but the
ratio of those with a high level of trust is intermediate.
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Table 3. Support of policy measures in Europe (%).

Fossil Renewable Banning Composite
Indicator

Composite Indicator 95%
Confidence Interval

Western Europe

Austria n = 2010 33.8 84.6 64.8 25.9 23.9 27.8

Belgium n = 1766 31.2 76.6 67.0 21.7 19.8 23.6

Switzerland n = 1525 47.7 84.4 69.4 35.3 32.9 37.8

Germany n = 2852 38.3 85.4 69.1 27.0 25.3 28.6

France n = 2070 24.1 77.4 63.1 16.3 14.7 17.9

United Kingdom n = 1959 37.6 69.2 56.2 23.2 21.3 25.1

Ireland n = 2757 34.8 67.4 54.4 22.7 21.1 24.2

Netherlands n = 1681 40.8 87.7 54.9 26.1 24.0 28.2

Central and Eastern Europe

Czechia n = 2269 29.1 61.1 58.7 18.0 16.4 19.6

Estonia n = 2019 19.7 78.1 48.5 12.9 11.4 14.4

Hungary n = 1614 29.9 88.9 53.5 21.1 19.0 23.2

Lithuania n = 2122 28.8 66.1 40.6 14.4 12.8 16.0

Poland n = 1694 14.9 78.4 60.0 11.5 9.9 13.1

Russian Federation n = 2430 23.1 59.0 41.8 11.7 10.3 13.1

Slovenia n = 1307 29.5 90.5 65.1 21.7 19.4 24.0

Southern Europe

Spain n = 1958 25.4 79.7 64.2 18.5 16.6 20.3

Italy n = 2626 26.5 72.4 67.2 20.3 18.7 22.0

Portugal n = 1270 26.2 66.9 69.4 18.9 16.7 21.1

Northern Europe

Finland n = 1925 50.7 78.7 56.6 28.2 26.2 30.2

Iceland n = 880 44.3 65.8 46.4 20.2 17.5 22.9

Norway n = 1545 48.0 85.3 49.9 27.9 25.6 30.1

Sweden n = 1551 60.8 88.0 48.2 32.4 30.1 34.8

Note: The calculations were made with the use of post-stratification weights. Source: Table elaborated by the
authors on the basis of the analysis of the data of round 8 of the ESS.

Table 4. The ratio of those with a high level of trust in Europe (%).

Trust 95% Confidence Interval

Western Europe

Austria n = 2010 50.8 48.6 53.0

Belgium n = 1766 39.0 36.7 41.2

Switzerland n = 1525 57.9 55.4 60.3

Germany n = 2851 47.5 45.7 49.4

France n = 2070 33.8 31.7 35.8

United Kingdom n = 1959 48.6 46.4 50.8

Ireland n = 2757 57.1 55.2 58.9

Netherlands n = 1680 63.0 60.1 65.3

Central and Eastern Europe

Czechia n = 2269 37.7 35.7 39.7

Estonia n = 2019 47.5 45.4 49.7

Hungary n = 1612 26.5 24.4 28.7
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Table 4. Cont.

Trust 95% Confidence Interval

Lithuania n = 2122 42.0 39.9 44.0

Poland n = 1690 20.9 19.0 22.9

Russian Federation n = 2428 29.2 27.4 31.0

Slovenia n = 1307 32.5 30.0 35.0

Southern Europe

Spain n = 1956 32.5 30.5 34.6

Italy n = 2622 28.7 27.0 30.5

Portugal n = 1269 23.3 21.0 25.6

Northern Europe

Finland n = 1925 72.8 70.8 74.8

Iceland n = 879 71.0 68.0 74.0

Norway n = 1544 75.5 73.3 77.6

Sweden n = 1550 65.6 63.2 67.9

Note: The calculations were made with the use of post-stratification weights. Source: Table elaborated by the
authors on the basis of the analysis of the data of round 8 of the ESS.

