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Public support for climate action is
underestimated in the German
political domain

Check for updates

A. Timur Sevincer1 , Luisa Hostlowsky1, Fenja Styhler1 & Wilhelm Hofmann 2,3

Combatting climate change requires political action. However, whether politicians in democratic
countries implement climate actions depends on their perception of the voters’ willingness to accept
such actions. We contacted a unique sample of incumbent German politicians via their professional
email addresses and compared the 1,599 respondents’ perceptions of the publics’ willingness to
support climate action with the actual willingness reported in two nationally representative samples of
about 1,000 Germans each. Across political parties, respondents underestimated public acceptance
of taxes and laws, and the willingness to contribute 1% of income to mitigate climate change. This
pluralistic ignoranceeffectwasevenmorepronounced than thepluralistic ignoranceeffect obtained in
the population, and itwas strongest in the policy domains that aremost effective in combatting climate
change. These findings suggest that effectively addressing climate change may require raising
awareness within the political sphere of actual public support for climate action.

Combatting climate change is a pressing challenge. While human behavior
is ultimately the cause of climate change, it is also likely part of the solution.
This is because tackling climate change will require collective action to
implement climate change mitigation measures. Indeed, previous surveys
have found widespread support for such climate action among the global
population1,2. However, effectively fighting climate change requires not only
individual behavior change, but also structuralmeasures (e.g., carbon taxes)
that need to be implemented by policymakers3. Because policymakers act on
what they believe their voters’ opinion is4,5, it is crucial that policymakers in
democratic societies accurately estimate the existing public support for such
measures. Yet, research about the accuracy of policymakers’ perceptions of
public support for climate action remains scarce. To address this question,
we contacted active German politicians via their professional email
addresses to compare the respondents’ estimates of the German popula-
tion’s willingness to support climate action with the actual willingness as
self-reported by two representative samples of the German population.

Misperceptions among the public
Previous work suggests that the public itself underestimates the widespread
support for climate policies among itself 1,6,7. Such misperceptions (under-
estimations or overestimations) are known as pluralistic ignorance – the
widespread andcollectivemisperceptionof a social normpertaining toone’s
own group:Whenmost people believe that a particular view is prevalent in
their group when, in fact, most members of the group do not hold that

view8–10. Pluralistic ignorance may refer to misperceptions of other peoples’
views (e.g., whether people approve or disapprove of a certain action) but
also to misperceptions of how common a particular behavior is (e.g., whe-
ther people engage in a certain action). Pluralistic ignorance has been
documented in many domains, including overestimating approval of
aggressive behavior11 and drinking behavior9, overestimating support for
affirmative action12, and underestimating support for gender equality13,
among others14.

In the domain of climate action, several large-scale studies suggest that
the public misperceives how widespread support for climate action is. Early
in the public discourse, U.S. citizens underestimated their fellow citizens’
willingness to discuss climate change as a problem6. Later, a largemajority of
Americans (80–90%) underestimated concern about climate change and
support for climate policies7. Going beyond the U.S., a cross-cultural study
involving eleven countries from four continents found that people under-
estimate the share of citizens who believe climate change is real and human-
caused15. The largest study to date, a global survey of nearly 130,000
respondents from 125 countries, found that most people are even willing to
actively combat climate change by contributing 1% of their income, while
substantially underestimating others’ willingness to do the same. Not only
the general public but even attendees of a United Nations Environment
Assembly, including representatives frommedia, NGOs, and governments,
underestimated the global willingness to contribute 1% of their income16.
Pluralistic ignorance among the public can be a barrier to climate action,
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because people’s willingness to contribute to a common good such as cli-
mate protection depends on their estimate of others’ willingness to con-
tribute as well6,7,17,18.

Misperceptions among policymakers
However, if pluralistic ignorance about support for climate action is also
present in politicians, it may pose an even more formidable barrier to
enacting climate policies than misperceptions among the public, because
politicians have more power and resources to implement such policies.
Longstanding research from political science suggests that politicians’
actions reflect both their own preferences and, crucially, also their percep-
tion of public opinion4. Indeed, in many policy domains, politicians’ per-
ception of public opinion is the dominant link between the public’s
preferences and politicians’ actions (i.e., their voting for or against specific
policies). However, politicians’ perceptions of public opinion are often far
from accurate: Politicians discount the opinions of voters, with whom they
disagree19. They also overestimate how strongly public opinion is shaped by
their own messages20 and underestimate how strongly it is shaped by
messages citizens receive from their peers and immediate social
surrounding21. Politicians also generally hold too simplistic views of citizens’
voting behavior22.

