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Abstract 

Research across political science, sociology, psychology, and economics increasingly examines how 

populism may undermine climate action. However, these literatures employ different concepts, theo-

retical traditions, and analytical frameworks, making interdisciplinary comparison and knowledge in-

tegration difficult. At the same time, the phenomenon is widely understood to emerge from interacting 

dynamics spanning individual, societal, political, and economic domains. 

This study addresses these challenges by introducing populist climate obstruction as an interdiscipli-

nary umbrella concept and exploring systems mapping as a knowledge-integration approach. Drawing 

on Systems Thinking, we develop a first draft of a Causal Loop Diagram (CLD) representing potential 

feedback structures underlying populist climate obstruction. The CLD was developed through an iter-

ative synthesis of relevant literature and the disciplinary expertise of the authors. 

Rather than providing a validated representation of the phenomenon, the CLD is intended as a prelim-

inary boundary object that makes assumptions, variables, and causal relationships explicit and open 

to discussion. The model highlights how processes related to political polarisation, trust, social norms, 

climate attitudes, and socio-economic insecurity may interact through reinforcing and balancing feed-

back structures. More broadly, the study demonstrates how visual systems mapping can support in-

terdisciplinary dialogue and knowledge integration. Future work will focus on participatory validation 

and refinement through Group Model Building processes. 
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1. Introduction 

Across multiple disciplines, including political science, sociology, social psychology, and economics, a 

growing body of scholarship examines how populism undermines climate action. Climate obstruction 

is commonly defined as the intentional action or effort to slow or block climate policies commensurate 

with the current scientific consensus (Roberts et al., 2025). This literature frequently identifies populist 

actors, narratives, and movements as part of the broader landscape in which obstruction unfolds. Pop-

ulism research, in turn, has been variously theorised as an ideology, discursive logic, performative style, 

or political strategy (Laclau, 2005; Moffitt, 2016; Mudde & Kaltwasser, 2017; Weyland, 2001), and has 

increasingly examined its relationship to climate politics, particularly in the context of climate scepti-

cism and resistance to climate policy (Forchtner, 2019; Lockwood, 2018). Yet, the relationship between 

populism and climate politics is neither inherently obstructive nor confined to the far right: eco-popu-

list movements may mobilise populist logics in support of climate action, while certain strands of far-

right ecologism complicate a straightforward equation of right-wing populism with climate scepticism. 

We therefore define populist climate obstruction as forms of climate obstruction that operate through 

populist narratives, logics, or political strategies. It encompasses practices such as framing climate pol-

itics as a conflict between “the people” and “the elite”, simplifying or emotionalising climate-related 

issues, or promoting allegedly simple solutions to complex societal challenges in ways that contribute 

to slowing, blocking, delegitimising, or hollowing out climate policies consistent with the current sci-

entific consensus on climate action. 

Research on populist climate obstruction is dispersed across different disciplines and theoretical tra-

ditions, reflecting the contested nature of both populism and climate politics (Marquardt & Lederer, 

2022). Political scientists have traced how populist anti-elitism systematically produces climate scepti-

cism and hostility to science-aligned policy-making (Huber, 2013; Lockwood, 2018). Sociologists have 

shown how organised counter-movements mobilise the same anti-elitism to institutionalise denial and 

normalise inaction (Brulle, 2014; Dunlap & McCright, 2015). Social and environmental psychologists 

have examined how climate attitudes, self-efficacy, emotions, and climate anxiety shape responses to 

climate action and climate politics (Sangervo et al., 2022). Economists have highlighted the importance 

of distributional grievances, perceived climate-policy costs, and fossil-dependent material interests 

(Bosetti et al., 2025). Together, these traditions capture important dimensions of the phenomenon 

and explain its causes and interdependencies through different theoretical and epistemological frame-

works. 

At the same time, these literatures increasingly acknowledge that populist climate obstruction cannot 

be understood within a single domain (Ekberg et al., 2023). Rather, it emerges from interactions be-

tween individual attitudes and perceptions, societal norms and identities, political institutions and gov-

ernance processes, and economic interests and distributional conflicts. Despite this recognition, our 

literature review revealed no systemic framework that integrates these perspectives and their feed-

back relationships into a shared analytical representation. Consequently, interdisciplinary comparison, 

knowledge integration, and the development of a more holistic understanding remain challenging. 

