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Abstract: The Paris Agreement has been described by many as a historical event, a turning point in
the United Nations’ climate negotiations. Its success is often attributed to the intended nationally
determined contributions (INDCs), in which countries have committed themselves to individually set
targets in order to reduce emissions. However, it still remains to be agreed upon how to review and
compare countries’ efforts, as outlined in the INDCs (and at later stages in the nationally determined
contributions—NDCs). In this paper we suggest (and construct) a simple quantitative measure
which is transparent, ensures valid comparison over time, and which can be determined for a large
share of countries; a comparable indicator of country commitments in terms of so called accountable
climate targets (ACTs). This indicator is then combined with a global data set of political–institutional,
economic and geographic variables to understand more about which factors may affect country
commitments. The results from multivariate probability unit (probit) regressions show that egalitarian
principles, as well as GDP per capita, tend to be positively associated with climate commitments,
while a negative association is found for CO2 emissions per capita.

Keywords: climate change; Paris Agreement; intended nationally determined contributions
(INDC); nationally determined contributions (NDC); democracy; corruption; egalitarian principles;
accountable climate targets; institutional quality

1. Introduction

In November 2016 the Paris Agreement, succeeding the Kyoto Protocol, entered into force [1–3].
The bottom-up approach of the Paris Agreement, using voluntary pledges by countries rather than
top-down country or regional commitments, was quite different from the approach used earlier
in the climate negotiating process, and was in sharp contrast to the process leading up to the
(unsuccessful) COP-meeting in Copenhagen in 2009 [4]. The voluntary pledges, called intended
nationally determined contributions (INDCs), removed an important obstacle in the negotiations for a
post-Kyoto agreement—the discussion about burden sharing and internationally agreed emissions
reductions. For most countries, the INDCs have now turned into their first NDCs (nationally
determined contributions) [5]. There is, however, substantial variation in terms of the types of pledges
that countries have made, and in this paper we employ a number of institutional, political, economic
and geographic factors to explore this variation. Starting with political institutions, previous research
has shown that democracies are more likely than non-democracies to sign and ratify multilateral
environmental agreements [6,7], and that the democratic process impacts on the implementation of
climate laws [8]. Similarly, countries with higher quality implementing institutions tend to show a
stronger environmental performance [9].
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In this paper, we take these findings as a starting point and investigate the impact of political
institutions on country specific climate commitments.

Focusing first on the input side of the political system, we study the role of democracy for
those countries’ propensities to make climate commitments, arguing that electoral democracy
institutionalizes accountability and a fair combat for power, increasing the likelihood of public goods
provision [10–14].

In addition to the formal democratic institutions of electoral democracy, we focus on other aspects
of political institutions of potential importance for a country’s climate commitment, namely the extent
to which political institutions promote equality [15]. We know that the most vulnerable in society also
tend to be the ones who are most severely hit by global warming. Therefore, norms about the need
to protect the rights and freedoms also of the most vulnerable in society might be highly relevant to
climate commitments.

We also study how the characteristics of the implementing side of the political system are related
to ACTs. More specifically we examine whether control of corruption, rule of law and quality of the
bureaucracy make it more likely that countries make climate commitments. Furthermore, we include
in the empirical analysis geographic and economic variables that could hinder or drive climate targets.
Although climate change is something that affects all countries, some are more vulnerable than others,
some have a greater ability to pay for both adaptation and mitigation in response to climate change,
and some have stronger vested interests in fossil fuel resources.

To investigate these matters we introduce a new measure of climate commitments. A challenge
with international treaties in general is the lack of effective mechanisms for ensuring compliance.
While the Paris Agreement does not include enforcement mechanisms, the nationally determined
contributions (NDCs), which is one of the corner stones of the Paris agreement (Article 4, paragraph 2),
can still be said to contribute to accountability: First, the NDCs provide a possibility for both the global
community and citizens to monitor and evaluate an individual country’s action (or in-action) related
to the commitments they have made. Secondly, the NDCs offer a framework for updating pledges
over time through regular reviews (every fifth year, starting in 2020).