These misperceptions extend to perceptions of support or opposition
for specific policies. A survey on misperceptions about nation-specific
policies (e.g., lowering the electoral age to 16) in four countries, Canada,
Germany, Switzerland, and Belgium, found that politicians considerably
misjudged public support for these policies. This pattern held true for the
general public and for their ownparty voters23. Some studies also focused on
perceived support for climate policies: For example, U.S. congressional
staffers were asked to estimate the share of Americans who agree that the
U.S. should regulate CO₂ emissions. Comparing staffers’ estimates to the
best available national estimate24, the researchers found that staffers
underestimated public support for regulating CO₂ emissions25. Another
study from the U.S. examined elected local politicians’ (county, munici-
pality, township) perceptions of public endorsement for climate solution
narratives (e.g., systemic changes, individual behavior changes, technolo-
gical solutions) and compared their perceptions to the actual self-reported
endorsement from a nationally representative sample. Politicians under-
estimated the public’s endorsement for the most popular narratives (e.g.,
changes in policy and behavior, better education, and technological solu-
tions, among others26. Yet another study, this time conducted in Belgium,
asked elected local (municipal, city, provincial) politicians to estimate how
much citizens would agree with each of six climate-mitigation policies (e.g.,
meat tax, ban wood-burning stoves, electrify public busses), and compared
those estimates with answers to identical items from a nationally repre-
sentative sample. Politicians underestimated public support for five of the
six policies27.

Politicians may perceive public opinion as less supportive of climate
action than it actually is because, especially on a municipal level, they are in
more direct contact with conversative opinions, with more extreme opi-
nions, and with the opinions of wealthier citizens who tend to be more
conservative (one-sided lobbyism28,29). An accurate perception of support
for climate action is paramount, however, because underestimating support
could prevent politicians from implementing effective climate policies for
fear of losing voter support. Research also suggests that politicians adjust
their positions and actions when they receive credible information about
their voters’ opinion5.

Our study advances knowledge aboutmisperceptionsof public support
for climate action in several ways. First, we contacted an exceptionally large
sample of elected German politicians via their professional email addresses.
Contacted politicians were from all levels of government, including many
from the highest levels (federal and state), rather than only local politicians
or staffers. Second, we used two independent, nationally representative
public samples, allowing us to compare politicians’ and citizens’ mis-
perceptions. Third, we assessedmisperceptions across multiple dimensions
of climate action support as differentiated by the integrative public-policy

framework30. Fourth, our large sample allowed us to examine party differ-
ences inmisperceptions. Fifth, we studied a country where public discourse
about climate change is especially salient due to Germany’s distinctive
energy policy, the energy transition (Energiewende). Finally, we employed
rigorous methods, including preregistration and sample weighting. While
prior studies each addressed some of these elements, we integrated them
into a single design.

To assess our principal outcome measure, public support for climate
action, and compare it with respondents’ perceptions of this support, we
build on the integrative public-policy-acceptance framework30. This fra-
mework involves three main components: The public’s acceptance of cli-
mate policies (information, taxes, and laws) depends on their desire for
government support, which in turn is driven by their awareness of the
problem of climate change. These three measures capture awareness as a
precursor, desire for support as a motivational component, and policy
acceptance as an attitudinal component that shapes whether people are
willing to passively accept climate policies. To complement these measures
with a fourth, more active, behaviorally relevant component, we also
measured willingness to contribute a personal sacrifice, 1%of one’s income,
in exchange formore effective climatepolicies. Thismeasurewas taken from
the global survey by Andre et al.1, which documented widespread global
support for climate action and public underestimation of that support. In
addition to the validated measure of perceived willingness to contribute 1%
of income, to examine misperceptions of willingness to contribute a much
smaller sacrifice, we also measured willingness to make a microdonation of
one’s choice (between 0 and 100 cents) to an NGO combatting climate
change.

In summary,we aimed to test the accuracyof politicians’perceptionsof
the public support for climate action. To achieve this, we assessed respon-
dents’ perceptions and compared them with the self-reported support
among the public in two large representative samples. We also assessed the
perceptions within the public itself to examine whether respondents are
more or less accurate in estimating the public’s beliefs than the public itself.
We focused on four dimensions of support for climate action: (a) Policy
acceptance regarding three types of policy measures (information, taxes,
laws), (b) the desire for government support, (c) problemawareness, and (d)
two types of willingness to contribute (1% of income, microdonation).

Present study
We contacted active German politicians via their professional email
addresses. Despite their crucial role in implementing climate action policies,
politicians remain anunderstudied group, and researchershave emphasized
the need to study perceptions of public support among political decision-
makers31. To compare respondents’ perceptions of public support for cli-
mate action with actual self-reported public support, we additionally
recruited a representative, stratified sample from Germany via a profes-
sional polling company (Population Sample 1; N = 1034). Table 1 provides
an overviewof the demographic characteristics of our recruited samples and
the respective characteristics from the German population. Supplementary
Fig. S1 depicts the party membership distribution among the respondents
compared to the actual party representation in the national, state, and
communal parliaments. As a further benchmark for one dimension – the
willingness to contribute 1% of one’s income – we also compared respon-
dents’ perceptions with the responses of the nationally representative Ger-
man sample from the global survey by Andre et al. (1; Population Sample
2; N = 1000).

German politician/legislative office sample
All German politicians (N = 6074) whose professional email addresses
we were able to locate from publicly available sources were contacted by
email and invited to participate in our survey. Of those invited, 1599
respondents completed the short online questionnaire. The respondents
came fromall regions ofGermany, allmajor political parties, and all levels of
parliaments (federal, state, district, municipal, town; Table 1), including
many high-ranking officials from the national parliament. Because we
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cannot completely rule out the possibility that invited politicians delegated
the questionnaire to staff, in the following we will refer to the recruited
sample as politicians/legislative offices. We discuss the possibility of staff
responding in the Discussion.