Approaches from Systems Thinking offer promising tools to address this challenge. Co-developing vis-

ual systems maps, for example through Group Model Building (Vennix, 1996), has proven effective for 

integrating inter- and transdisciplinary knowledge across different disciplines and epistemological tra-

ditions (Hovmand, 2014; Stepanova et al., 2020). Such visual representations can function as boundary 

objects that make assumptions, variables, and causal relationships explicit and thereby support dia-

logue, critique, and structured knowledge integration among researchers with different disciplinary 

backgrounds. 



This article contributes to this emerging discussion by introducing a first draft of a Causal Loop Diagram 

(CLD) (Sterman, 2002; Veldhuis et al., 2025) representing the feedback structures through which pop-

ulist climate obstruction may emerge and reinforce itself across individual, societal, political, and eco-

nomic dimensions. The CLD presented here is neither complete nor empirically validated. Rather than 

providing a definitive representation of the phenomenon, it constitutes an initial synthesis based on 

the reviewed literature and the disciplinary expertise of the authors. Its primary purpose is to serve as 

a boundary object and starting point for interdisciplinary dialogue, critique, and future Group Model 

Building processes involving scholars from different disciplines. Through iterative extension, revision, 

and validation, the CLD is intended to support the development of a more comprehensive systems 

understanding of populist climate obstruction. 

 

2. Methods 
2.1. Knowledge integration and systems mapping 

In interdisciplinary research, knowledge integration across disciplinary boundaries is often challenging 

because researchers draw on different theoretical traditions, methodological approaches, and episte-

mological assumptions (Stepanova et al., 2020). These differences become particularly visible when 

addressing complex societal phenomena such as populist climate obstruction, which involves interact-

ing individual, societal, political, and economic processes. While individual disciplines provide valuable 

insights into specific mechanisms, they often conceptualise key variables, causal relationships, and sys-

tem boundaries differently. 

The objective of this study is therefore not only to describe populist climate obstruction, but also to 

explore how knowledge from different disciplines can be integrated into a shared systems represen-

tation. Approaches from Systems Thinking (Best & Holmes, 2010; Boardman & Sauser, 2013) offer use-

ful tools for this purpose. In particular, visual systems maps can function as boundary objects that 

facilitate communication between researchers with different disciplinary backgrounds by making as-

sumptions, variables, and causal relationships explicit (Black, 2013). 

The approach draws on principles of participatory systems modelling, which seeks to integrate diverse 

forms of knowledge through the collaborative development of system representations (Scott, 2018). 

Group Model Building (Hovmand, 2014; Vennix, 1996) represents one established approach within this 

broader tradition and provides important inspiration for the future development and validation of the 

CLD draft. In such processes, participants contribute their disciplinary mental models, negotiate mean-

ings of variables, discuss causal assumptions, and jointly develop a shared representation of the sys-

tem. The identification and definition of variables itself is expected to constitute an important inter-

disciplinary challenge, as concepts such as trust, social norms, climate attitudes, fairness, or political 

acceptance are often understood differently across disciplines. Rather than eliminating these differ-

ences, systems mapping provides a structured environment for making them visible and integrating 

them into a shared analytical framework. 

Beyond system description, systems maps can also support the identification of potential leverage 

points for intervention (Abson et al., 2017; Meadows & Wright, 2011). By making feedback structures 

visible, they help researchers explore where interventions may influence broader system dynamics 

and where unintended consequences may emerge. 

 

2.2. Causal Loop Diagrams 

From the toolbox of qualitative systems mapping approaches, we selected CLDs as the primary mod-

elling method. A CLD is a visual representation of a complex system that focuses on causal relationships 



and feedback structures among variables (Sterman, 2002). System variables are connected through 

causal links indicating whether a change in one variable tends to produce a change in the same direc-

tion ("+") or in the opposite direction ("−") in another variable. When causal links form closed chains, 

feedback loops emerge. Reinforcing feedback loops amplify ongoing system developments destabilis-

ing the system, whereas balancing feedback loops counteract change and contribute to system stabil-

ity. The interaction of multiple feedback loops can generate complex, path-dependent, and often non-

linear system behaviour. CLDs therefore support the exploration of dynamic hypotheses about how a 

phenomenon may emerge, persist, or change over time. 

