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Abstract

Rich democracies have cut emissions considerably but unevenly across coun-

tries and sectors. Yet, their policies remain short of what net zero requires. We

examine this uneven progress by distinguishing adopted from durable strin-

gency and linking electoral and producer politics through policy credibility.

Adopted policy, we argue, endures only if the vote-seeking incentives or policy-

seeking motives behind it last long enough for firms to adjust, while voters’

costs remain contained. Depending on whether they persist, recur, or reverse,

three trajectories emerge. Under latent electoral demand, persistent policy-

seeking motives yield quiet accumulation of modest, largely durable increases.

Recurrent clear activation produces punctuated accumulation of larger but only

partly durable increases. Policy cycling occurs in polarised electorates, where

government turnover deters firm adjustment. These trajectories help clarify

when prominent accounts of climate policymaking hold, show how its obstacles

differ across contexts, and explain why the road to net zero will likely be noisy.
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1 Introduction

Since around 1990, many rich industrialised democracies1 have substantially re-
duced their emissions (Dhakal et al., 2022). Nevertheless, existing policies, even
if fully implemented, fall well short of net-zero commitments (UNEP, 2025). This
tension reflects the uneven progress across countries and sectors, with emissions
reductions concentrated mainly in electricity generation and slower progress in oth-
ers, such as transport and buildings. Though politically appealing in the past, this
sectorally bounded approach to climate mitigation is increasingly at odds with the
demands of net-zero targets. These require deep reductions across almost all sec-
tors by the target date—often only about two decades away (Hale et al., 2022)—and
the balancing of residual emissions and removals (Fankhauser et al., 2022; Dolphin
et al., 2023). Understanding the politics of net zero therefore requires explaining
the political logic of uneven progress to date.

To this end, we draw on the comparative climate politics literature, whose three
dominant strands direct attention to the electoral incentives of governments, the in-
terests and power of producers, and the institutions mediating or moderating their
interaction. The first examines the determinants of preferences for climate policy
and, to a lesser extent, their relevance for political behaviour and policymaking
(Schaffer et al., 2022; Dechezleprêtre et al., 2025). The second investigates how con-
flict between clean and carbon-intensive firms, and among carbon-intensive ones,
affects policy choices (Meckling, 2011, 2015; Kelsey, 2018). The third analyses the
institutional sources of policy credibility and the effects of policy feedback on the
interests of producers and voters (Finnegan, 2022; Lockwood, 2021b, 2022). What
remains unclear, however, is how electoral incentives and producer interests inter-
act over time to determine how much of an adopted change in stringency becomes
durable.

The dependent variable of our conceptual framework is accordingly the durable
level of stringency—the level of policy ambition (Nachtigall et al., 2024)—that is
preserved following adoption once its costs have begun to materialise for voters
and producers. We refer to the difference between the adopted and the durable
level as the adoption–durability gap. This gap matters practically because only dur-
able increases in stringency provide sustained incentives for reducing emissions in
the long run, and analytically because adoption and durability follow related but

1Analysing climate politics in other democracies or non-democracies is beyond our scope.
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distinct political logics.
To elucidate these logics, we use the policy episode in a country and sector as our

unit of analysis and trace episodes over time via policy trajectories, defined as se-
quences of policy episodes. Three building blocks characterise each episode. First,
electoral demand depends on climate policy’s salience and the distribution of voters’
preferences. Under latent demand, low salience leaves only policy-seeking motives
for action, though attributable costs still provoke opposition. Under clear activa-
tion, high salience and tightly clustered preferences create clear vote-seeking in-
centives to raise or lower stringency. Under noisy activation, salience penalises
inaction while dispersed preferences leave the direction of change undetermined
from a vote-seeking perspective (Busemeyer et al., 2020), making policy dependent
on policy-seeking motives (Lindvall et al., 2023). Second, the producer environment
comprises the relative political power of clean and carbon-intensive firms, with the
latter deciding whether to resist climate policy or adjust. Firms facing lower adjust-
ment costs may adjust, partly to increase market share (Kennard, 2020), potentially
dividing the “dirty” bloc (Drahos, 2025).

Third, policy credibility—the expectation that policy will persist long enough for
investment and behavioural change to pay off (Brunner et al., 2012; Gazmararian
and Tingley, 2023)—links the electoral and producer sides. Producers adjust only
with that expectation, which electoral demand informs by signalling whether pro-
climate incentives will persist or recur. Consequently, credibility has two sources.
The first is exogenous to current adjustment, reflecting, among other factors, polit-
ical institutions (Finnegan et al., 2026). The second is endogenous, arising from
policy feedback as adjustment gives producers (and voters) an interest in continued
stringency. Separating these sources of credibility avoids circularity. Initial adjust-
ment reflects the exogenous baseline level of credibility; the policy feedback this
adjustment generates then changes the baseline, which the next episode inherits.

The central argument that emerges is that durable stringency depends on whether
pro-climate electoral or policy-seeking incentives persist long or recur often enough
to induce producer adjustment and whether policy design can contain the asso-
ciated costs for voters. Depending on whether these incentives persist, recur, or
reverse, three stylised trajectories illustrate how the interplay between voters and
producers affects the scale and frequency of adopted increases and their adoption–
durability gaps. Persistent policy-seeking motives under latent electoral demand
can support quiet accumulation, where credible policy induces producer adjustment

3



and frequent, modest increases are thus largely retained. Recurrent episodes of
clear electoral demand can produce punctuated accumulation, with fewer, larger in-
creases that are adopted despite producer opposition and whose durability depends
on whether producers adjust before salience recedes. Polarised electorates can res-
ult in policy cycling, with the risk of reversal discouraging producer adjustment and
making it harder to lock in progress. Analysing these trajectories yields both ana-
lytical and practical payoffs. Analytically, they specify the scope conditions of some
of the most prominent accounts of climate politics. Practically, they clarify the cur-
rent debate about the “climate backlash” (Colgan and Genovese, 2025; Bosetti et al.,
2025). As costs become harder to diffuse and firms’ adjustment harder to induce,
the road to net zero will likely be noisier and more conflictual, with obstacles to
further decarbonisation that differ across countries.

The remainder of this article is structured as follows. Section 2 develops the
analytical building blocks. Section 3 derives and illustrates the three trajectories,
and Section 4 derives lessons about the political logic of past progress and the
future politics of net zero.