As we did not compensate respondents for their participation, we kept
the survey as short as possible to maximize the response rate (median
completion time: ~3min). As we were interested in perceptions of public
support for climate action, we asked only eight questions on this topic, along
with some demographic questions. Specifically, we asked respondents to
estimate the extent to which the average citizen (a) would accept three types
of climate policies differing in regulatory depth or “intrusiveness”: infor-
mation, taxes, and laws, (b) desires government support to reduce climate-
damaging behaviors, and (c) has awareness that such behaviors are pro-
blematic. The items were designed based on the dimensions differentiated
by the public-policy-acceptance framework30. Additionally, as a measure of
perceived willingness to contribute, we asked respondents to (d) estimate
what proportionof thepopulationwould bewilling to contribute 1%of their
income to combat climate change, using the same empirically validated item
from Andre et al.1, and to estimate the amount (0–100 cents) they believe
people would be willing to give as a microdonation to an NGO combatting
climate change. The verbatim items are in the online methods section.

Representative sample German online population
We recruited a large, nationally representative German sample (Population
1; N = 1034) through the professional survey company Kantar. The com-
pany conducts weekly online omnibus surveys from a panel of over 4.5
million participants aged 16 or older who have internet access. Because
citizens from some German regions are underrepresented in the panel,
Kantar provides sampleweights for stratification by gender, age, and region.
Polls conducted via this omnibus surveyhavebeen shown topredict election
outcomeswith high accuracy, supporting their high validity. The surveywas
conducted online.

Analogous to our politician survey, we asked participants about their
perceptions of the average person’s (a) policy acceptance (information,

Table 1 | Demographics for the respondents (Politicians/
Legislative Offices), the representative sample of the German
online population (Population Sample 1), and the German
population

Variables and value labels Respon-
dents
politi-
cians/
legislative
offices)

Popula-
tion
Sample 1

German
populationa

n % n % n %

Gender

Female 303 18.9 518 50.1 42.3 Mb 50.7

Male 1187 74.2 515 49.8 41.2 M 49.3

Diverse/non-binary/
gender-fluid

3 2.9 1 0.1

Missing/prefer not to
answer

106 4

Age

16–17 years 12 1.2 1.6 M 1.9

18–24 years 8 0.5 127 12.3 6.0 M 7.2

25–34 years 80 5.0 200 19.3 10.2 M 12.2

35–44 years 277 17.3 209 20.2 11.1 M 13.3

45–54 years 435 27.2 213 20.6 10.2 M 12.2

55–64 years 584 36.5 273 26.4 13.1 M 15.6

65 years or older 126 7.6 19.0 M 22.7

Missing/prefer not to
answer

89 5.6

Party affiliation/party preference

CDU/CSU (Christian
Democratic Party)

428 26.8 226 21.9 26.7c

SPD (Social
Democratic Party)

313 19.6 138 13.3 28.2

Die Grünen (Green Party) 148 9.3 87 8.4 14.7

AfD (Alternative for
Germany)

41 2.6 134 13 10.4

FDP (Free
Democratic Party)

40 2.5 61 5.9 11.4

Die Linke (The Left) 36 2.3 29 2.8 4.9

BSW (Alliance Sahra
Wagenknecht)

11 1.7 79 7.6

Non-affiliated 391 24.5

Missing/prefer not to
answer/other

191 11.9 280 27.1

Parliamentary seat

Bundestag (federal) 72 5.8

Landtag (state) 333 20.8

Kreistag (district) 302 18.9

Gemeinderat (municipal) 194 12.1

Stadtrat (town) 165 10.3

Missing/prefer not to
answer/other

533 33.3

State

Baden-Württemberg 198 12.4 129 12.5 11.2 M 13.5

Bayern (Bavaria) 224 14.0 160 15.5 13.2 M 15.9

Berlin 32 2.0 58 5.6 3.7 M 4.4

Brandenburg 55 3.4 30 2.9 2.6 M 3.1

Bremen 20 1.3 9 0.9 706,881 0.8

Hamburg 27 1.7 58 5.6 1.9 M 2.2

Table 1 (continued) | Demographics for the respondents
(Politicians/Legislative Offices), the representative sample of
the German online population (Population Sample 1), and the
German population

Variables and value labels Respon-
dents
politi-
cians/
legislative
offices)

Popula-
tion
Sample 1

German
populationa

n % n % n %

Hessen (Hesse) 129 8.1 67 6.5 6.3 M 7.5

Mecklenburg-Vorpommern 47 2.9 19 1.8 1.6 M 1.9

Niedersachsen (Lower
Saxony)

202 12.6 74 7.2 8.0 M 9.6

Nordrhein-Westfalen (North
Rhine Westphalia)

141 8.8 249 24.1 18.0 M 21.6

Rheinland-Pfalz (Rhineland-
Palatinate)

107 6.7 35 3.4 4.1 M 4.9

Saarland 17 1.1 20 1.9 1.0 M 1.2

Sachsen (Saxony) 72 4.5 50 4.8 4.0 M 4.8

Sachsen-Anhalt (Saxony-
Anhalt)