An important feature of system dynamics modelling are delays between causes and effects. Delays 

often influence the behaviour of social and political systems by creating temporal gaps between inter-

ventions and observable outcomes. Although delays are not explicitly represented in the current ver-

sion of the CLD, their systematic incorporation is planned in future iterations as part of the model 

refinement and validation process. 

 

2.3. Development of the preliminary CLD 

The presented first draft of the CLD was developed iteratively by the three authors through a series of 

discussions and virtual workshops. The model draws on existing literature and the authors' disciplinary 

expertise in political populism, climate politics, climate economics, behavioural and environmental 

psychology, and related fields. The resulting diagram should not be interpreted as a validated repre-

sentation of the real-world system. Rather, it represents an initial synthesis of current knowledge and 

serves as a starting point for future interdisciplinary refinement. 

The CLD was deliberately designed to prioritise accessibility, transparency, and discussion. In contrast 

to highly detailed system dynamics models, the number of variables and relationships was intention-

ally limited to maintain explainability and support communication across disciplinary communities 

(Ghaffarzadegan et al., 2011). Furthermore, some conventional CLD design principles (Sterman, 2002) 

were adapted to enhance readability for audiences unfamiliar with systems modelling. In this sense, 

the diagram is intended to function primarily as a boundary object that supports critique, extension, 

and collaborative model development rather than as a final analytical product. 

The ultimate objective is to develop a more comprehensive systemic understanding of populist climate 

obstruction that integrates insights from different disciplinary perspectives and supports the identifi-

cation of effective intervention and leverage points. 

 

3. First results 
3.1. Variable identification as a knowledge integration challenge 
Before analysing feedback structures, interdisciplinary systems mapping faces a more fundamental 

challenge: agreeing on the meaning, system location, and causal role of key variables. Concepts that 

appear straightforward at first sight may carry different meanings across disciplinary traditions. As a 

result, variable identification is not merely a technical modelling step but a central process of 

knowledge integration. 

The example of the variable “pro-climate social norm” used in the CLD, which will be introduced later 

illustrates this challenge. Researchers from different disciplines may use the same term while referring 

to different underlying mechanisms, levels of analysis, or causal assumptions. These differences influ-

ence not only how a variable is defined but also how it is connected to other variables within the sys-

tem. Consequently, disagreements may emerge regarding whether a variable should be located 



primarily at the individual, societal, political, or economic level, as well as regarding the mechanisms 

through which it influences behaviour and climate-related outcomes. 

Table 1 provides an illustrative overview of how selected disciplinary perspectives may conceptualise 

the variable “pro-climate social norm” and the implications this have for systems mapping. The exam-

ples are derived from representative introductory and review sources and are intended to demon-

strate how researchers from different disciplinary traditions may assign different meanings, causal 

roles, and system locations to the same system variable. Such differences are important because they 

influence how variables are connected within a Causal Loop Diagram and what feedback mechanisms 

emerge. However, as Legros and Cislaghi (2020) demonstrate, these differences should not be under-

stood as fixed disciplinary boundaries. Many of the most persistent disagreements surrounding social 

norms cut across disciplines and instead reflect broader theoretical debates about whether norms are 

primarily individual perceptions or collective social structures, and whether their influence on behav-

iour is direct or mediated. The purpose of Table 1 is therefore not to identify a single correct definition 

of a pro-climate social norm, but to illustrate why the development of a shared systems representation 

requires explicit discussion and negotiation of variable definitions and underlying assumptions. 

At the same time, the example highlights the value of systems mapping as a knowledge integration 

approach. Despite their conceptual differences, most perspectives agree that norms are socially pro-

duced, influence decision-making, and affect collective outcomes. Visual systems mapping can there-

fore provide a structured environment in which alternative interpretations become explicit, can be 

critically discussed, and ultimately integrated into a shared representation of the system. 