While the work with ensuring a sound review process of the NDCs (not least securing availability
of data) is crucial for the success of the Paris Agreement, it is important that researchers and policy
makers can follow up and analyze the commitments objectively even before the review process is
in place. In this paper we therefore offer a simple complementary quantitative measure which is
transparent, ensures valid comparison over time, and which can be determined for a large share of
the countries (described in more detail in Section 2). Our measure (or indicator) does not capture
individual countries’ climate ambition per se (since this would require data not yet available for most
countries), but rather it is an indicator of economy-wide climate commitments. We base our empirical
analysis on the INDC data, which are the pledges that were submitted leading up to the COP-meeting
in Paris in 2015 rather than the NDCs currently available. The main reason is that the submission of
countries’ first NDCs is an ongoing process (the NDCs are required to be submitted by 2020), and at
the time of data collection more information was available by using the INDCs rather than the NDCs.
However, it can be noted that for most countries the INDC is exactly the same as the first NDC. After
ratifying the Paris Agreement, a country’s INDC turns into their first NDC if the country has not
actively chosen otherwise. We call our indicator an Accountable Climate Target (ACT), which implies
that the emission reduction as outlined in the (I)NDC (we will use this way of writing throughout the
paper when we refer to either the INDC or NDC), is a commitment that other countries can hold the
country accountable for (and only that country).

Previous research that has utilized the INDC data in large-scale studies has focused, for example,
on the expected impact of the INDCs in terms of implications for energy systems and the economy [16],
or—using an inductive coding approach—on internal consistency of pledges within negotiating groups,
(Tobin et al. 2018). One unpublished study [17] focuses on democracy and INDCs, but not in relation
to other institutional factors or public opinion, as we do here. To our knowledge, these commitments
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have not been systematically examined in relation to a broad set of political-institutional, economic
and geographic factors, as we do in this paper.

The paper proceeds as follows: In the following section, we discuss the political factors that
are hypothesized to be linked to having an ACT. We also discuss other potential correlates, such as
economic development and climate vulnerability. In Section 2 we present the data and methodology.
Results are presented in Section 3 and Section 4 concludes.

1.1. Political Institutions and Environmental Commitment

Measures to combat climate change can be regarded as a public good, since its goal—a stable
climate—is both non-excludable and non-rivalrous. Moreover, unlike many other public goods, the
benefits are not limited to the area in which the measures are implemented, but are instead global.
Institutions—commonly referred to as the “rules of the game”—range from formal rules such as laws
and regulations, to more informal norms of social behavior [18]. By shaping and constraining policy
processes, political institutions can have profound impact on policy outcomes. In the following we
will review the literature on how some specific political institutions can shape public good provision,
and based on that, we shall form our hypotheses.

There is a long-standing debate in the literature as to which extent democratic institutions will
lead to increased public good provision. Theoretically, the arguments for a positive effect of electoral
democracy are very clear. With democratic institutions in place, leaders are held accountable to the
electorate, and political elites have to compete with each other over the votes. This is assumed to create
strong incentives among political leaders to deliver broadly demanded public goods [11,14]. While
we conceptualize a stable climate as a public good, some important aspects, however, set (I)NDCs
apart from public good provision as it is normally discussed in the literature. While studies on public
good provision tend to assume that there is a strong and stable demand for public goods among
citizens—the majority of voters are assumed to value such goods highly—we cannot assume that this
is the case when it comes to measures to combat climate change. Even though climate stability should
be reasonably valued by most people, the chain between individual countries’ emissions reductions
and a stable climate is so long and filled with uncertainties, that the uncertain future gain may be
heavily discounted, compared with the short-term costs in the eyes of voters. The fact that preventing
climate change requires efforts from so many actors across the globe creates a huge collective action
problem which might further limit citizen demand for action from their government.

Since we cannot make assumptions beforehand about citizen demand, the electoral mechanism
should be studied in a way that allows for varying levels of public demand. We therefore hypothesize
that there will be an effect of electoral democracy that is conditional on public demand for action.
If public demand for climate action is low, we do not expect electoral democracy to increase the
likelihood of having an ACT. However, if public demand for climate action is high, we expect that electoral
democracy will increase the likelihood of having an ACT.