69 4.3 23 2.2 2.1 M 2.6

Schleswig-Holstein 72 4.5 30 2.9 3.0 M 3.5

Thüringen (Thuringia) 47 2.9 23 2.2 2.1 M 2.5

Missing/prefer not to answer 140 8.8
aData sources are reported in the data availability statement.
bM =million.
cPercentages indicate the share of votes receivedby eachparty in the 2021German federal election.
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taxes, laws), (b) desire for government support, and (c) problem awareness.
Wealso asked about their perceptionsof the averageperson’s (d)willingness
to contribute 1% of their income andmake amicrodonation. In addition to
assessing these perceptions, we asked participants to report their own
willingness to support climate action on the same dimensions. Research on
pluralistic ignorance suggests that the order of questions about perceptions
of others’ beliefs and one’s own beliefs does not affect responses9,12. There-
fore, we kept the order of the questions the same for all participants.
Moreover, also following previous work on pluralistic ignorance9,32, we kept
the wording of the questions about perceptions of others’ support and own
support as parallel as possible.

Representative sample German population
We used the German sample (N = 1000) from the global survey by Andre
et al.1. The data are openly available. The sample was collected as part of the
Gallup World Poll 2021/2022. National representativeness was ensured
through computer-assisted telephone interviews with randomly selected
telephone numbers or addresses. Because citizens from some regions of
German weremore likely to respond than others, the survey used sampling
weights to account for underrepresented groups. The sampling procedure,
survey items, andweightingmethodology are described inAndre et al.1. The
survey included the question about participants’ willingness to contribute
1% of their income and their estimate of what proportion of the population
would be willing to contribute 1%. Other items from our survey were not
included.

Results
We report analyses using unweighted scores below. When we used
weighted scores, the means changed only minimally, and all statistical
conclusions remained identical, with one exception: There was no dif-
ference between politicians’ perceived public problem awareness and the
awareness reported by the public. Results of both unweighted and

weighted analyses were very similar (see Supplementary Tables S1–5).
The estimated means from the unweighted analyses are depicted in
Figs. 1 and 2. Furthermore, the results were robust when applying post-
stratification weights to correct for party representation (Supplementary
Table S10) as well as when matching the Population 1 and politician/
legislative offices samples on gender and age (Supplementary Fig. S4 and
Supplementary Table S11).

Politicians/legislative offices: large to very large misperceptions
in acceptance of laws and regulations, and willingness to
contribute
Following our preregistration, we compared respondents’ perceived public
support for climate action with the public’s self-reported support (Popu-
lation 1) using simple contrast tests with false-discovery-rate adjusted p-
values (Benjamini–Yekutieli method). Respondents did not underestimate
the acceptance of information,Mdiff = 0.12, p = 0.24, 95% CI [−0.08, 0.31],
d = 0.11. Strikingly, respondents underestimated the acceptance of taxes,
Mdiff =−1.15, p < 0.001, 95%CI [−1.35,−0.95], d = 1.09, and acceptance of
laws,Mdiff =−1.62, p < 0.001, 95%CI [−1.82,−1.42], d = 1.55, to a large to
extremely large degree. Respondents did not underestimate desire for gov-
ernment support,Mdiff =−0.12, p = 0.190, 95%CI [−0.28,−0.03], d = 0.11,
but they underestimated problem awareness to amedium degree, p < 0.001,
Mdiff =−0.54; 95% CI [−0.68,−0.41], d = 0.57.

Perhaps most strikingly, respondents vastly underestimated the pub-
lic’s willingness to contribute 1% of their income compared to our repre-
sentative online sample (Population 1), Mdiff =−29.35, p < 0.001, 95% CI
[−33.21,−25,50], d = 0.97. This effect also replicated in comparison to the
representative sample from Andre et al. (1; Population 2), Mdiff =−55.93,
p < 0.001, 95%CI [−59.84,−52,02],d = 1.86. The corresponding effect sizes
were large to extremely large. Finally, respondents overestimated rather
than underestimated the microdonation amount, Mdiff = 15.40, p < 0.001,
95% CI [11.71, 19.10], d = 0.80.

Fig. 1 | Misperceptions of public support for climate action. The diagrams show
discrepancies between self-reported public support for climate action and perceived
support by both respondents from politicians/legislative offices and the public.

Support is measured by acceptance for information, taxes, and laws; desire for
government support, and problem awareness. Dot size represents sample size, and
bars indicate standard deviations.
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Public: misperceptions in all domains, medium to very large in
willingness to contribute
Following our preregistration, we compared the public’s perceived public
support with the public’s self-reported support (Population 1) using simple
contrast tests. However, rather than using least-significant-difference tests
as mentioned in our preregistration, in this and all following analyses, we
used false-discovery-rate adjusted p-values using Benjamini-Yekutieli
method) as this is a more conservative test of our hypotheses. Unlike
politicians/legislative office respondents, the public did underestimate
acceptance of information,Mdiff =−0.36, p < 0.001, 95%CI [−0.52,−0.20],
d = 0.34; however, the discrepancy was small. Similar to the politician/leg-
islative office respondents, the public also underestimated acceptance of
taxes, Mdiff =−0.33, 95% CI [−0.50, −0.16], p < 0.001, d = 0.32, and laws,
Mdiff =−0.43, 95% CI [−0.59, −0.26], p < 0.001, d = 0.41, though dis-
crepancies were small rather than large. Unlike the politicians/legislative
offices, the public underestimated the desired for government support,
Mdiff =−0.51, 95% CI [−0.64, −0.47], p < 0.001, d = 0.47; this discrepancy
was medium. Like the politicians/legislative offices, the public also under-
estimated problem awareness to a medium degree, Mdiff =−0.63, 95% CI
[−0.74, −0.66], p < 0.001, d = 0.66.