4.2. The Relationships between Trust and Attitude to Climate Change

4.2.1. The Relationships between Trust and Climate Attitude at the Level of the Individual

In the following part, logistic regression models are used to find the answer to the question
whether the trust disposition of the individual really does have an effect on attitude to climate change.
Table 5 shows the odds ratio (OR) and the corresponding significance values for the trust variable per
country with respect to the regressions run with the three dependent variables. On the basis of these,
it may be said that among the dependent variables, the effect of trust on individual responsibility is
completely clear, significant results are observable with respect to all studied countries. On the basis of
the odds ratios, it may be stated that if the effect of gender, age, education, and financial circumstances
is kept under control, then it is 1.5–2 times more likely to find respondents among those with a high
level of trust who feel the reduction of climate change to be their own responsibility than among
those with a low level of trust. The effect of trust is not so obvious with respect to policy support.
A significant effect was only found in about a half of the studied countries. The direction of these is
the same, and their level is similar to that seen previously; in other words, it is more likely to find
respondents who support policy ideas among those with a high level of trust. However, the effect of
trust is not significant in more than half of the countries. It should be mentioned here that previous
research [4,17] found stronger effect of trust on support of climate change policies. With respect to the
third dependent variable, the composite indicator of ideas in connection with the fact of climate change
and climate concern, the results show that trust does not fundamentally exert an effect on this variable,
as the effect of trust can only be treated as being significant in the case of two countries. (However,
the data of Czechia and the United Kingdom show that climate skeptics and respondents displaying
less concern can be found more likely among those with a high level of trust).
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Table 5. The results of logistic regression.

Ideas and Concern Individual
Responsibility Policy Support

OR p-Value OR p-Value OR p-Value

Western Europe

Austria 0.990 0.916 1.627 0.000 1.320 0.001

Belgium 0.917 0.410 1.511 0.000 1.261 0.060

Switzerland 0.883 0.281 1.774 0.000 1.362 0.009

Germany 1.167 0.067 1.500 0.000 1.195 0.042

France 1.070 0.508 2.016 0.000 1.627 0.000

United Kingdom 1.324 0.005 1.661 0.000 1.679 0.000

Ireland 0.863 0.077 1.718 0.000 1.549 0.000

Netherlands 1.012 0.917 1.478 0.000 1.424 0.006

Central and Eastern Europe

Czechia 0.706 0.000 1,448 0.001 0.827 0.114

Estonia 0.850 0.096 1.667 0.000 1.534 0.002

Hungary 0.940 0.614 1.357 0.014 1.306 0.067

Lithuania 0.749 0.004 1.615 0.000 1.042 0.770

Poland 1.118 0.388 1.585 0.000 1.017 0.932

Russian Federation 1.288 0.023 2.120 0.000 0.987 0.937

Slovenia 0.857 0.230 1.387 0.000 1.370 0.034

Southern Europe

Spain 0.920 0.514 1.591 0.000 1.754 0.000

Italy 0.571 0.000 1.689 0.000 1,299 0.023

Portugal 0.907 0.530 1.455 0.011 0.902 0.573

Northern Europe

Finland 1.193 0.112 1.535 0.000 1.309 0.030

Iceland 1.103 0.564 2.125 0.000 1.111 0.608

Norway 1.047 0.721 1.574 0.000 1.211 0.191

Sweden 1.188 0.138 1.718 0.000 1.349 0.018

Note: The calculations were made with the use of post-stratification weights. Source: Table elaborated by the
authors on the basis of the analysis of the data of round 8 of the ESS.

4.2.2. The Relationships between Trust and Climate Attitude in Various Regions in Europe—Macro-
Level Analysis

If the three dimensions of generalized trust and climate attitude perceived in the individual
countries are projected onto each other, then important conclusions may be drawn about the
relationships between them observed at the macro level. The results are shown in Figure 1. The figure
parts indicated with Roman numerals on the horizontal axis show the same in all three cases:
The percentage ratio of respondents with a high level of trust. The vertical axis represents a different
variable in each diagram; these are the three main climate variables used previously, i.e., the two
composite indicators and the personal responsibility variable (the horizontal and vertical lines indicate
the national-level average values of the given variables).