By now, it is well-known that climate change will have the most adverse effects upon the poorest.
The effects of climate change will be unequally divided both between and within countries: Not only
will the poorest countries be the hardest hit [19], but also within a rich country such as the US, it
is predicted that poorer areas will be hit harder [20]. Moreover, disadvantaged groups will suffer
disproportionately from the adverse effects of climate change, not only because of higher exposure,
but also because it will be harder for them to cope with, as well as recover from, the damage caused by
climate change [21].

With these inequalities in the expected effects of climate change as a backdrop, it could be expected
that countries that have made a strong commitment to egalitarian principles are more willing to also
commit to combatting climate change. States commit to egalitarian principles not only by guaranteeing
equal protection of rights and freedoms across all groups in society, but also by striving for more equal
distribution of resources and power within society [15,22]. In countries where the state has a strong
commitment to norms regarding equality, state actors could be expected to regard the protection of the



Sustainability 2019, 11, 1861 4 of 11

most vulnerable from the effects of climate change as an important task for the national government.
Notably, this could be the case even when those most likely to be affected by climate change live in
other countries.

As Lumsdaine [23] has argued, values and principles that are important in domestic politics
are likely to be favored by policy actors also when dealing with issues that are not restricted to the
domestic sphere. He shows in his study that countries with strong domestic welfare programs—an
important manifestation of egalitarian norms—were also more likely to be more generous in terms of
foreign aid. We therefore expect that a strong commitment to egalitarian principles will increase the likelihood
of having an ACT.

Turning to the implementing side of the political system, it has been shown that the quality of a
country’s implementing institutions has strong implications for public goods provision. Apart from a
lack of rule-bound authority and low quality more generally, a common weakness in implementing
institutions is corruption, conventionally defined as the abuse of public power for private gain [24–26].
Studies show that even though people may embrace the goals of a political reform, they are less likely
to support it if they perceive the public authorities to be corrupt [27]. Simply, people do not trust
corrupt and unreliable public authorities to be capable of implementing such reforms. Hence, in
contexts where the quality of the implementing institutions is low, we expect less public and political
support for rigorous climate targets. Furthermore, these contexts may be less resilient to the influence
of special interests, such as fossil fuel companies, who are more likely to be successful in lobbying
against climate policy and the provisions of public goods [28]. Even though the effects of corruption
on the demand for interventionist policies are not always clear [29–31] it can be expected that when
implementing institutions are of poor quality, actors will opt for a low-risk strategy, and will therefore
be less willing to accept short-term costs for an uncertain future gain in terms of a stable climate.
We therefore expect that high institutional quality will increase the likelihood of having an ACT.

1.2. Potential Impact of Geographic and Economic Factors

Although climate change is something that affects all countries around the world, some are more
vulnerable to changes in temperature, sea level rise, and weather-related shocks such as droughts
and heavy rainfall [32,33]. The effect of vulnerability on the willingness to contribute to reducing
greenhouse gases is not obvious, however. A reasoning in favor of the hypothesis that an increased
vulnerability to climate change translates into more accountable climate targets, is the assumption
that countries act out of self-interest [34]. However, it could also be argued that the most vulnerable
countries have to spend more resources on adaptation than on mitigation. This would have the
opposite effect on targets in the (I)NDCs, making them less willing to have an ACT. Also, measuring
vulnerability is quite complex, and depends on both the climate effects and exposure, which is
determined by the ability to adapt, and the number of people affected. We therefore include a variable
controlling for vulnerability, but do not hypothesize any sign of the association between vulnerability
and having an ACT.

Further, countries vary greatly in terms of their economic capacity. Wealthier countries not only
have a greater ability to cope with climate change effects, but also can take on a larger responsibility in
terms of ACTs and more costly climate policies. How to share the responsibility and costs of mitigating
climate change has been one of the major obstacles to successful climate negotiations. Countries tend
to favor burden-sharing rules that minimize the costs to themselves, but any ability (or capacity) to
pay is one principle for sharing the costs that countries could agree would be fair [35]. We therefore
expect that high income per capita will increase the likelihood of having an ACT.