Like the politicians/legislative offices, the public underestimated the
willingness to contribute 1% of income compared to our representative
online sample (Population 1), Mdiff =−14.04, 95% CI [−17.93, −10.14],
p < 0.001, d = 0.47, and compared to the sample by Andre et al. (1; Popu-
lation 2), Mdiff = 40.61, 95% CI [−44.91, −36.31], p < 0.001, d = 1.35; the
discrepancy was medium and extremely large, respectively. Finally, the
public underestimated the microdonation amount, Mdiff =−0.51; 95% CI
[−0.64, −0.39], p < 0.001, d = 0.47.

Slightly lesspluralistic ignorance on the left, pluralistic ignorance
across parties
Exploratory analyses revealed that the more left-wing respondents (politi-
cians/legislativeoffices) self-reported tobe (Likert scale ranging from,1= left
to 7 = right), the greater their perceived public acceptance of information,
taxes, and laws; desire for government support; and willingness to con-
tribute. However, these relationships were small or very small, with rs
ranging from 0.05 to 0.18, ps <0.05. Asmentioned in the preregistration, we
also conducted exploratory analyses to examine differences in perceived
public support between parties (Linke/BSW, SPD,Greens, FDP,CDU,AfD,
see Supplementary Fig. S1 for party membership distribution). ANOVAs
with Benjamini–Yekutieli adjusted p-values revealed differences between
parties on all seven outcome variables (Supplementary Table S6), except for
thewillingness to contribute 1%of income. Follow-up exploratory contrasts
indicated that these differences were primarily driven by the far-right party
(AfD), which consistently perceived lower support than almost all other
parties (Supplementary Text, Supplementary Table S7). Importantly, all

parties significantly underestimated public support for the most impactful
measures: acceptance of taxes and regulations, andwillingness to contribute
(Supplementary Fig. S2 and Supplementary Table S7).

Discussion
We set out to examine misperceptions of public support among elected
politicians across all levels of government whom we contacted via their
professional email addresses. Comparing respondents with the public, we
found that misperceptions are even larger in the political domain than
among the public and largest for the most effective instruments—accep-
tance of taxes, laws, and willingness to contribute a share of one’s income—
while they are smaller or absent in less influential domains such as problem
awareness and desire for government support. These misperceptions
appeared across all parties, albeit somewhat less among left-leaning parties,
with the far-right as the clear outlier. Using weighted analyses for both the
public sample (by region) and the sample of politicians/legislative offices (by
party representation across levels), as well as matched-sample analyses
aligning both samples on comparable demographics (by gender and age),
we rule out samplingbias as an explanation.Together, these featuresprovide
a rigorous test of the observed effects.

Our results replicate findings that there is broad public support for
climate actions across most of the political spectrum33, in particular when
climate policies are perceived as fair and effective34. Politicians’ mis-
perceptions of this public support can hinder effective climate policies1,6,7. In
democratic societies, effective climate action relies on a dynamic relation-
ship between public and political decision-makers, who influence and
dependon each other.Misjudging public resolve can lead to a ‘tragedy of the
commons’18, where political inaction stems from themistaken belief that the
public is unwilling to act.

Crucially, our study expands previous work by including respondents
from the highest political levels, whowield significant influence over climate
policymaking. Misperceptions were largest for the acceptance of taxes and
laws. This underestimation is concerning, as taxes and laws are among the
most effective tools for mitigating climate change35. Without an accurate
estimation of public support, decision-makers may be reluctant to pursue
impactful policies. Respondents also dramatically underestimated the
public’s willingness to contribute financially to climate mitigation. This
pattern suggests that political decision-makers may underestimate both
collective support for structural policies and individual willingness to
contribute.

Respondentsunderestimated collective problemawareness to the same
extent as the public, indicating a shared blind spot in recognizing climate
issues. While they accurately perceived the public’s desire for government
intervention on climate action, a deeper examination of the specific tools of
governance reveals a significant disconnect. Respondents did not under-
estimate the acceptance of information-based tools, perhaps reflecting their

Fig. 2 | Misperceptions of public willingness to
contribute. The diagram shows discrepancies
between self-reported willingness to contribute 1%
of income for climate action and the perceived
willingness by both politicians/legislative offices and
the public (Population 1 and Population 2).
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own preference for less restrictive measures27,36, while substantially under-
estimating support for policies with greater “regulatory depth”37, such as
taxes and laws. Thismisalignment suggests that while respondents correctly
gauged the general appetite for government action, they fail to recognize the
public’s willingness to embrace impactful, systemic interventions. By
favoring informational tools, respondents may unintentionally prioritize
measures that align with their own roles and preferences while overlooking
the public’s openness to deeper regulatory changes.