In the case of Figure 1 part I, the positions of the individual countries primarily call attention to the
fact that the two variables are somewhat independent of each other on the basis of the data available.
In numerous European countries, the majority of the population believes that climate change is an
existing process that is fundamentally determined by the human contribution; in addition, they agree
that climate change is a negative phenomenon and are seriously concerned about it. Nevertheless,
it has to be said that this complex climate attitude is characteristic of both countries with a high level of
trust (b) and of those with a low level (a). This latter group of countries includes the Mediterranean
countries, France, and two Central and Eastern European societies, Slovenia and Hungary. Besides all
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this, it must be mentioned that the most climate skeptic countries are in Central and Eastern Europe:
Russia, Estonia, and Czechia. Among these, two clearly have a low level of trust, while Estonia has a
level of trust somewhat above the average level.

1 
 

 

Figure 2 

 

Figure 1 Figure 1. Association between trust and public attitudes to climate change in Europe (%).
Source: Created by the authors on the basis of the analysis of the data of round 8 of the ESS.

Figure 1 part II depicts the association between trust and the feeling of personal responsibility for
the reduction of climate change per country. Contrary to the previous diagram, it may be concluded
from the form of the shape made up of the points representing the individual countries that the two
variables are dependent on each other. In line with the proposed expectation in those societies that may
be characterized by a culture of trust, there is an expressly large proportion of the population feels that
the individual is responsible for the reduction of climate change (b). These are all western and northern
European countries. As opposed to this, nations characterized by a culture of mistrust are more likely
to reject personal responsibility. The latter are positioned in the lower left square (c): Here are all of
the Central and Eastern European societies, as well as Italy and Portugal. The outlined relationship
fails to work in only a small number of countries. The lower right square is empty except for Estonia,
which also reinforces that high trust really does strengthen the feeling of individual responsibility.
The examples of France, Belgium, and Spain—located in the upper left square (a)—call attention to the
fact that, in certain unique cases, in spite of the relatively low level of trust in society, it is conceivable
that a high proportion of the population would be committed to reducing climate change.

Figure 1 part III proves even more clearly the positive effect of trust in the fight against climate
change. Here on the horizontal axis, similarly to the previous diagrams, the proportion of those with a
high level of trust per country can be seen, while on the vertical axis, the composite indicator measuring
the support of policy measures to reduce climate change is shown. The relationship reinforcing the
proposed expectation is very markedly depicted, according to which the higher the level of trust in a
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society the more capable the community is of overcoming joint problems. The level of support of policy
measures is lower in the mistrusting Central and Eastern European countries and in Southern Europe,
while it is stronger in Western and Northern European countries where the level of trust is higher.

4.2.3. The Role of Trust in Overcoming the Gap between Climate Concern and Action

It was outlined previously that studies dealing with trust in environmental research place
special emphasis on how trust influences the relatively modest relationship between concern for the
environment and action. This issue is examined on the macro level in the following. In the scope of this,
the composite indicator of the first dimension of attitude to climate change is compared with the other
two dimensions using the two-dimension figures presented above. Although personal responsibility
and support of policy measures do not actually represent concrete action, they still presume a more
serious level of commitment; therefore, it is suitable for examining the problem. On the basis of
the proposed argument, in connection with the role of trust, it is expected that the concern/action
(i.e., the belief-concern/personal responsibility, and the belief-concern/policy support) relationship to
be stronger in those countries characterized by a higher level of social trust. This may be explained by
that those living in these societies do not have to be so concerned about being confronted with the
problem of free riders during possible actions. Contrary to this, there are presumably many people
living in countries characterized by a culture of mistrust who are seriously concerned about climate
change but still do not do anything about it, as they are afraid that others will not play their part in the
collective action.

The results are presented in Figure 2. The horizontal axes of the figure parts show the same in
both cases: The percentage proportion of the composite indicator belonging to the first dimension of
climate attitude, while in one case, the vertical axis indicates the variable of personal responsibility and
in the other case, the variable of policy support. Here, the horizontal and vertical lines also indicate the
country-level average values of the given variables.

1 
 

 

Figure 2 

 

Figure 1 

Figure 2. The concern/action relationship in Europe (%). Source: Created by the author on the basis of
the analysis of the data of round 8 of the ESS.