2 Analytical building blocks

Democratic policymakers navigate pressure from both voters and organised pro-
ducers. They depend on voters to win office, and on producers’ information, re-
sources, investments, and cooperation to fund campaigns and enact policy (Hall,
2026).2 Three characteristics of climate mitigation make this interaction especially
consequential. First, it is perhaps the quintessential long-term policymaking prob-
lem, requiring policymakers to impose present costs for uncertain future benefits
(Jacobs, 2011; Lindvall, 2017; Hale, 2024). This creates a potential mismatch between
myopic electoral incentives and the time required for investments in mitigation to
pay off. Second, climate’s electoral salience is intermittent, in that climate rarely
structures political competition for sustained periods despite mattering to a non-
trivial share of voters (Schaffer et al., 2022). Third, phasing out carbon-intensive
production can strand “dirty” assets on a large scale, making the material stakes
high, if not existential, for many producers (van der Ploeg, 2016; Colgan et al., 2021).
The analytical challenge is to explain when electoral impulses induce more strin-

2This section builds on Edenhofer (2027).
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gent policy that producer adjustment then sustains, and when producer opposition
dilutes policy as those impulses fade.

Addressing this challenge requires a dependent variable that captures declines
in effective stringency even when policies remain formally in place. We therefore
define durable stringency as the part of an adopted change that endures once its net
costs have materialised or come to be expected, and governments have had an op-
portunity to revise it (Patashnik, 2008).3 The adoption–durability gap summarises
how much of an adopted change is undone. It arises when later policies counteract
existing ones or when policymakers dilute them, for instance through exemptions
or cuts to enforcement budgets.4 Dilution can follow government turnover or the
adopting government’s reassessment of the political costs involved. Our unit of
analysis is the policy episode in a country and sector.5 Episodes begin with an ad-
opted change in stringency and encompass the political responses that determine
how much is retained. Policy trajectories, which are sequences of episodes, sum-
marise the direction, scale, frequency and durability of adopted changes in a sector,
and how earlier episodes affect later ones through inherited policies, producer ad-
justment and policy credibility.6

2.1 Electoral demand

On the electoral side, the framework’s explanatory variable is the state of elect-
oral demand. Taking voters’ climate preferences and their determinants as given,7

we examine when those preferences matter for the policymaker’s electoral calcu-
lus. We assume policymakers pursue policy-seeking objectives under a (re-)election
constraint (Strom, 1990). Their latitude to do so varies with the salience and clarity
of electoral incentives. Salience is understood as the importance voters attach to
climate policy relative to other political issues (Culpepper, 2011, p. 4). The clarity of

3These conditions specify a minimum horizon for evaluating durability; empirically identifying
them is a challenge for future research.

4We set aside bureaucratic implementation frictions.
5The country-sector is an analytically useful compromise. Sectors share a national electorate

but differ in producers’ relative power and adjustment costs; examining whole countries would
obscure these differences, while analysing individual policies would obscure their combined effects
on producer adjustment.

6Cross-sectoral policies can contribute to several trajectories.
7We assume only that demand for climate policy declines as voters’ material costs increase, con-

sistent with evidence that support for climate policy is broad (Andre et al., 2024) but highly cost-
sensitive (Gaikwad et al., 2022; Dechezleprêtre et al., 2025).
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the electoral signal describes whether—once climate policy is salient—the distribu-
tion of preferences gives the policymaker an identifiable vote-maximising direction
(Busemeyer et al., 2020; Lindvall et al., 2023).8 The interaction between salience and
clarity generates three types of electoral demand: latent demand, clear activation,
and noisy activation.

Latent demand. Electoral demand is latent when voters’ preferences over climate
policy do not structure political competition because other issues, say immigration,
are more salient. Latency reflects voters’ limited attention (Key, 1961). Voters can
consequently support climate action whilst failing to reward governments for it
when other issues are more pressing. Under latent demand, policymakers face
asymmetric electoral incentives. Voters are less likely to punish climate inaction
than action, especially when the action entails costs, such as higher bills or lost jobs,
which are easily attributable to policy decisions (Arnold, 1990; Mildenberger and
Sahn, 2025). The risk of imposing material losses for an objective voters accord low
priority induces electoral caution, even among policymakers who favour greater
stringency for non-electoral reasons.

Increasing stringency under latent demand requires two conditions. First, poli-
cymakers must have sufficiently strong policy-seeking motives for climate action.
These can derive from core voters’ preferences, personal convictions, or the pres-
ence of pro-climate bureaucrats. Second, they must be able to limit voters’ exposure
to costs, notably by diffusing these geographically (e.g. shielding marginal constitu-
encies) or temporally (e.g. funding subsidies via future tax increases). Even then,
policymakers will prefer a sequence of gradual increases—whose moderate costs
can be diffused relatively easily—over large increases, whose costs are harder to
diffuse and electorally riskier.

Clear activation. Clear activation—salient climate policy combined with suffi-
ciently tightly clustered preferences—yields electoral signals pointing in an iden-
tifiable direction to increase or decrease climate ambition. Climate can become
salient (“activated”) by exogenous shocks, like natural disasters (Hilbig and Riaz,
2024) and energy price spikes (Konc et al., 2026), or endogenously via mobilisation
by parties, protests (Brehm and Gruhl, 2024; Barrie et al., 2024), corporate scandals

8This need not be determined by the “median” voter. Under plurality rule in single-member
districts, pivotal voters in marginal constituencies are often decisive (McGillivray, 2004).
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(Culpepper et al., 2026), or interest groups’ attempts to influence public debate (see
Section 2.2 on outside lobbying).

Either way, this is the canonical case of electoral responsiveness (Schaffer et al.,
2022). High salience makes inaction electorally costly when voters favour change;
clarity means policymakers can confidently expect electoral rewards for moving in
the signal’s direction. Indeed, when voters favour greater stringency, these incent-
ives can support larger increases than latent demand usually allows.

Noisy activation. Activation is noisy when climate is salient but the aggregate
electoral signal is unclear, or “loud but noisy” (Busemeyer et al., 2020). This un-
certainty can stem from exogenous increases in salience exposing widely dispersed
preferences over stringency or polarised groups demanding opposing changes; or
policymakers’ uncertainty about the extent to which voters’ current preferences
price in the future costs of a policy.9 Competing interest groups can compound this
by raising climate’s salience through opposing frames, with proponents typically
stressing benefits and opponents costs (see Section 2.2).

Whatever their source, noisy signals place policymakers under greater pressure
to address climate policy than under latency, yet provide less electoral guidance
than clear activation. Core constituencies thus acquire greater influence through
two mechanisms. Where satisfying one group alienates another, parties often focus
on mobilising their own constituencies (Aldrich, 1983), rather than attracting swing
voters. Where the broader electorate’s preferences are uncertain, following core
voters also becomes more attractive given that there is less uncertainty about their
preferences (Lindvall et al., 2023).