Table 1: Illustrative disciplinary perspectives on the variable “pro-climate social norm” and their impli-
cations for CLD development 

Discipline 
Interpretation of “Pro-Climate Social 
Norm” 

Typical underly-
ing assumption 

Implication for CLD develop-
ment 

Social/Envi-
ronmental 
Psychology 

A norm reflects individuals’ perceptions 
of what relevant others do (descriptive 
norms) and what they approve of (in-
junctive norms) (Keizer & Schultz, 
2018). Climate-related behaviour is in-
fluenced by perceived expectations of 
reference groups (group identity). 

Norms operate 
primarily 
through individ-
ual cognition, 
perception, and 
social influence. 

The variable is likely located 
close to individual attitudes, 
perceptions, self-efficacy, and 
behaviour. Polarisation may 
alter which reference groups 
become relevant. 

Sociology 

Norms are collective expectations and 
shared standards embedded within so-
cial groups, communities, and broader 
social structures. Competing groups 
may maintain different climate-related 
norms simultaneously (Barkan, 2017). 

Norms are prop-
erties of social 
systems rather 
than individuals. 

The variable is primarily situ-
ated at the societal level and 
linked to identities, group 
membership, social cohesion, 
and societal polarisation. 

Political  
Science 

Norms are institutionalised expecta-
tions, practices, and rules that struc-
ture political and social behaviour (Kat-
zenstein, 1996). Climate norms may be-
come embedded in governance ar-
rangements, legislation, and public in-
stitutions. 

Norms are rein-
forced through 
formal organisa-
tions, institu-
tions, and politi-
cal power struc-
tures. 

The variable may connect soci-
etal expectations with political 
institutions, policy ac-
ceptance, legitimacy, and trust 
in governance. 

Behavioural 
Economics 

Norms are internalised behavioural dis-
positions that shape decisions beyond 
narrow self-interest, including fairness 
concerns, reciprocity, and social prefer-
ences (Bowles & Chen, 2025). 

Norms influence 
decision-making 
alongside incen-
tives and mate-
rial interests. 

The variable is closely con-
nected to behavioural choices, 
perceived costs and benefits, 
distributional fairness, and 
economic decision processes. 



3.2. Preliminary CLD system structure 

Figure 1 presents the first draft of the Causal Loop Diagram (CLD) developed in this study. As discussed 

in the Methods section, the diagram should not be interpreted as a validated representation of the 

real-world system. Rather, it represents a preliminary synthesis of insights from different disciplinary 

perspectives and serves as a starting point for further interdisciplinary discussion, critique, and refine-

ment. 

The current version of the CLD suggests that populist climate obstruction may emerge from the inter-

action of anti-climate attitudes, anti-climate social norms, low societal acceptance of climate policies, 

and political dynamics that oppose or undermine climate action. Rather than identifying single causes, 

the CLD highlights how these factors may become interconnected through feedback structures oper-

ating across multiple domains. 

 

Figure 1: A Causal Loop Diagram draft explaining the correlation between political, economic, media, 
individual and societal dimensions for populist climate obstruction 

The model is organised around four interacting system domains: individual, societal, political, and eco-

nomic (see Table 2). These domains do not represent isolated stakeholder groups but rather clusters 

of processes and mechanisms that are analytically distinct while remaining dynamically intercon-

nected. Many variables could plausibly be assigned to multiple domains, reflecting the interdisciplinary 

nature of the phenomenon and the different theoretical perspectives discussed in the previous sec-

tion. The domains therefore serve primarily as a heuristic structure intended to improve readability 

and facilitate interdisciplinary dialogue. 



The preliminary CLD contains substantially more reinforcing than balancing feedback loops. This ob-

servation does not constitute empirical evidence about the real-world system but reflects the current 

structure of the model and the assumptions embedded in the literature reviewed and the authors’ 

interpretations. The predominance of reinforcing loops suggests a working hypothesis that processes 

related to trust, social norms, political alignment, and climate attitudes may become self-reinforcing 

over time, whereas balancing mechanisms may be weaker, delayed, or less visible within existing re-

search. Future iterations of the CLD may challenge, refine, or overturn this interpretation. 