In Figure 2 part I, it can be seen that the relationship between climate concern and the feeling
of personal responsibility develop according to distinctly separable patterns on the basis of trust.
Those countries are in the upper right corner (b) in which concern and the feeling of personal
responsibility are above average. These are all high-trust countries with the exception of Spain and
France. In those countries in the upper left corner (a), acceptance of the scientific evidence of climate
change and concern are under the European average (but, of course, this does not mean they are
low), but still the feeling of personal responsibility for the reduction of climate change is above
average. With the exception of Belgium, these too are high-trust countries. In the lower left corner (c),
consistent attitude may be seen: Low concern is coupled with low personal responsibility. This too
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includes the consistent situation that the countries located here have a low level of trust (with the
exception of Estonia, which is neither high nor low). A very unique condition is characteristic of
the countries located in the lower right corner (d), of Italy, Portugal, Slovenia, and very much so of
Hungary: Serious concern is coupled with a low feeling of personal responsibility. All these countries
have a low level of trust.

In Figure 2 part II, those countries may be found in the upper right corner (b) where the connection
of acceptance of the scientific evidence of climate change and climate concern with policy support is
the strongest. All these countries have a high level of trust. A situation opposite to that of this group
may be seen in the case of the countries in the lower left corner (c), where, otherwise, there is also a
strong relationship between the two variables. Here, concern is low, as is the generally perceivable
level of policy support. All these countries have a low level of trust (Estonia is a borderline case). In the
societies in the upper left corner (a), concern is relatively lower, however support for policy measures
is above average. These are all countries with a high level of trust. The societies in the lower right
corner (d) display a strange picture: The population is very concerned but does not support policy
measures. The majority of these are low-trust Mediterranean countries (the positions of Hungary,
Slovenia, and Iceland are borderline).

Overall, it may be stated that—in accordance with the preliminary expectations—every dimension
of climate attitude in high-trust countries displays a high level. In other words, they are in a strong
relationship with each other. Furthermore, it may also be observed that those countries are all low-trust
countries where the relationship between the examined dimensions is weak, which characteristically
means that strong concern is paired with a low level of the feeling of personal responsibility and
policy support. On the basis of all this, the conclusion cannot be other than that the concern/action
relationship is stronger in those countries characterized by a higher level of social trust.

5. Conclusions

As a result of the analysis of the data originating from the ESS, a diverse picture may be drawn
of European societies on the basis of the various dimensions of climate attitude. Almost everywhere
the majority of the population accepts the scientific evidence of climate change and, in parallel with
this, they are seriously concerned about it. At the same time, it must be mentioned that climate
skepticism is very clearly characteristic of Central and Eastern European societies. In the case of
personal responsibility and policy support, the paper revealed relevant differences. In Central and
Eastern Europe, in both dimensions, the values of the indicators are significantly lower than the rest of
the continent, while in Southern Europe, this may only be observed in the case of policy support.

The focus of this study was the clarification of the relationships between climate attitude and trust.
In summary, it is only partly confirmable that trust has direct effects on climate attitude both on the
micro and macro level. It may be seen that on the level of the individual, concern about the negative
effects of climate change displays no relationship with trust. Furthermore, in the case of the support of
policy measures, the investigation found a significant effect in just some of the examined countries.
However, trust has a clearly important role in the feeling of personal responsibility. At the macro level,
the level of concern about the negative effects of climate change per country shows no relationship
with trust, however the feeling of personal responsibility and support of policy measures do. In the
final part of the analysis it was presented, that climate concern is more likely to lead to concrete action
at society-level (feeling of personal responsibility, support for policy measures) in countries with a
high culture of trust than in mistrusting societies.

This paper contributes to the literature, first, by revisiting the framings for the relationship between
climate attitude and trust. Additionally, the methodology used and the choice of indicators may
act as an analytical framework for further investigations for revealing relationships between other
pro-environmental attitudes and trust.

Besides, this paper provides an analytical framework for further investigations between other
domains of pro-environmental (such as circular economy) attitude and trust. Although the umbrella
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project of this investigation addressed the diverse circumstances of circular economy (H2020
REPAiR project), here climate attitude is used to examine the correlation between pro-environmental
ideational framings/praxes and trust. Since circular economy is not yet operationalized sufficiently,
the methodology presented here, as an analytical framework, may be seen as a novel attempt for further
clarifications and improvements. Based on previous results of the REPAiR project (published in working
papers [22]), the current paper proposed a (1) coherent theoretical argument, (2) a concept-grounded
prism for item-typology of pro-environmental attitude, as well as (3) a multilayered framework of
methods for examination of the presumed micro- and macro-level linkages.
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