One finding stood out against our initial hypotheses: Respondents
(politicians/legislative offices) but not the public overestimated rather than
underestimated the amount the public was willing to give as a micro-
donation.Thismaybebecause, unlike the1% incomecontributionmeasure,
the microdonation measure was not well-calibrated to people’s actual
income.We suspect that respondents may have used their own income as a
comparison standard, making a microdonation between 0 and 100 cents
appear negligible to them.

Effect size comparisons
Our findings also align with research showing that politicians under-
estimate public support for liberal policies in several domains28,29. For
example, a large-scale survey conducted in the U.S28. found small mis-
perceptions for amnesty for undocumented immigrants (d = 0.37) and
support for same-sex marriages (d = 0.39), medium misperceptions for
always legalizing abortion (d = 0.53), and large to very large mispercep-
tions for banning assault rifles (d = 0.89) and background check for guns
(d = 1.37). These effect sizes were well within the range of the effect sizes
observed in our study. Indeed, the largest misperceptions in our study –
for acceptance of climate laws (d = 1.55) and taxes (d = 1.09) were
comparable in size to the largest misperception observed by Broockman
and Skovron28.

Another study examinedmisperceptions of public support for specific
climate policies among politicians27. Effect sizes for the underestimation of
support of climate policies were small to medium, ranging from d = 0.21
(electrifying public transport) to d = 0.47 (fewer legal opportunities to block
new wind-turbine sitings). Interestingly, in this study, politicians did not
underestimate the relatively low support for a meat tax. These effect sizes
were comparatively lower than in our study, suggesting that perceptions
may bemore accurate when politicians gauge the public support for specific
climate policies rather than broader policy fields.

Sample composition
We aimed to recruit an exceptionally large sample of politicians by con-
tacting each invitee in a personalized email addressed by name. As noted
above, and as with all online surveys distributed through professional email
channels, it is not possible to verify with absolute certainty that the named
recipient personally completed the questionnaire. However, we deem that it
is unlikely that such cases were sufficient to explain the observed pattern of
results for the following reasons.

First, the response-rate pattern is more consistent with differences in
willingness or availability across political levels thanwith delegation to staff:
participation was lowest at the federal level (9.8%) and higher at the state
(17.8%) and local levels (19.0%). These rates are broadly comparable to
those reported in prior elite surveys, including studies with longer ques-
tionnaires or interviews that found similar or higher response rates22,23,28.
Studies with lower overall response rates20,27 nevertheless reported rates
similar to those for our respondents from the federal-level.

Second, ourfindingswere robust across parliamentary levels, including
in analyses controlling for party membership within each level of govern-
ment. Because delegation, if it occurred, would plausibly be more common
at higher levels, the consistency of the results across levels suggests that any
such cases did not fundamentally alter our conclusions.

Third, participation was voluntary, the survey was brief, and there was
no compensation or professional incentive to respond.Although somecases
cannot be ruled out, widespread staff participation sufficient to bias the
results appears implausible. Moreover, online surveys distributed via

professional email can never fully guarantee that the named recipient per-
sonally responded. This limitation applies to all email-based surveys.

Sampling bias and representativeness
To minimize self-selection bias among contacted politicians/legislative
offices with a strong interest in climate change, we deliberately avoided
mentioning climate change in the mailed invitations. Instead, we used a
more neutral topic: ‘trends inGerman society’. Nevertheless, recipients with
a strong rather than weak interest in academic research might have been
more likely to respond. Because academia in general is more left-leaning
than right-leaning38 respondents with an interest in academic researchmay
also be disproportionally left-leaning. Moreover, respondents who are high
rather than low inagreeablenessmaybemore likely toparticipate in surveys.
However, because agreeableness is not consistently linked to political
orientation39,40, it is not immediately evident how this potential self-selection
bias would influence the results.

The attrition rate in our politician/legislative office sample was 29%.
That is, of the 2254 respondents who accessed the first page of the survey,
655 did not complete the survey. Of those 655 politicians, the vast majority
(99%) dropped out of the survey after seeing the first page. Because
respondents learned on the first page that the survey was about climate
change, thosewith a strong interest in climate changemight have beenmore
likely to complete the survey. As these are typically more left-leaning, our
sample might be skewed toward more left-leaning respondents. Because
left-leaning respondents underestimated public support to a lesser degree
than right-leaning ones, if anything, the true underestimation of public
support might even be larger. However, as can be seen in Supplementary
Fig. S1, the party membership distribution in our sample closely matched
the party representation at each level of parliament (national, state, com-
munal). Nevertheless, to adjust for potential sampling bias, we conducted
auxiliary analyses: Specifically, we weighed the scores for the actual party
membership ratios at each level of government. When we repeated our
principal analyses with the weighted scores, the pattern of results remained
the same.

Moreover, because the respondents (politicians/legislative offices)may
differ from the population in terms of key demographic characteristics, such
as being older and more likely to be male, we conducted another set of
auxiliary analyses to examine whether our results are due to the different
sample composition: Specifically, when we compared subsamples (Politi-
cian/Legislative Offices vs. Population Sample 1) matched for gender and
age, the pattern of results remained the same.

Mechanisms for pluralistic ignorance in this domain
Pluralistic ignorance is a group-level phenomenon. That is, only groups can
exhibit pluralistic ignorance, not individuals10,14. This is because pluralistic
ignorance is conceptualized as a situation in which group members sig-
nificantly overestimate or underestimate the extent of agreement with a
given position. Althoughpluralistic ignorance is not reducible to individual-
level perceptions, it does arise from individual perceptions14, and an array of
different mechanisms can contribute to pluralistic ignorance in the domain
of perceived climate policy support.