External shocks and crises were included as exogenous influences on the system. Examples include 

economic crises, pandemics, geopolitical conflicts, and climate-related extreme events. Depending on 

context and framing, such events may strengthen or weaken populist climate obstruction. Economic 

or geopolitical crises may increase perceptions of socio-economic insecurity and redirect political at-

tention away from climate action, while severe climate impacts may increase perceived urgency and 

support for climate policies. The precise role of such external disturbances remains an important topic 

for future model development and validation. 

Table 2: Domains and illustrative processes in the CLD 

Domain Illustrative processes 

Individual perceptions, emotions, motivations, attitudes, behaviour 

Societal social norms, polarisation, collective identities, public discourse 

Political institutions, governance, parties, policies, political trust 

Economic markets, distributional effects, firms, economic insecurity, investment dynamics 

 

3.3. Selected feedback structures 

The preliminary CLD contains numerous reinforcing and balancing feedback loops. Given the explora-

tory nature of the model, the purpose of this section is not to provide an exhaustive description of all 

identified loops. Instead, three feedback structures are highlighted because they are strongly repre-

sented in the literature reviewed and illustrate how populist climate obstruction may emerge from 

interactions across individual, societal, political, and economic domains. In addition, they connect mul-

tiple system domains, thereby illustrating the integrative value of the CLD 

Perceived-elite polarisation loop 

(Perceived elite climate action (+) → Acceptance of anti-climate narratives (+) → Societal polarisation 

(+) → Emotionalising of climate action (−) → Pro-climate social norm (−) → Populist climate obstruction 

(−) → Individual pro-climate attitude (−) → Perceived elite climate action) 

In this reinforcing loop, increasing perceived elite climate action makes anti-climate narratives more 

appealing and acceptable, particularly when climate policies are perceived as being driven by political, 

scientific, or cultural elites. Greater acceptance of anti-climate narratives contributes to higher levels 

of societal polarisation, which intensifies the emotionalising of climate action. As climate debates be-

come increasingly shaped by identity-based and emotional conflict, pro-climate social norms weaken, 

creating favourable conditions for stronger populist climate obstruction. Increased obstruction subse-

quently reduces individual pro-climate attitudes, which can further strengthen perceptions that cli-

mate action is detached from the concerns of ordinary citizens and primarily reflects elite interests. As 

a result, perceived elite climate action increases, reinforcing the feedback loop. This mechanism 



illustrates how elite-centred interpretations of climate policy can increase the resonance of anti-cli-

mate narratives, deepen societal divisions, and sustain opposition to climate action over time. 

Norm Erosion Loop 

(Populist climate obstruction (−) → Pro-climate social norm (-) → Acceptance of anti-climate narratives 

(+) → Societal polarisation (+) → Polarisation of political parties (+) → Politics against climate action 

(−) → Acceptance of pro-climate policies (−) → Populist climate obstruction) 

In this reinforcing loop, increasing populist climate obstruction weakens pro-climate social norms by 

challenging the social legitimacy of climate action. As these norms erode, the acceptance of anti-cli-

mate narratives increases, making climate-related issues more contested and contributing to greater 

societal polarisation. Rising societal polarisation further intensifies the polarisation of political parties, 

strengthening politics against climate action and reducing the acceptance of pro-climate policies. 

Lower policy acceptance creates favourable conditions for stronger populist climate obstruction, 

thereby reinforcing the loop. This mechanism illustrates how the erosion of shared climate-related 

norms can increase the resonance of anti-climate narratives, deepen political divisions, and sustain 

resistance to climate action over time. 

Media Amplification Loop 

(Climate-obstructive populist media (+) → Polarisation of political parties (-) → Trust in pro-climate 

politicians (+) → Acceptance of pro-climate policies (-) → Populist climate obstruction (−) → Pro-climate 

social norm (−) → Climate-obstructive populist media) 

In this reinforcing loop, climate-obstructive populist media contributes to greater polarisation of polit-

ical parties, which reduces trust in pro-climate politicians. Lower trust weakens the acceptance of pro-

climate policies, creating opportunities for stronger populist climate obstruction. As obstruction in-

creases, pro-climate social norms weaken, making climate-obstructive narratives more resonant and 

increasing the influence of climate-obstructive populist media. The loop therefore amplifies political 

conflict and reinforces societal resistance to climate action through media-driven polarisation and de-

clining trust. 