The limits of electoral demand. Overall, electoral demand leaves room for action
driven by policy-seeking motives under latency, gives policymakers an identifiable
vote-maximising direction under clear activation, and increases core constituencies’
influence under noisy activation. This helps explain differences in adopted strin-
gency, yet our dependent variable is durable stringency. Because climate salience is
intermittent, the electoral conditions permitting adoption may not favour retention,
particularly as costs crystallise. We next turn to producers, whose adjustment can

9Surveys can only partly resolve this uncertainty because, until a policy’s costs become salient,
responses mainly reflect salient considerations related to its benefits (Zaller, 1992).
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create material interests in continued stringency that outlast those electoral condi-
tions.

2.2 The producer environment

We divide producers—firms and the organisations through which they seek polit-
ical influence, such as business associations—into two broad categories (Meckling,
2011; Kalkuhl et al., 2020). Dirty producers rely on carbon-intensive technologies,
whereas clean producers provide substitutes like renewable electricity or electric
vehicles. Climate policy generally benefits clean producers, by, among other things,
expanding their markets and boosting “green” demand (Besley and Persson, 2023).
Dirty firms face compliance costs and asset devaluation that can threaten their com-
mercial viability.

For each policy episode, we focus on dirty producers whose adjustment or res-
istance shapes how much adopted stringency becomes durable. Clean producers,
including those in other sectors, matter in two ways. First, their technologies can
persuade policymakers that mitigation offers economic and geopolitical opportun-
ities (e.g. energy security), bolstering policy-seeking motives under latent demand
(Section 2.1). Second, their political power vis-à-vis dirty producers tends to grow
as durable stringency increases.

Adjustment and resistance. Given their preferences, we conceive of dirty produ-
cers as choosing between adjustment and resistance.10 Adjustment means making
irreversible investments that reduce a producer’s dependence on carbon-intensive
production. Resistance describes political action to block, delay, dilute, or reverse
policy. The expected returns determine the adjustment-resistance choice. Two char-
acteristics are particularly important: the distribution of adjustment costs among
dirty producers and the relative political power of clean and dirty producers. Ad-
justment is more attractive when low-carbon substitutes become commercially vi-
able and less attractive when assets, skills, or organisational structures are tailored
to carbon-intensive production (Breetz et al., 2018; Kelsey, 2018; Fischer, 2026). Be-
cause adjustment is irreversible and its returns accrue over time, firms’ expectations

10We treat firms as unitary actors, abstracting from work on ownership and board composi-
tion (Lerner and Osgood, 2023; Finnegan and Meckling, 2026), and intermediate strategies such
as hedging and diversification (Meckling, 2015; Green et al., 2022).
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of policy persistence also matter (Section 2.3).
At the sectoral level, the interest group posture reflects the balance between co-

ordination and competition among firms. Sectoral resistance requires coordination,
which business associations can facilitate even when firms face different adjust-
ment costs, while supply-chain linkages can align interests across firms (Cory et
al., 2021; Jensen, 2025; Toenshoff, 2027). Competition can fracture resistance when
differences in adjustment costs are sufficiently large. Firms that can adjust more
cheaply may support greater stringency when it raises rivals’ costs more than their
own (Kennard, 2020; Drahos, 2025). Whether such divisions alter policy depends
on the relative political power of the resulting producer groups.

Relative power. Producer power can be structural or instrumental (Culpepper,
2025). Structural power derives from producers’ economic importance, typically
their share of value added or employment (Lindblom, 1977). Policies imposing large
losses on structurally powerful producers can induce costly responses, including
reduced investment (Przeworski and Wallerstein, 1988) or relocation (Bayer, 2023).
Anticipating these consequences, policymakers may accommodate their interests
even without lobbying.

Where structural power is insufficient to induce anticipatory accommodation,
producers lobby. The effectiveness of lobbying depends on their instrumental power—
the capacity to influence policy through political action. Inside lobbying targets
policymakers, notably via technical information (Culpepper, 2011) or haggling over
arcane policy details, as with free allowances in emissions trading systems (Sato
et al., 2022). Outside lobbying targets voters to influence policymakers indirectly
by mobilising affected constituencies or changing perceptions of public opinion
(Kollman, 1998). Dirty producers often emphasise costs, employment, or regional
economies (Stokes, 2020).

The relative value of these strategies partly depends on electoral demand (Sec-
tion 2.1). Under latency, inside lobbying is especially valuable because public
scrutiny is limited (Culpepper, 2011). Under noisy activation, outside lobbying can
redirect electoral pressure by increasing the salience of policy costs. Under clear
activation, producers’ ability to distort the electoral signal is limited, with inside
lobbying emerging as the main strategy.

Relative power changes as dirty firms adjust and clean producers gain economic
and political resources. Yet policy can also preserve incumbent rents or subsid-
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ise firms without inducing adjustment (Møller, 2024). We focus on episodes in
which dirty producers initially hold a substantial power advantage over clean pro-
ducers (Brulle and Downie, 2022)—strong enough to constrain policy but not so
overwhelming that clean producers are politically irrelevant.

Policy feedback. Once dirty producers adjust, weakening stringency would de-
value their investments, giving them reason to defend existing policy (Pierson,
1993; Pahle et al., 2018; Trachtman, 2023). Adjustment does not, however, imply
support for further increases. Further increases may require new investments that
firms adjusted to the current level have not made, and may erode the advantage
early adjusters enjoy over laggards and entrants (Kennard, 2020; Dugoua and Mo-
scona, 2026). Where adjustment was induced by subsidies or concessions, adjusted
producers’ returns often depend on their continuation, giving them reason to res-
ist changes that reduce their rents (Hellman, 1998; Møller, 2024). And transitional
assets, such as gas plants that replaced coal, are themselves threatened by deeper
decarbonisation (van der Ploeg, 2016). Policy-induced adjustment thus makes re-
versals harder without necessarily generating self-reinforcing support for ever more
stringent policy. The political battle over new increases will have to be fought anew.
Whether producers will adjust crucially depends on their expectation of durable
stringency.

2.3 Policy credibility

Policy credibility is the expectation that policy will persist long enough for invest-
ment and behavioural change to pay off (Brunner et al., 2012; Dolphin et al., 2023;
Gazmararian and Tingley, 2023). It matters because the long-term nature of climate
mitigation (Section 2) creates a commitment problem. Governments may favour
adjustment ex ante yet weaken policy ex post as electoral incentives, fiscal pres-
sures, or the salience of costs change. Given irreversible investment, the resulting
uncertainty raises the option value of waiting, leading producers to delay otherwise
profitable adjustment (Fabrizio, 2013; Basaglia et al., 2025a; Dolls et al., 2026).