Finally, another potentially important factor in setting climate targets is if a country is a high
emitter of green-house gases. For such countries, the transition to carbon neutrality will potentially
be more cumbersome than for a country which emits less for reasons such as strong fossil fuel lobby
groups, or investments and interests in existing energy and transport infrastructure. We therefore expect
that high CO2 emissions levels per capita will decrease the likelihood of having an ACT.
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2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Main Variable in the Analysis: Country Climate Commitments

There have been several attempts to structure and categorize the intended nationally determined
contributions (INDCs), and the nationally determined contributions (NDCs) (collectively, (I)NDCs).
In our categorization, we distinguish between countries that have an economy-wide target for reducing
their climate emissions, to which they can be held accountable (an accountable climate target (ACT)),
and countries that do not have such a target. Countries are, according to Article 4.4 in the Paris
Agreement, expected to undertake economy-wide absolute emission reduction targets. Even if this
expectation differs between developed and developing countries, it is clear that it is an ambition for all
countries over time. Developing country Parties should continue enhancing their mitigation efforts,
and are encouraged to move over time towards economy-wide emission reduction or limitation targets
in the light of different national circumstances. Corresponding to this expectation our indicator is,
first, indicating if the (I)NDC has an emission reduction target for the whole economy of a country or
not: To be categorized as having an ACT, the country’s (I)NDC has to state an economy-wide target
with one of the following three reference points: (i) Reduction target compared to the emissions in a
comparison year in the past; (ii) reduction target compared to a business-as-usual (BAU) scenario; or
(iii) reduction target in terms of reducing the CO2 emissions per unit of GDP produced.

Second, we add a restriction that the commitment to reach such a reduction target should be made
unconditional upon receiving financial support from third parties. The requirement of the reduction
target to be made unconditional distinguishes our approach from the categorization of the (I)NDCs of
for example [36] that follow a similar approach in the description of the (I)NDCs. We call our indicator
an Accountable Climate Target (ACT), which implies that the emission reduction as outlined in the
(I)NDC is a commitment for which other countries can hold the country accountable (and only that
country). Hence, either a country has an ACT, or it does not.

Accountability includes both answerability and enforcement [37], and a limitation with our
measure—as well as with international agreements—is that it does not include enforcement.
An important aspect of answerability, however, is information about what the actor that is to be
held to account in fact does, and how that corresponds to what the actor is supposed to do. In this
sense, our measure captures an important aspect of accountability. Governments in countries with
unconditional targets can be evaluated by other countries as well as by their constituency, without
being able to blame others for any lack of action.

Our measure does not say anything about the quantity by which a country aims to reduce its
emissions. Ideally, one would make the different scenarios comparable, and rank countries according
to how ambitious their reduction targets are. Efforts along these lines have been made by various
organizations [38], but normally only for a small number of countries. In addition, any ranking is
highly subjective, since there is no agreement on which specific emissions reduction targets that can, or
should, be expected from specific countries. The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) recognizes merely that countries “should protect the climate system . . . on the basis of
equity and in accordance with their common but differentiated responsibilities and capabilities” [39]. Hence, an
important advantage of the measure used in this study is that it is transparent and can be objectively
verified. This is an important characteristic, since it facilitates comparisons of (I)NDCs both between
studies and over time.

Having a specific and clearly defined reduction target for the whole economy can be seen as
a lower bound for an accountable climate target. Even if the specified emissions reduction goal is
relatively low, we argue that this is more in line with the intention of Article 4 in the Paris agreement,
than just a general declaration of intent, which some countries present in their (I)NDCs. It can be
noted that the United States was categorized as having an ACT despite the announcement of President
Donald Trump on 1 June 2017, that the country would withdraw from the Paris Agreement. The reason
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for not changing the coding of the climate target is that the practical consequences of this announcement
are not yet foreseeable.

However, changing the coding for the United States to not having an ACT does not change the
main results (The results are available from the authors upon request).