Taken together, these three feedback structures suggest that populist climate obstruction may be sus-

tained through interacting processes of polarisation, trust erosion, and the weakening of pro-climate 

social norms. While the existence and relative importance of these feedbacks require further empirical 

assessment and interdisciplinary validation, they provide an initial illustration of how systems thinking 

can help integrate insights from multiple disciplinary perspectives into a shared explanatory frame-

work. One value of this kind of knowledge integration becomes visible precisely at the point of disci-

plinary comparison: across all three loops, the disciplines discussed above would agree on the direction 

of the dynamic (pro-climate social norm weakening) but would disagree on what is actually weakening 

and which mechanism is driving it. For example, in the elite polarisation loop, the disciplines would 

broadly agree on the dynamic, but diverge on which step is most consequential and therefore most 

sensitive to change. Social psychology, might place the emphasis on the emotionalising of climate ac-

tion: the norm loses its anchoring when climate becomes affectively coded as an elite identity marker, 

shifting what individuals perceive their reference group to approve of. Behavioural economics locates 

the critical weight in the same step but for a different reason: the norm weakens because rising polar-

isation makes the cost distribution of climate action appear increasingly unfair, undermining the be-

havioural standard. Sociology, might looks earlier in the chain at the step from narrative acceptance 

to societal polarisation: the norm does not erode through individual perceptions but through the struc-

tural fracturing of a shared societal standard. Political science, might place the emphasis on perceived 

elite climate action as the step where the norm is actively delegitimised as a technocratic imposition 

rather than a democratically grounded standard. Similar dynamics can be traced across each of the 



remaining loops and applied to the other variables and their causal relationships within the overall 

system. 

 

4. Discussion 

4.1 Preliminary consistency with existing literature 

The CLD presented in this study should be understood as a preliminary systems representation rather 

than an empirically validated model. Nevertheless, both its overall structure and several of its pro-

posed feedback mechanisms are broadly consistent with findings from existing research on climate 

politics, populism, public attitudes, and climate communication. 

The overall system structure is broadly consistent with literature from multiple disciplines, each of 

which highlights different but interconnected dimensions of populist climate obstruction. Political sci-

ence has highlighted the role of populist anti-elitism, political polarisation, and party competition in 

shaping climate policy resistance (Dernbach, 2025; Lockwood, 2018). Sociological research has empha-

sised the importance of social norms, collective identities, and societal divisions in shaping climate-

related attitudes and behaviour (Legros & Cislaghi, 2020; Tajfel, 1974). Social and environmental psy-

chology have examined the influence of perceptions, trust, emotions, and attitudes towards climate 

action (Georgi et al., 2022; Rayner, 2010; Rees & Bamberg, 2014), while economics has focused on 

distributional concerns, perceived costs, and material interests associated with climate policies (Bo-

setti et al., 2025). The four-domain structure of the CLD therefore reflects an attempt to integrate 

these complementary perspectives into a shared analytical framework and highlights that populist cli-

mate obstruction emerges through interactions between individual, societal, political, and economic 

processes rather than from any single cause. 

Several of the selected feedback loops are also supported by empirical findings. The Perceived-Elite 

Polarisation Loop is consistent with research showing that climate policies can become politically con-

tested when they are framed as projects imposed by political, scientific, or cultural elites (Marquardt 

& Lederer, 2022). Right wing populist narratives frequently construct climate action as an elite-driven 

agenda that neglects the interests and concerns of ordinary citizens through two structural pathways: 

the material grievances of those bearing the costs of climate policy and an ideological hostility to cli-

mate governance an inherently technocratic and cosmopolitan project (Lockwood, 2018). Both path-

ways contribute to the acceptance of anti-climate narratives and the deepening of societal polarisa-

tion, a dynamic Bosetti et al. (2025) document empirically through evidence that green backlash inten-

sifies as climate policies are perceived as imposing disproportionate costs, and Gettins and Meister 

(2025), for example, demonstrate that narratives emphasising unequal burdens and perceived unfair-

ness of climate policies can increase scepticism towards climate action, supporting the central dynam-

ics represented in this loop. Meijers et al. (2023) show that the relationship between populist attitudes 

and climate policy opposition is mediated through anti-elite dispositions, supporting the proposed 

links between perceived elite climate action, anti-climate narratives, and declining support for climate 

policy.  