Because climate’s electoral salience is intermittent, stringency persists mainly
where it has induced adjustment, which in turn requires that producers expect it to
persist. Credibility is therefore the hinge between the electoral and producer sides.
Electoral demand affects producers’ expectations directly, when they infer future
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governments’ incentives from electoral signals, and indirectly, when policymakers
respond to electoral uncertainty by delaying or diluting policy.11 The producer
environment affects them through relative power. Dirty producers able to secure
dilution give all producers reason to discount stringency, unless large differences in
adjustment costs make the dirty bloc likely to fracture (Section 2.2). Powerful clean
producers have the opposite effect. Empirical evidence on these channels is scarce,
a gap future research should address.

Credibility has a baseline component, exogenous to producer adjustment in the
current episode, and an endogenous component. Beyond electoral demand and the
producer environment, political institutions are one prominent baseline source, af-
fecting how easily future governments can revise policy (Finnegan, 2022; Finnegan
et al., 2026).12 We remain agnostic about the determinants of baseline credibility,
assuming only that some such baseline exists independently of current adjustment.

The endogenous component arises through policy feedback. As firms adjust,
sunk assets and supply chains become dependent on continued stringency, raising
the political costs of weakening policy (Pierson, 1993; Stokes, 2020). Adjustment can
also generate electoral feedback where new employment or local investment gives
affected constituencies an interest in continuation (Alberdi, 2024), though this—akin
to successful climate compensation (Edenhofer and Genovese, 2024; Arel-Bundock
and Pelc, 2026)—requires the benefits to be clearly attributable to policy decisions
and credible (Gazmararian et al., 2026). Feedback can strengthen credibility only
after some producers have adjusted, yet adjustment itself requires credibility. Dis-
tinguishing baseline from endogenous credibility avoids this circularity. Initial ad-
justment draws on baseline credibility; the feedback it generates then becomes part
of the baseline inherited by later episodes.

11There is, to our knowledge, no empirical evidence regarding the link between the electoral
environment and producers’ expectations about policy credibility. Theoretically, we would expect
that clear activation favouring stringency may raise credibility if producers expect the signal to
persist or recur, whereas noisy activation may lower it by creating uncertainty about future electoral
incentives.

12A less clear-cut source is technological change. Some technological changes—albeit by no means
all, as work on policy-induced technological change reminds us (Calel and Dechezleprêtre, 2016;
Nemet, 2026)—are independent of policy. Where they lower adjustment costs, they reduce the
degree of policy persistence producers need to expect before adjusting at a given level of stringency.
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2.4 Strategic interaction and durable stringency

Figure 1 summarises how the building blocks combine in a policy episode. Policy-
makers adopt a change in stringency given their policy-seeking motives, electoral
incentives, and the producer environment (Sections 2.1 and 2.2). The adopted policy
generates a distribution of costs and benefits across voters and producers. Under
latent demand, policymakers seek to shield voters from these costs by avoiding
large increases in stringency or by obscuring costs through policy design. Dirty
producers then adjust or resist, depending on their adjustment costs and policy
credibility (Section 2.3). Once net costs materialise, the government, or its successor,
maintains or dilutes the change, which determines durable stringency. The com-
mitment problem (Section 2.3) arises because policymakers cannot bind themselves
or their successors at adoption.

Electoral demand
salience and clarity

of voters’ preferences

Producer environment
relative power and

adjustment costs

Adopted policy
stringency and
cost incidence

Policy credibility
expected persistence

of the adopted change

Producer strategy
adjustment or resistance

Durable stringency
share of the adopted change

retained once net costs materialise

maintenance or dilution

el
ec

to
ra

lf
ee

db
ac

k

pr
od

uc
er

fe
ed

ba
ck

Figure 1: Strategic interaction in a policy episode.
Note: Grey boxes denote conditions determined prior to the episode; white boxes denote quant-
ities determined during the episode. Solid arrows indicate the sequence of decisions, each taken
in anticipation of later ones. Dashed arrows indicate feedback. The direct arrows from electoral
demand and the producer environment to credibility indicate that producers infer future gov-
ernments’ vote-seeking incentives from electoral signals and discount stringency that powerful
dirty producers can dilute.

Adoption and durability follow related but distinct political logics because the
vote-seeking incentives or policy-seeking motives behind an adopted change often
fade before producers adjust. This temporal mismatch tends to grow with the scale
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of the change, which requires more adjustment and imposes larger costs. It is
largest under clear activation, which can support large increases but is typically
transient, whereas their costs remain visible to voters (Section 2.1). It is smallest
under latent demand, where persistent policy-seeking motives can sustain modest
increases while producers adjust. A change is retained if vote-seeking incentives or
policy-seeking motives still favour it once net costs materialise, or if adjustment has
given dirty producers a stake in it. The adoption–durability gap is then the part of
an adopted change that rested on vote-seeking incentives or policy-seeking motives
which faded or reversed before producers adjusted. Conversely, durable stringency
requires them to persist or recur, and cost incidence to limit voters’ exposure, long
enough for credible policy (Section 2.3) to induce adjustment. This answers the
challenge posed at the outset of Section 2.

3 Trajectories towards (non-)durable stringency

Using the logic of a single episode developed in the preceding section, we next
examine how trajectories—sequences of episodes in a country-sector—lead to the
accumulation of durable stringency or fail to do so. The analysis of a single epis-
ode takes the conditions it inherits, such as baseline credibility and the producer
environment, as given. In a trajectory, these conditions result from earlier episodes.
Trajectories therefore allow us to illustrate how retaining or diluting one change in
stringency influences the prospects of adopting and retaining another in the next
episode, and hence whether durable stringency accumulates.

As retention hinges on whether the incentives driving adoption last until pro-
ducers adjust (Section 2.4), trajectories differ in the source and temporal pattern of
pro-climate incentives—whether vote-seeking incentives or policy-seeking motives
drive adoption and whether these persist, recur, or reverse across episodes. Fig-
ure 2 visualises the three trajectories we deem empirically most relevant.13 In quiet
accumulation, persistent policy-seeking motives under latent demand produce fre-
quent, small, and largely retained increases. In punctuated accumulation, recurrent
clear pro-climate activation produces fewer, larger, and only partially durable in-
creases. In policy cycling, alternating governments with divergent motives under
noisy activation produce increases followed by reversals (or vice versa).

13These three trajectories do not exhaust the space of logically possible combinations.
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Figure 2: Stylised policy trajectories in a country and sector.
Note: Upward steps represent adopted increases; subsequent declines represent dilution. Shad-
ing indicates clear pro-climate activation (centre) and pro-climate governments (right). The
upward drift under policy cycling assumes that pro-climate episodes induce some adjustment.

We next illustrate each trajectory with a case from electricity, the sector in which
decarbonisation has advanced furthest (Section 1). Holding the sector constant
means that differences between the cases are more likely to reflect differences in
trajectories than differences in sectoral conditions. Readers who disagree with our
classification may still find the logic useful.