To classify the countries into the two categories (ACT vs no ACT), we collected data from two
organizations that compiled information about the INDCs: Climate Policy Observer, and Center for
Climate and Energy Solutions. For any cases where information on the websites was unclear, we
based the categorization on the actual INDCs [5]. In this study we have not updated the INDCs to
reflect the current status of the NDCs, since ratification and joining the Paris Agreement is an ongoing
process. Hence, the number of countries for which NDC-data is available changes over time, and
hence differs slightly from the INDC-data used in this study. It can also be noted that a large majority
of countries did not make any changes to their INDCs when joining the Paris Agreement (hence the
INDC is the same as the first NDC). Only a few countries have decided to submit a revised plan, and
there are also a few countries that have only submitted the INDC (and not an NDC). Perhaps the
most notable example that has not yet formally signed the Paris Agreement is Russia (Russia will
hence still be included in our data set based on their INDC). So far, 184 Parties have ratified the Paris
Agreement, and 181 countries have submitted NDCs. We suggest that a suitable time for reviewing
country commitments using the ACT indicator is in 2020, since this is the deadline for all parties to
submit their first NDCs. At this point the pledges can be compared to the INDCs as outlined in this
study, and changes over time can be reviewed.

2.2. Correlates

In this study we focus on three important characteristics of political institutions: Electoral
democracy, egalitarian principles, and quality of the implementing institutions. To capture electoral
democracy, we use the variable Electoral Democracy Index from the Varieties of Democracy Institute,
based on expert surveys. This index aims to capture to what extent ideal electoral democracy is
achieved, and it does this by combining factors such as freedom of association, suffrage, clean elections,
elected executive and freedom of expression [40,41]. The index ranges from zero to one, and increases
with the level of electoral democracy. For egalitarian principles, we use the Equal Protection Index from
the Varieties of Democracy Institute. This index estimates to what extent the egalitarian principle is
achieved. More precisely this is achieved when “1 rights and freedoms of individuals are protected
equally across all social groups; 2 resources are distributed equally across all social groups; and 3
access to power is equally distributed by gender, socioeconomic class and social group” [42]. It is
based on expert survey responses to items capturing equal access to justice for men and women, social
class equality in respect of civil liberties, social group equality with respect to civil liberties and percent
of population with weaker civil liberties [41,42]. The index ranges from zero to one and increases with
the extent to which the egalitarian principle is achieved.

When it comes to the implementing side of the political system we are interested in whether the
quality of the implementing institutions has an impact on climate commitments. It might be that low
institutional quality generates a low level of support for interventionist policies in general and increases
the risk that special interests (i.e., the fossil fuel industry) will be successful in lobbying against climate
action. We use the International Country Risk Guide from the PRS Group. This measure estimates
investment risks in foreign countries and is based on expert analyses. The index contains several
factors; we use a version based on evaluation of “corruption,” “law and order,” and “bureaucracy” in
the country provided by the Quality of Government Institute [43]. The index ranges from zero to one,
and high scores indicate that the country has well-functioning institutions.

The variable used to measure climate vulnerability is obtained from the Center for Global
Development [33]. The dataset includes climate vulnerability indices that can be linked to the increase
in the following risks: Extreme weather events, sea level rise and agricultural productivity loss. These
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three indicators are constructed for 233 states. In our analysis, we use the average of the three indicators
as our measure for a country’s vulnerability to climate change.

The variable used to determine the emission intensity of a country is the CO2 emissions per
person. This data was obtained from the World Development Indicators provided online by the World
Bank [44]. The emissions are measured in metric tons per person in 2011.

To control for the general wealth of a country, we use the GDP per capita 2014 in terms of
purchasing power parity (PPP), provided by the World Bank.

Finally, in this study, we argue that for electoral democracy to have an effect on a country’s
(I)NDCs, there has to be strong support for action against climate change among the general public.
We capture demand for measures against climate change with the Gallup World Poll conducted in
2007 and 2008, covering 119 countries. In the analysis, we estimate the interaction effect between
electoral democracy and the share of the population of a country that is aware of climate change.
These data have been used before to study climate change awareness [45]. Summary statistics of the
data is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Summary statistics.

Variable Name Variable Description No. obs. Mean Std. dev. Min. Max.