The Norm Erosion Loop is broadly aligned with research highlighting the importance of social norms 

and policy legitimacy for climate governance. Studies indicate that public support for climate policies 

depends strongly on perceptions of fairness, effectiveness, and social acceptance (Dechezleprêtre et 

al., 2025). Climate obstruction has been characterised as an organised and self-reinforcing phenome-

non that systematically challenges the social legitimacy of climate action (Roberts et al., 2025), weak-

ening pro-climate social norms as shared behavioural standards whose effectiveness depends on per-

ceived social consensus (Allcott, 2011). As these norms erode, pro-climate norm messages not only 

lose effectiveness but can produce backfire effects among politically sorted subgroups (Costa & Kahn, 



2013). The resulting increase in anti-climate narrative acceptance sustains societal polarisation, driven 

in part by organised counter-movement actors who have systematically produced climate doubt and 

built durable institutional infrastructure for obstruction (Dunlap & McCright, 2015; Brulle, 2014). When 

climate action loses legitimacy within important social groups, resistance may spread beyond individ-

ual attitudes and become embedded in broader political conflicts. The feedback structure proposed in 

the CLD suggests that populist climate obstruction may contribute to the erosion of pro-climate social 

norms, thereby reinforcing political polarisation and reducing policy acceptance. 

The Media Amplification Loop is consistent with a growing literature on media ecosystems, political 

trust, and climate communication. Research has shown that climate-sceptical and populist media nar-

ratives can increase political polarisation, undermine trust in political and scientific actors, and influ-

ence public perceptions of climate policies (Forchtner, 2019), with long-run evidence showing that a 

substantial portion of partisan polarisation of climate policy-relevant attitudes is explained by changes 

in the attitudes of right populist party supporters (Caldwell et al., 2025). As party polarisation deepens, 

trust in pro-climate politicians collapses: Fairbrother (2017) demonstrates that political distrust is the 

central mediating variable between environmental concern and policy opposition, with Rayner (2010) 

showing that trust operates as a structural precondition for policy acceptance rather than a marginal 

influence on it. The reverse dynamic (pro-climate norms emerging and spreading through media inde-

pendently of institutional channels) is illustrated by the “flygskam” (flight shame) movement, in which 

a norm of not flying spread through social media and generated measurable shifts in both behaviour 

and policy attitudes (Becken et al., 2021). The CLD extends these findings by hypothesising a reinforc-

ing process through which weakened social norms increase the resonance of climate-obstructive nar-

ratives, thereby further strengthening their influence. 

Taken together, the literature provides preliminary support for both the multidimensional system 

structure and the selected feedback mechanisms represented in the CLD. However, the existence, 

strength, and relative importance of the proposed causal relationships remain hypotheses that require 

further empirical assessment. Future interdisciplinary research could use the CLD as a framework for 

systematically testing these relationships and identifying which mechanisms are most influential in 

sustaining populist climate obstruction. 

 

4.2 Potential leverage points 

One advantage of systems mapping is its ability to identify potential areas where interventions may 

influence broader system dynamics (Abson et al., 2017; Meadows & Wright, 2011). Given the explor-

atory and non-validated nature of the present CLD, the following examples should be understood as 

hypotheses emerging from the preliminary system representation rather than as validated leverage 

points or policy recommendations. 

• Reframing climate action as fair and inclusive. Several feedback structures suggest that percep-

tions of elite-driven and unfair climate action contribute to the acceptance of anti-climate narra-

tives and societal polarisation. Policy design and communication that emphasise fairness, partici-

pation, and shared societal benefits may therefore influence multiple reinforcing feedbacks simul-

taneously. 

• Strengthening pro-climate social norms. The CLD identifies pro-climate social norms as a central 

connecting variable linking individual attitudes, political acceptance, media dynamics, and populist 

climate obstruction. Strengthening the social legitimacy of climate action may therefore reduce 

the susceptibility of societies to reinforcing obstruction dynamics. 