3.1 Quiet accumulation

Quiet accumulation is characterised by frequent, modest increases under persist-
ently latent electoral demand, most of which are retained (left panel, Figure 2).
Given that voters punish costly action more readily than inaction, vote-seeking
incentives counsel caution (Section 2.1). Action therefore depends, if at all, on
policy-seeking motives. These motives must persist across governments—both for
adopted increases to be maintained (Section 2.4) and for further ones to be adopted.
Among the sources of such motives (Section 2.1), policy-motivated bureaucrats are
particularly persistent because—unlike ministers—they often remain in post across
electoral cycles.14

Yet, policy-seeking motives engender action only if policymakers can also limit
voters’ exposure to costs (Section 2.1). They do so through policy design, diffusing
costs, for instance through levies on energy bills or deferred tax increases (Sec-
tion 2.4). Obscure costs keep demand latent, protecting the “motor” of quiet ac-
cumulation. For if costs became visible, ministers’ vote-seeking incentives would

14Bureaucrats’ pro-climate policy motives can reflect selection into climate-focused ministries or
learning on the job (Gailmard and Patty, 2012; Gratton and Lee, 2026; Clark and Zucker, 2024).
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likely propel them to clip officials’ wings.15 Policymakers therefore prefer modest
increases, whose costs are easier to diffuse and which require less producer adjust-
ment.

Adjustment, in turn, requires credibility. With latent demand offering little guid-
ance about future electoral incentives, credibility derives mainly from persistent
policy-seeking motives. Dirty producers with high adjustment costs, meanwhile,
use inside lobbying to parlay their relative power into concessions such as free al-
location. In response, governments can divide the dirty bloc by compensating only
the most powerful producers (Meckling and Nahm, 2022). As low-cost firms ad-
just and clean producers expand, feedback raises baseline credibility for the next
increase (Section 2.3). This keeps adoption–durability gaps small.

Potent though it may be, quiet accumulation has limits. First, as low-cost produ-
cers adjust, each further increase requires adjustment by higher-cost firms and thus
larger inducements, which tight budgets constrain. Adjusted producers, mean-
while, lobby little for further increases, which may require new investments or
erode their advantages (Section 2.2). Second, where costs cannot be easily hidden—
as in the buildings and transport sectors—vote-seeking incentives make policy-
makers reluctant to ramp up ambition (Section 2.1). Either way, stagnation, the
trajectory’s characteristic failure, can ensue, with earlier increases being retained
but no new ones being adopted.

British electricity between about 2008 and 2024 approximates quiet accumu-
lation. Electoral demand was mostly latent, with climate rarely ranking among
the most important issues (Kenny, 2024). Policy-seeking motives originated with
elite actors, whose initiatives—notably Friends of the Earth’s campaign and the
Treasury-commissioned Stern Review of costs and benefits of climate action—paved
the way for the 2008 Climate Change Act (Carter and Childs, 2018; Lockwood, 2013).
These motives persisted because officials at the Treasury and the Climate Change
Committee, established by the Act, outlasted frequently changing ministers (Lock-
wood, 2021a; Zwar et al., 2026). Successive governments accepted the Committee’s
proposed medium-term emission targets (“carbon budgets”), bolstering the Act’s
credibility (Lockwood, 2021b). Levies on electricity bills funded support for renew-

15Delegation to bureaucrats can counter electoral myopia and help provide the public good of
mitigation. Where provision depends on hidden costs, however, it risks technocratic drift, with
electorally unaccountable officials locking in policies that many voters would reject if they under-
stood the costs (Gratton and Edenhofer, 2025).
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able generators, obscuring the costs for voters. This support helped utilities adjust,
closing coal plants and investing in renewables (Kattirtzi et al., 2021). Compens-
ation kept other potential losers, such as owners of fossil-fuel plants and energy-
intensive manufacturers, quiet (Basaglia et al., 2025b). Despite these concessions,
the last coal-fired power station closed in 2024.16 Yet policy in transport and build-
ings, where costs borne directly by households proved hard to diffuse, stagnated
over the same period.

3.2 Punctuated accumulation

The term “punctuated accumulation” borrows from work on the evolution of policy
agendas (Baumgartner and Jones, 2009). In our framework, this is characterised by
infrequent, large increases, only some of which are retained (middle panel, Fig-
ure 2). This pattern reflects occasional electoral windows—triggered by exogenous
shocks or mobilisation—for ambitious climate action followed by periods of latent
demand in which some producers adjust while others lobby to dilute the adopted
policy. Clear activation, combining high salience with tightly clustered preferences,
gives policymakers strong vote-seeking incentives to raise ambition further than
latent demand allows (Section 2.1). This also reduces the pressure to diffuse costs
that materialise during the window, though those that materialise after still pose
electoral risks. As salience declines, so does the potency of vote-seeking incentives;
and policy-seeking motives are too weak to sustain quiet accumulation. Further
increases therefore require renewed activation.17

Whether increases endure then depends largely on the balance of power between
producers that adjust and those that lobby. Adjustment, in turn, requires credibility
that outlasts activation (Section 2.3). It can derive from the expected recurrence of
activation, or from legislation and institutions created during the window, such as
independent climate advisory bodies, that raise the cost of dilution (Zwar et al.,
2026).18 With voters’ preferences tightly clustered, dirty producers can do little via
outside lobbying and rely on inside access instead, seeking exemptions during the

16Climate policy was not the only driver. The 1980s pit closures and the “dash for gas” during the
1990s also mattered.

17This assumes that the distribution of voters’ preferences changes slowly relative to the time
between episodes of activation.

18Proposals for “insulation” of this type often assume that the political environment never changes
enough to make abolition worthwhile, which is plausible for modest changes but not for large ones.
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window and dilution after it (Section 2.2). How much policymakers acquiesce de-
pends on their expectations about dirty producers’ power, their adjustment, and the
probability that clear activation will recur soon enough. Where policymakers expect
recurrence, or enough producers have adjusted, much of the increase is retained.
Otherwise, much of it is diluted once salience recedes, leaving a large adoption–
durability gap (Section 2.4).

The characteristic failure of punctuated accumulation is dissipation, in which
much of the adopted change is diluted before activation recurs. Dissipation can
engender scarring effects, with producers who witnessed dilution discounting sub-
sequent increases. Later activation then induces less adjustment and lends policy
less credibility. By the same token, if the costs of an increase materialise while
(most of) its benefits do not, voter preferences that were tightly clustered during
the window may disperse. Later activation is then more likely to be noisy.