For example, research on social projection (false consensus bias) sug-
gests that politicians infer public opinion by assuming that citizens share
their own views4. This yields smaller gaps when politicians estimate the
viewsof their ownvoters rather than those of thepublic at large36. Consistent
with this mechanism, we observed slightly smaller misperceptions among
left-leaning than right-leaning respondents. False consensus is a con-
ceptually distinct, individual-level phenomenon, but it may contribute to
pluralistic ignorance in perceptions of climate policy support when a
majority of right-leaning respondents project their own views onto the
population.

Moreover, system-justification beliefsmight contribute to the observed
misperceptions. According to system-justification theory41, people are
motivated to defend the status quo to satisfy various psychological needs.
Consistent with this idea, system justification is typically stronger among

https://doi.org/10.1038/s43247-026-03721-7 Article

Communications Earth & Environment |           (2026) 7:543 6

www.nature.com/commsenv


those who benefit most from the status quo. Politicians may therefore be
especially motivated to see far-reaching policy change as less desired by the
public, which is consistent with our respondents’ particularly large under-
estimates formore intrusive instruments (taxes and laws). In addition, right-
leaning (vs. left-leaning) respondents, who tend to endorse stronger system-
justification beliefs, perceived the lowest public support.

Finally, group-level processes may shape individual perceptions: a
vocal minority may receive disproportionate visibility in traditional media
or produce a disproportionate share of comments on social media14. Peo-
ple’s perceptions of attitude change may also show a well-documented
conservative lag, falling behind actual change14.

Conclusion
Across all parliamentary levels and political parties, the survey revealed
substantial underestimation of public support for climate action. These
misperceptionswere larger than those observed among the public, andwere
particularly pronounced for the most effective climate policies. Thus, such
underestimation may represent an important barrier to effective climate
policy.

Method
Sample of politicians/legislative offices
We contacted all German politicians personally via their professional email
addresses, which typically included the recipient’s first and last name (e.g.,
name.surname@bundestag.de). However, even when personal email
addresses are used, such accounts may be screened by staff and responses
may sometimes be delegated to staff. Therefore, we refer to this sample as
politicians/legislative offices throughout the manuscript and discuss this
limitation further in theDiscussion. These addresses were obtained through
an internet search and a company that provides contact details for local
politicians (Kürschners Politikkontakte). Between September 26 and
November 5, 2024, we emailed 6074 politicians, inviting them to participate
in a five-minute survey on ‘Trends in German Society’. To minimize self-
selection bias among those with a strong interest in climate change, we
deliberately avoidedmentioning the topic in the email. The email included a
link to the online survey. Fifteen to 18 days after the initial email, we sent a
reminder to encourage participation.

Of the 6074 politicians/legislative offices contacted, 2254 accessed the
online questionnaire (response rate before attrition: 36.8%). To maximize
the response rate, we kept the survey as short as possible. Median com-
pletion time was only about 3min. Following our preregistration, we
excluded 655 of these respondents because they completed less than 50% of
the questionnaire. Our final sample therefore consisted of 1599 respondents
(completion rate after attrition: 26.3%). Demographic information is pre-
sented in Table 1. Party membership distribution compared to the actual
party representation at each level of parliament (nation, state, communal) is
presented in Supplementary Fig. S1.

Participants were presented with the following items. The complete
materials and preregistrations are available at: https://shorturl.at/6YY5d.

Introduction to global warming. First, we provided respondents with
the following definition of global warming: “The following questions are
about global warming. Global warming means that the average global
temperature has risen significantly within the past 150 years and could
rise further in the future.”

Perceived problem awareness. “In your opinion, to what extent does
the average person in the German population believe that climate-
damaging behaviors are problematic?” (7-point scale, 1 = not at all pro-
blematic, 4 = neither/neutral, 7 = very problematic).

Perceived desire for government support. “In your opinion, to what
extent does the average person in the German population would like the
state to support people in reducing such behaviors?” (7-point scale, 1 = no
support desired, 4 = neither/neutral, 7 = a lot of support desired).

Perceived policy acceptance. “In your opinion, to what extent would
the average person in the German population accept the following
measures for more climate protection: a) communication and informa-
tion measures, b) taxes on climate-damaging products and behaviors, c)
laws and regulations” (7-point scales, 1 = not at all accept, 4 = neither/
neutral, 7 = very much accept).

Perceived willingness to contribute 1% of household income. We
used the following item adapted from Andre et al.1: “We are asking these
questions to 100 persons from the German population. How many do
you think are willing to contribute at least 1% of their household income
everymonth to fight global warming?” Participants could enter a number
between zero and 100 in a designated field.

Perceived willingness to make microdonation. “Imagine that the
average person in the German population is given €1 for taking part in a
survey. The person is then given the opportunity to donate the whole €1
or a smaller amount to an organization campaigning to fight global
warming. How many cents of the €1 do you think the person would
donate?” Participants could enter a number between 0 and 100 in a
designated field.