• Reducing societal and political polarisation. Across all three illustrative feedback loops, societal 

and political polarisation emerge as central reinforcing mechanisms. Interventions that reduce 



identity-based conflict and encourage dialogue across social and political groups may weaken sev-

eral reinforcing feedback structures at the same time. 

• Strengthening trust and policy legitimacy. The model suggests that trust in pro-climate actors and 

the perceived legitimacy of climate policies play an important role in shaping policy acceptance. 

Increasing transparency, public participation, and responsiveness in climate-policy processes may 

therefore improve acceptance while reducing perceptions that climate action primarily serves elite 

interests. 

 

4.3 Limitations and future model development 

Several limitations of the present study should be acknowledged. First, the CLD represents a prelimi-

nary synthesis developed by the authors and has not yet undergone systematic validation by discipli-

nary experts or stakeholders. Consequently, the variables, causal relationships, and feedback struc-

tures represented in the diagram should be interpreted as hypotheses rather than established findings. 

Second, the current model intentionally prioritises accessibility and explainability over completeness. 

Many potentially relevant variables, feedback loops, and cross-domain interactions have been simpli-

fied or omitted. Similarly, important delays between causes and effects are not yet explicitly repre-

sented, although such delays are often critical for understanding political, societal, and behavioural 

dynamics. Furthermore, the four-domain structure of the CLD should be understood as a heuristic sim-

plification rather than a definitive representation of system boundaries. Alternative classifications, do-

main definitions, or system boundaries may reveal additional interactions, variables, and feedback 

mechanisms that are not captured in the current version of the model. 

Third, the disciplinary perspectives incorporated into the model remain limited. Future development 

should involve researchers from political science, sociology, psychology, economics, communication 

studies, and systems science to critically examine variable definitions, causal assumptions, and system 

boundaries. 

Future work should therefore focus on participatory Group Model Building processes, expert valida-

tion, identification of missing feedback structures and delays, and the iterative refinement of the CLD. 

The longer-term objective is not only to improve the model itself but also to strengthen interdiscipli-

nary knowledge integration and develop a more comprehensive systemic understanding of populist 

climate obstruction. 

 

4.4 Outlook 

This first CLD should primarily be understood as a boundary object designed to facilitate interdiscipli-

nary dialogue on populist climate obstruction. Future research should focus on four priorities: 

• Interdisciplinary review and validation of variables, causal relationships, and feedback structures 

• Participatory Group Model Building workshops involving researchers and relevant stakeholders 

in developing Causal Loop Diagram as qualitative system presentations 

• Integration of additional feedback mechanisms, delays, and competing mental models 

• Exploration of whether the resulting qualitative model can serve as a foundation for future quan-

titative system dynamics modelling 

Through these iterative processes, the CLD may evolve into a more robust systems representation 

capable of supporting both interdisciplinary knowledge integration and the identification of effective 

responses to populist climate obstruction. 



Conclusion 

This article introduced populist climate obstruction as an interdisciplinary umbrella concept and pre-

sented a first draft of a CLD as a systems-based representation of the phenomenon. The exercise 

demonstrated the potential of systems mapping to integrate insights from different disciplinary tradi-

tions and to make assumptions, variables, and feedback structures explicit. In doing so, the CLD serves 

less as a validated explanation of populist climate obstruction than as a boundary object designed to 

support interdisciplinary dialogue and knowledge integration. 

The preliminary model suggests that populist climate obstruction may emerge from interacting dy-

namics across individual, societal, political, and economic domains, particularly through feedback 

structures related to polarisation, trust, social norms, and socio-economic insecurity. However, these 

relationships should be understood as working hypotheses rather than empirically validated findings. 

The primary contribution of this study is therefore methodological as much as substantive. By demon-

strating how systems thinking and visual systems mapping can be applied to the study of populist cli-

mate obstruction, the paper provides a starting point for future interdisciplinary collaboration. The 

presented CLD is intended to support participatory model development, critical discussion a reflection, 

and the integration of diverse forms of expertise. Through future validation, extension, and refinement 

involving researchers from multiple disciplines, it may contribute to a more comprehensive systemic 

understanding of populist climate obstruction and possible pathways for addressing it. 
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