German electricity since the late 1990s bears out this logic. Germany’s Greens,
an electoral force since the 1980s (Arend et al., 2025), entered government in 1998
and helped introduce the 2000 Renewable Energy Sources Act, whose feed-in tariffs,
funded by an inconspicuous levy on electricity bills, gave investors a stake in their
expansion (Edenhofer and Flachsland, 2025). As demand remained mostly latent
through the 2000s and early 2010s, however, much of the impulse beyond these tar-
iffs dissipated.19 New coal plants came online, and in 2015 coal operators defeated a
levy on older plants, securing payments for keeping these plants in reserve instead
(Pahle, 2010; Brauers et al., 2020). Clear activation in 2018–19, driven by Fridays for
Future, opened a window (Brehm and Gruhl, 2024), and left incumbents little scope
for outside lobbying. But their inside access in the coal commission allowed them
to secure a late—relative to market conditions (Pahle et al., 2019)—phase-out date,
2038, and generous compensation. The latter bought operators’ acquiescence and
made exit credible (Meckling and Nahm, 2022). The window also yielded a climate
framework law (Flachsland and Levi, 2021; Zwar et al., 2026), while the prospect
of financial penalties under the EU effort-sharing regulation and expert proposals
translated electoral pressure into a national carbon price on heating and transport
fuels (Edenhofer and Flachsland, 2025).20 Where households bear such costs dir-

19Officials in the environment ministry defended the feed-in tariffs under ministers from different
parties.

20Member states whose emissions from transport, buildings, agriculture, waste, and small in-
dustry exceed their annual allocations must cover the shortfall, e.g. by acquiring allocations from
other member states.

17



ectly, dissipation looms again, as the fallout from the 2022 energy price shock and
the 2023 heating law shows (Bechtel et al., 2026; Konc et al., 2026).

3.3 Policy cycling

Policy cycling is characterised by increases followed by reversals (right panel, Fig-
ure 2). It arises under noisy activation, when climate is salient but dispersed
or polarised preferences leave policymakers without a clearly identifiable vote-
maximising direction (Section 2.1). This shifts weight towards parties’ core con-
stituencies. When preferences are polarised, a position that attracts some voters
repels others, and moving towards the centre wins few swing voters while risking
abstention among a party’s own supporters. Catering to the core often pays more
then.21 Since core voters differ across parties on whether and how stringently to
act, and on who should bear the net costs, partisan control of government becomes
decisive for climate policy. Each alternation in government then reverses the direc-
tion of policy, as incoming parties undo their predecessors’ measures. Under clear
activation, by contrast, the identifiable vote-maximising position induces parties to
converge, and partisan control matters less.

The producer environment reinforces this partisan logic. Dirty producers tend to
ally with parties whose core voters they employ or whose regions they anchor, and
clean producers with those parties’ rivals (Stokes, 2020).22 Under noisy activation,
dirty producers also gain from outside lobbying since emphasising costs, jobs, and
regional decline mobilises the anti-climate core. Nor does compensation offer a way
out. It is subject to the same commitment problem as the policy itself. Successors
can repeal the policy while keeping the compensation, or scrap both.

Adjustment by producers requires credibility that outlasts a change of govern-
ment. Where alternation between parties with divergent core constituencies is ex-
pected, however, the option value of waiting increases (Section 2.3). Concomitantly,
producers adjust little and have weak incentives to defend climate policy, which
makes reversal politically cheap. To the extent that any durable progress can hap-

21Edenhofer and Rueda (2026) conceptualise the loyalty of core voters as a stock variable. Parties
harvest it by moving towards the median when the electoral gains from doing so are large, and repair
it when these gains are small or when rivals close to the core threaten defection. Noisy activation
weakens the median’s pull and thus favours repair.

22This alignment is tempered where carbon-intensive capital and labour are represented in parties
of the centre right and left, respectively. Such double representation constrains the latter’s room for
manoeuvre on climate (Mildenberger, 2020).
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pen under policy cycling, it resembles a lock-in contest. Pro-climate governments
seek to entrench policy before the next turnover via, for example, the delegation of
climate policy to independent institutions or the use of subsidies and other benefits
to create beneficiaries before the next election, while their opponents seek to pre-
vent entrenchment by pledging repeal.23 Producers adjust only if they expect the
former to prevail. Sources of baseline credibility beyond national partisan competi-
tion, such as sub-national policy or international commitments, can tip the contest,
as can technological change that lowers adjustment costs (Section 2.3).

The characteristic failure of policy cycling is recurrent erosion, in which success-
ive governments remove much of each preceding increase. It is here that classic
concerns about government turnover undermining policy commitments are most
compelling (Brunner et al., 2012).24 Because adjusted producers defend existing
policy, erosion remains incomplete to the extent that pro-climate episodes induce
adjustment, and stringency then drifts upwards across cycles (right panel, Figure 2).

Australian electricity since the mid-2000s exemplifies policy cycling. Bipartisan
support for emissions trading in 2007 gave way to noisy activation after Tony Ab-
bott won the opposition leadership in 2009 by campaigning against carbon pricing
(Crowley, 2017). Carbon-intensive capital and labour had a voice in the Coali-
tion and Labor, respectively, tempering the latter’s ambition (Mildenberger, 2020).
Mining associations also lobbied voters through advertising campaigns. A minor-
ity Labor government reliant on the Greens introduced a carbon price in 2012,
compensating households and emissions-intensive industries, while the opposition
pledged repeal (Crowley, 2017). Elected in 2013, the Coalition won this lock-in con-
test, abolishing the price in 2014 while keeping most household compensation, and
cutting the renewable energy target in 2015. Renewable investment fell amid the
prospect of further reversals (Crowley, 2021). Labor’s return in 2022 led to the ad-
option of climate framework legislation (Zwar et al., 2026), while state-level policies,
a further source of baseline credibility, had limited erosion throughout.

23The Biden administration’s Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) of 2022 illustrates this. Whether chan-
nelling clean investment into Republican-held districts would shield its tax credits from repeal re-
mains hotly debated (Gazmararian et al., 2026). The 2025 reconciliation act curtailed those for wind,
solar, and electric vehicles, while retaining most others for longer.

24In contexts with centripetal electoral incentives or many veto players, such concerns are typically
less compelling because alternation in government then changes policy little (Cox, 1990; Lindvall,
2017).
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4 Lessons and outlook

The trajectories developed above reveal the political logic of progress in climate
policymaking and its limits. In Section 4.1, we draw three lessons that nest prom-
inent electoral, producer-based, and policy-feedback-based accounts by specifying
their scope conditions using our framework. This also demonstrates the value of
analysing the electoral and producer sides together. Where evidence is lacking, the
lessons remain tentative and yield questions for future research. Section 4.2 teases
out the implications for net zero and for the debate about climate backlash.