Demographic questions. We asked the following questions:
a) “Which party do you belong to?” (10 answer options, including the

most common German parties)
b) “Which party office do you hold?” (1 = federal chair, 2 = state chair, 3 =

local chair, 4 = prefer not to answer, 5 = other)
c) “Which mandate do you hold?” (1 = federal parliament, 2 = state

parliament, 3 = district parliament, 4 =municipal parliament, 5 = town
parliament, 6=prefer not to answer, 7=other) d) “Inwhich federal state
do you hold your party office or mandate?” (answer options included
all 16 federal states plus prefer not to answer)

d) “Is yourmandate in government or in opposition?” (1 = government, 2
= opposition, 3 = prefer not to answer)

e) “What is your political orientation? (8-point scale; 1 = left, 7 = right, 8 =
prefer not to answer) g) “What is your age?” (1 = 18–24 years, 2 = 25–34
years, 3 = 35–44 years, 4 = 45–54 years, 5 = 55–64 years, 6 = 65 years or
older, 7 = prefer not to answer)

f) h) “Which gender do you identifywith?” (1=male, 2 = female, 3 =non-
binary, 4 = prefer not to answer)

Population Sample 1 – representative of German online
population
We recruited participants through the professional survey company
Kantar, which specializes in nationally representative surveys in
Germany. Our questionnaire was part of a weekly online survey con-
ducted among a nationally representative pool of German residents
aged 16 or older with an internet connection. The participants in
this pool were from all regions of Germany. Following our preregistra-
tion, we recruited 1034 participants who completed the online
questionnaire in full. The response rate was 58%. Our questions appeared
in the first third of the complete questionnaire. Demographic informa-
tion is provided in Table 1. Participants were presented with the
following items:

Problem awareness. From Grelle and Hofman42: “To what extent do
you think that climate-damaging behaviors are problematic?” (7-point
scale, 1 = not at all problematic, 4 = neither/neutral, 7 = very problematic).

Perceived problem awareness. Same as in the politician survey.

Desire for government support. From Grelle and Hofman42: “To what
extent do you think the government should support people to reduce
such behaviors?” (7-point scale, 1 = no support desired, 4 = neither/
neutral, 7 = a lot of support desired).
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Perceived desire for government support. Same as in the politician
survey.

Policyacceptance. Adapted fromGrelle andHofman42:“Towhat extent
would you accept the following measures for more climate protection: a)
communication and information measures, b) taxes on climate-
damaging products and behaviors, c) laws and regulations?” (7-point
scales, 1 = not at all accept, 4 = neither/neutral, 7 = very much accept).

Perceived policy acceptance. Same as in the politician survey.

Willingness tocontribute1%ofhousehold income. FromAndre et al.:
“Would you be willing to contribute 1% of your household income every
month to fight global warming? This would mean that you would con-
tribute 1€ for every 100€ of this income.” (yes/no)

Perceived willingness to contribute 1% of household income. Same
as in the politician survey.

Willingness to make microdonation. “Imagine you were paid €1 for
taking part in this survey. How many cents of that amount would you be
willing to donate to an organization campaigning to fight global warming?”

Perceived willingness to make microdonation. Same as in the politi-
cian survey.

Demographic questions. The questionnaire included demographic
questions that are routinely part of the weekly online omnibus surveys by the
survey company. These questions covered a) current party preference, b) age,
c) gender, d) occupation, e) social class, f) income, among others.

Population Sample 2 – representative of German population
Participants were 1000 Germans representative of the German national
population from the global survey conducted by Andre et al.1. They
answered the questions as part of the Gallup World Poll 2021/2022. Parti-
cipants were contacted via telephone by Gallup and completed the survey
through a computer-assisted telephone interview. Detailed information on
the sampling procedure and interview method can be found here: https://
www.nature.com/articles/s41558-024-01925-3. The telephone survey
included the following items:

Willingness to contribute 1%of household income. The same item as
used in our German online population survey. The item was originally
developed by Andre et al.

Perceived willingness to contribute 1% of household income. The
same item as used in our German politician survey and our German online
population survey. The item was originally developed by Andre et al.

Demand for political action. This itemwas not included in our analyses:
Do you think the national government should do more to fight global
warming? (binary scale: yes, no).

Social norms. This item was not included in our analyses: Do you think
that people in [the United States] should do try to fight global warming?
(binary scale: yes, no).

Ethics approval
The study was approved by the ethics committee of faculty of psychology at
the Ruhr University Bochum.

Reporting summary
Further information on research design is available in the Nature Portfolio
Reporting Summary linked to this article.

Data availability
All data and materials used in the analyses are available at: https://
shorturl.at/6YY5d. Data sources for Table 1:Gender: Federal Statistical
Office of Germany (Destatis), https://www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/
Gesellschaft-Umwelt/Bevoelkerung/Bevoelkerungsstand/_inhalt.html;
Age: Statista, https://de.statista.com/statistik/daten/studie/1351/umfrage/
altersstruktur-der-bevoelkerung-deutschlands/; Party preference (Ger-
man federal election, 2021): Wikipedia, https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Bundestagswahl_2021; State population: Statista, https://de.statista.com/
statistik/daten/studie/71085/umfrage/verteilung-der-einwohnerzahl-
nach-bundeslaendern/.
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