Accountable climate
target (ACT)

1 if economy-wide, unconditional climate target
reported in intended nationally determined
contributions (INDCs), 0 otherwise

125 0.72 0 1

Electoral democracy
index

Ranging from 0 to 1, where high scores indicate
that the country has well-functioning
electoral democracy

125 0.59 0.25 0.03 0.92

Equal protection
index

Ranging from 0 to 1, where high scores indicate
that the country grants high levels of equal
protection rights to its population

125 0.66 0.20 0.15 0.96

Indicator of quality of
government

Ranging from 0 to 1, where high scores indicate
that the country has low levels of corruption
and well-functioning political institutions23

125 0.54 0.21 0.14 0.98

Gross Domestic
Product per capita

In US-Dollar and calculated in purchasing
power parity (PPP) 125 16,042 20,869 367 109,047

CO2 emissions Metric tons per capita in 2011 125 5.22 6.64 0.06 45

Climate vulnerability
index

Ranging from −10 to 100; a higher score
indicates higher climate vulnerability 125 17 18 −9.41 100

Awareness about
climate change

Measured as the share of the population of a
country that is aware of climate change 99 66.76 22.44 20.62 98.92

2.3. Method

To analyze whether any of the country characteristics (as outlined above) affect the probability of
the dichotomous outcome variable to be equal to one, we estimate probability unit (probit) regressions
(applying maximum likelihood estimation) using the statistical software STATA (version IC 14.2).
Average marginal effects of the probit regressions are reported in Table 2. The marginal effects should
be interpreted as the effect on the probability of a state having an ACT given a one-unit change in one
of the explanatory variables.

3. Results

Our results presented in Table 2 show that there are indeed factors that correlate with the likelihood
of a country having an ACT. The results are presented for eight regressions, where regression models
1-6 include 125 countries for which we have available data on all important covariates. In model 1,
model 2 and model 3 we find that our three main political-institutional variables; electoral democracy,
egalitarian principles and institutional quality, are all positively and significantly associated with
having an ACT when being tested in bivariate models. However, when all of them are included
in the same model (model 4) and in model 5, when we also introduce all our other covariates, it
is only egalitarian principles that are still positively associated with having an ACT (The political
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and institutional variables are strongly correlated (electoral democracy and egalitarian principles,
r(123) = 0.74, p < 0.01; egalitarian principles and institutional quality r(123) = 0.72, p < 0.01;
electoral democracy and institutional quality r(123) = 0.59, p < 0.01)).

In model 6 we test a model that only includes the variables that are significant in model 5, and
in model 7 we test the model including egalitarian principles, GDP per capita and emission intensity
upon a larger sample of countries (156), where we have data on these three variables, and find that
egalitarian principles are significantly associated with having an ACT in all these models. An increase
of the Equal Protection Index by 0.1 is associated with roughly a 4%–5% percentage points higher
probability to have an ACT. Contrary to expectations, institutional quality is not significantly linked to
having unconditional climate commitments when other variables are included in the analysis. Further,
as hypothesized, emission intensity correlates negatively with having an ACT (significant at a 10%
level in regression 5, when all variables are included and not significant in model 7 with the sample
of 156 countries). In contrast, but also as hypothesized, a higher income per capita increases the
probability of a country having an ACT. On average a country with approximately three times as high
income per capita as another country has a 10 percentage points higher probability of having an ACT
than the country with the lower income according to the coefficient in regression. In addition we also
present the results for a subsample of 99 countries (model 8) for which we have available data on
public awareness of climate change, however we do not find a positive significant relationship between
neither electoral democracy on its own (model 5), nor in combination with the public awareness of
climate change (model 8), on having an ACT. We have carried out a number of robustness tests and
tested different models. One important thing is that the EU countries have a common commitment.
We have therefore tested our models without including the EU countries, and an ordinary least squares
with a dummy variable for EU country/non-EU countries, and we get the same results. All these
models are available upon request

Table 2. Predicted probability of a state having an accountable climate target (ACT). Probability unit
(probit) estimation average marginal effects.