4.1 Lessons from the framework

Lesson 1: For durability, whether a clear pro-climate signal is expected to recur
matters more than how strong electoral pressure is at adoption. The past decade
or so has seen an explosion of research on climate policy preferences and their
determinants. Its relevance hinges on classic accounts of electoral responsiveness
applying to climate policy, that is, on public opinion explaining a substantively
important part of the variation in climate stringency (Stimson et al., 1995). Our
framework clarifies the scope conditions of this view. Public opinion translates
into policy mainly under clear activation, when high salience and tightly clustered
preferences give policymakers vote-seeking incentives to act, consistent with the
(relatively thin) evidence linking opinion and policy (Schaffer et al., 2022).

With other types of electoral demand, other accounts fare better. Under latent
demand—which is especially relevant as climate is rarely voters’ top priority—
policy depends on policy-seeking motives. Under noisy activation, instead, policy
depends on parties’ core constituencies, which makes government partisanship cru-
cial (Section 3.3). Its effects should then be strong under noisy activation and weak
under clear activation, which entails similar vote-seeking incentives for parties. This
helps explain why the evidence on partisanship is mixed (Fankhauser et al., 2015).

Even where electoral accounts explain adoption, they speak less to durability.
Substantial increases under clear activation are often diluted once salience recedes
unless policymakers expect voters to punish dilution when climate returns to the
agenda (Section 3.2). Similarly, partisanship can explain which policy different
governments adopt, but it is less useful in explaining which policies survive gov-
ernment turnover. Conversely, weak electoral pressure can co-exist with durable
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progress where policy-seeking motives persist (Section 3.1). For durability, then,
the expected recurrence of a clear pro-climate signal matters more than the strength
of electoral pressure at adoption.

Theoretically, this lesson calls for analyses of how policymakers and produ-
cers form expectations about electoral incentives and how these affect beliefs about
policy credibility. Empirically, greater attention should be devoted to measuring the
temporal stability of public opinion.

Lesson 2: Short electoral horizons need not doom long-term climate policy. A
corollary of Lesson 1 merits greater scrutiny. Climate mitigation is often seen as
the long-term policy problem, in which governments underinvest in the provision
of climate mitigation because its benefits accrue beyond the next election (Jacobs,
2011; Hale, 2024). Lesson 1 already implies that short horizons need not doom
long-term policy, even on purely electoral grounds. This is because vote-seeking
policymakers maintain stringency if they expect a clear pro-climate signal to recur.
They may even act under low salience if they anticipate that clear but latent climate
preferences will be rendered salient in the near future (Arnold, 1990). One might
object that such conditions are empirically rare, given that climate is seldom salient
and clear signals are rarer still.

Those who see climate policy as beset by the tragedy of short political time ho-
rizons, however, overlook the consequences of the political influence that forward-
looking producers can exert in the present. Policymakers depend on producers’
investment to compete for office (Section 2), and producers adjust only if they ex-
pect policy to persist (Section 2.3). Even a policymaker who cares only about the
next election may therefore have incentives to consider the future. After all, produ-
cers’ investment decisions today depend on the policy they expect tomorrow. These
incentives are stronger the more sensitive present investment is to expected policy,
as with long-lived, capital-intensive assets.

Assessing the degree of myopia thus requires understanding expectations about
whether clear activation will recur and the present influence of forward-looking
producers. Both tend to be weakest under policy cycling, where activation is noisy
and government turnover leads producers to delay or withhold investment (Sec-
tion 3.3). Less obviously, these expectations can also erode once electoral windows
close under punctuated accumulation, if earlier dilution leads producers to discount
future increases.
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Lesson 3: Quiet politics favours carbon-intensive producers only when policy-
seeking motives are weak. The temporal mismatch central to Lesson 2 also mat-
ters for the periods during which voters pay little attention to climate and salience
is low. Comparative political economy suggests a pessimistic view of climate policy
under such latent demand. Organised interests, the argument goes, prevail through
inside access to policymakers (Culpepper, 2011; Ross, 2025). Our analysis implies
that this view is too pessimistic. Where pro-climate policy-seeking motives persist,
as with policy-motivated bureaucrats, carbon-intensive producers still win conces-
sions, such as free allocations, yet stringency rises—provided that costs for voters
can be diffused (Section 3.1). Quiet politics yields stagnation and the accommoda-
tion of dirty producers’ interests mainly where policy-seeking motives are weak or
costs cannot be diffused.

If political economists are too pessimistic about quiet politics, climate policy ex-
perts may be too sanguine about quiet accumulation, which we conjecture can erode
the conditions on which it rests. As low-cost firms adjust and clean producers ex-
pand, the dirty bloc shrinks and fragments, reducing its relative power and the
returns to inside lobbying (Section 3.1). These incumbents therefore have reason to
expand the scope of conflict through outside lobbying, which pays only where their
position is popular (Kollman, 1998). This is why incumbents emphasise the costs of
climate policy while downplaying its benefits, tapping into voters’ cost sensitivity
(Section 2.1; Stokes, 2020; Patashnik, 2023). Such framing gains traction as mitiga-
tion turns to sectors—as it must if net-zero targets are to be achieved—where costs
are more visible to voters. Latent demand can then turn noisy, and quiet accumu-
lation give way to policy cycling (Section 3.3) or backlash (Section 4.2). Testing this
conjecture requires better data on producers’ climate lobbying strategies, especially
where campaign donations are less prevalent than in the US.

4.2 The future politics of net zero

Our lessons draw on trajectories in electricity, the sector in which decarbonisation
has advanced furthest. In all three cases, costs borne directly by voters proved
politically fraught, especially where they were hard to diffuse (Section 3). Net zero
will likely exacerbate this, extending decarbonisation by a target date to almost
all sectors, many with pervasive costs of this kind, and requiring removals to bal-
ance residual emissions. We first identify two challenges common to all countries
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and then consider how the trajectories they have followed so far affect how these
challenges manifest in different contexts.

The first challenge is electoral. Our analysis showed that durability requires
either recurring clear pro-climate signals or persistent policy-seeking motives, along
with the ability to diffuse costs. Net zero will likely strain these conditions for three
reasons. First, as decarbonisation comes to affect households’ heating, travel, and
diets, its costs become harder to diffuse. Because support for climate policy is
broad but cost-sensitive, preferences that appeared tightly clustered then disperse
(Section 2.1). Second, incumbents with high adjustment costs have incentives to
amplify these costs through outside lobbying (Lesson 3). Third, conflicts over costs
in one sector can spread to others, whereas producers’ support for policy usually
remains confined to the sector in which they operate.25 Germany’s 2023 heating-
law controversy illustrates how quickly such conflicts can become national (Bechtel
et al., 2026).

The road to net zero will thus likely be noisier for most countries. Compens-
ating losers is the classic response, and it can work when it is encompassing, ad-
ministratively feasible, visible, and credible (Edenhofer and Genovese, 2024). Yet
compensation can at best dampen opposition. It does little to raise climate’s sali-
ence, particularly important in polarised contexts, or to clarify the electoral signal,
which is what durable progress would require. Dealing with noisy climate polit-
ics will likely depend a good deal on mobilising supporters (Braun and Downey,
2026). Mobilisation is underrated but difficult, and when and how it succeeds is
an important question for future research.26 A related open question is under what
conditions external shocks, such as energy price spikes, rally public opinion behind
decarbonisation, for instance through energy-security frames (Bayer et al., 2025), or
instead divide voters over its costs (Konc et al., 2026).

The second challenge concerns producers. Those who have yet to adjust are
harder to induce to do so (Kupzok and Nahm, 2024), notably incumbents with high
adjustment costs. Familiar tools for managing producer resistance may also lose

25This asymmetry follows from the architecture of our framework. The producer environment is
sector-specific, meaning adjustment strengthens support for policy mainly in the sector concerned
(Section 2.2). Electoral demand is national, meaning a conflict in one sector can raise the salience of
climate policy’s costs writ large (Figure 1).

26Evidence from emerging economies suggests that even where climate awareness is high, it does
not readily translate into political demands, particularly where carbon-intensive industries anchor
local economies (Ahrenshop et al., 2026).
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effectiveness. Dividing the dirty bloc works when adjustment costs differ widely,
yet the remaining incumbents may be more homogeneous (Section 2.2). Compens-
ation for phasing out assets requires trust that future governments will honour
agreements, which noisier politics undermines (Section 3.3). And inside bargaining
works best at low salience since publicity raises the audience costs of visible con-
cessions (Lindvall, 2017). Relations between business and the state may therefore
become more conflictual, though this depends critically on technological progress
too. Cheaper substitutes would lower incumbents’ adjustment costs, and the avail-
ability of high-quality removals could offset some residual emissions in sectors that
are hard to abate.27

How these common challenges manifest depends on the political capacities
countries have acquired during earlier decarbonisation, that is, the means by which
policymakers have learned to adopt and maintain stringency. Which capacities a
country has acquired depends on the trajectories it has followed so far (Section 3).28

Quiet accumulators have learned to make policy at low salience through persistent
bureaucracies, durable institutions, and bargains with concentrated incumbents.
Both challenges can erode these capacities. These countries will therefore have
to learn how to engage in political contestation over how to decarbonise without
climate policy becoming part of partisan fault lines. Otherwise, they risk sliding
into policy cycling that erodes earlier progress. Punctuated accumulators have
learned to use windows, often opened by mobilisation, to adopt large increases.
For these countries, the issue of timing is crucial. If a policy adopted during a
window imposes costs on voters before its benefits become visible, the preferences
that clustered during the window disperse before the next one opens, and the next
activation is then more likely to be noisy (Section 3.2). Cyclers have learned to
make progress where national partisan control matters less, notably in sub-national
arenas of policymaking (Karapin, 2020). They must win the next lock-in contest
while keeping climate out of already polarised debates. These aims can conflict,
as entrenchment rewards speed and depolarisation patience, though measures that

27Removals are politically attractive because they introduce intertemporal flexibility, allowing gov-
ernments to uphold ambitious long-term targets while easing pressure in difficult times (Pahle et al.,
2025; Edenhofer et al., 2025). This, however, can also undermine credibility. If producers expect gov-
ernments to rely on future removals, they have reason to delay adjustment (“mitigation deterrence”).
The political economy of removal remains largely unexplored.

28For brevity, we refer to countries by these trajectories, although trajectories are defined at the
level of country-sectors.
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create beneficiaries in opponents’ constituencies may serve both (Section 3.3).
These capacities also moderate how backlash unfolds and how much lasting

damage it does. As electoral feedback from visible costs, backlash is likely to tar-
get what each trajectory relies on, namely the institutions and norms that sustain
quiet accumulation, the increases adopted during windows under punctuated ac-
cumulation, and the previous government’s policies under policy cycling. It can
result in sustained rollback or in a dynamic of “one step back, two steps forward”
(Buisseret and Bernhardt, 2017). Which of the two materialises depends less on
how much stringency is diluted in a given episode than on whether the capacities
that enabled earlier progress remain intact. Diluted or repealed policies can be re-
adopted once electoral conditions improve, whereas eroded capacities take longer
to rebuild. In the face of backlash, conceding some stringency can defuse oppos-
ition before it erodes these capacities. Pairing such concessions with investments
in, for example, climate institutions and state capacity can make it easier to ramp
up ambition during more auspicious periods without imposing visible costs today
(Zwar et al., 2026).

More broadly, taking one step back in order to take two forward thus requires
policymakers to decide which concessions to make and where to draw red lines,
that is, which capacities to defend even at high political cost. Trajectories can help
structure a systematic debate about these choices because they identify the capa-
cities in which each country holds a comparative advantage, such as low-salience
policymaking for quiet accumulators, the use of windows for punctuated accumu-
lators, and sub-national arenas for cyclers. That said, there is a limit to how much
policymakers can do; they also need luck to brave the storm. Structural factors, such
as electoral rules, party systems, the geography of carbon-intensive production, and
the maturity of low-carbon technologies, limit which concessions policymakers can
afford and which capacities they can defend, while shocks, such as natural disasters
or energy price spikes, can derail even the best-laid plans.

5 Conclusion

Rich democracies have cut their emissions substantially, yet unevenly across coun-
tries and sectors. We have argued that this record reflects how electoral incent-
ives and producer interests interact over time. Our framework distinguishes adop-
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ted from durable stringency and traces the gap between them to a temporal mis-
match, as the incentives behind adoption often fade before producers adjust. Three
trajectories—quiet accumulation, punctuated accumulation and, policy cycling—
capture how this mismatch plays out across country-sectors. They also specify
when prominent accounts of climate politics hold. For durability, the expected re-
currence of a clear pro-climate signal matters more than the strength of electoral
pressure at adoption; short electoral horizons need not doom long-term policy;
and quiet politics favours carbon-intensive producers only where policy-seeking
motives are weak. Looking ahead, the politics of net zero is likely to be noisier and
more conflictual than the politics of decarbonisation to date.

Should this make us pessimistic about whether rich democracies can achieve
net zero at the required pace? Optimism, in the sense of expecting things to turn
out well, is hard to justify. There is room, however, for what Eagleton (2019) calls
“hope without optimism”. Past progress, uneven as it has been, shows that durable
stringency is attainable even when voters pay little attention and politicians face
short electoral horizons. Building on it requires understanding why it succeeded
where it did, and how the common challenges of net zero manifest differently across
trajectories. Getting to net zero will be a protracted political struggle, which will
be waged differently by quiet accumulators, punctuated accumulators, and cyclers.
Hope without optimism, then, rests on knowing which steps back a country can
afford without losing the capacities it needs to take two forward.
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