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Electoral democracy index 0.57 *** 0.13 −0.02 −0.48
[0.33,0.82] [−0.27,0.52] [−0.46,0.42] [−1.70,0.73]

Egalitarian principles 0.86 *** 0.53 * 0.53 * 0.55 ** 0.42 * 0.71 **
[0.58,1.14] [0.02,1.05] [0.01,1.06] [0.16,0.95] [0.03,0.82] [0.18,1.24]

Institutional quality (ICRG) 0.90 *** 0.41 † 0.17 −0.10
[0.56,1.23] [−0.07,0.89] [−0.48,0.81] [−0.90,0.69]

Log GDP per capita 0.09 † 0.10 ** 0.10 ** 0.11 †
[−0.00,0.19] [0.03,0.16] [0.03,0.16] [−0.01,0.23]

CO2 emissons (metric tons per
capita) in 2011 −0.01 † −0.01 * −0.01 −0.01 †

[−0.03,0.00] [0.02,−0.00] [−0.02,0.00] [−0.02,0.00]
Climate vulnerability index 0.00 0.00

[−0.00,0.01] [−0.00,0.01]
Public climate awareness

(Share of population) −0.00

[−0.01,0.01]
Electoral democracy index*Public

climate awareness
(Share of population)

0.01

[−0.01,0.02]
Observations 125 125 125 125 125 125 156 99

Robust standard error in parentheses, † p < 0.1, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.

Summing up, a higher income per capita seems to correlate positively with having an ACT.
However, neither climate vulnerability nor the institutional quality seems to play a role. Furthermore,
we do not find a significant link between having an ACT and electoral democracy in the multivariate
analysis, and the link between CO2 emission intensity and having an ACT is unstable (not significant
in the larger sample). In contrast, however, we do find that egalitarian principles in the form of equal
protection of rights and freedoms increase the probability of having an ACT. While electoral democracy
serves to protect the interests of the majority—or a large share—of the electorate, the democratic norms
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about equal rights and freedoms protect the rights also of (often vulnerable) minorities, and it is these
democratic norms that are correlated with ACTs.

4. Discussion

The Paris agreement has by many been described as a historical event, a turning point in the
United Nation’s climate negotiations. Finally, a new climate deal, substituting the Kyoto protocol, is
in place [2]. However, in order to reach the United Nations Climate Convention target of a global
temperature rise “well below” 2 ◦C [46], it is essential that states become even more ambitious in the
future. To understand the potentials for such a development, we have first constructed a measure that
indicates whether countries have economy wide climate targets to which they can be held accountable
in their (I)NDCs. In a second step, we investigated whether certain political-institutional, geographic
and economic factors are related to having such climate targets. A key finding in our study is that
egalitarian principles are associated with a higher probability of having an ACT (accountable climate
target). How do our results compare with the conclusions in previous literature? Neumayer [7] and
Bättig and Bernauer [6] show that democracies exhibit greater international environmental commitment
than non-democracies, not least in terms of climate change cooperation [6]. Notably, these papers use
data on government activity up to 2000 [7] and 1990–2004 [6]. Our paper differs from these previous
studies, not only by examining the relationships during an era that is different both in terms of the
spread of electoral democracy in the world and in terms of the urgency of climate change action, but
also by distinguishing the effect of electoral democracy from the related but yet distinct concept of
egalitarian principles. While we do find a bivariate relationship between electoral democracy and
climate commitment, in line with the results in these previous studies, it is not robust to the inclusion
of other institutional variables in the analysis.

Povitkina [9], focuses on how control of corruption conditions the effect of democracy on
environmental outcomes, not least on CO2 emissions. In contrast to her study, the effect of the quality
of the implementing institutions is not as clear in this paper. However, we study the direct effect
rather than how implementing institutions condition the effect of democracy. Moreover, Povitkina’s
focus on outcomes—as compared to our focus on commitments—could explain why our results differ:
The future results of these commitments may very well depend on the quality of the implementing
institutions. Our results suggest that aspects of countries’ institutional setup other than electoral
democracy, and the quality of the implementing institutions deserve attention when studying climate
commitment: Namely egalitarian principles, which in contexts other than environmental policy are
increasingly highlighted as important for society (see for example [47]). Egalitarian principles are
different from electoral democracy, in the sense that the norms of equality are less restricted than the
electorate, which can be important for global public goods provision, through for example climate
action. In a well-functioning electoral democracy, protection of the most vulnerable from the effects of
climate change could still be seen as a task for the national government, even if those most affected
live in other countries, and thus do not form part of the electorate.

Other factors that deserve attention in future research are those that more in detail capture
countries’ industrial and economic diversity, and how these factors are linked to countries’
climate commitments.
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