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The social tipping concept

Social tipping as counterpart to natural tipping
A small change (a piece of coal) can ”tip” a system and bring it
into a new state: non-linearity, irreversibility

Applying the concept to the study of policy support: tipping
towards the majority!
• A realistic measure of policy support needs to integrate
the “pass/fail”-logic and the absolute level of support.

• Whether or not an increase in support makes a difference
depends on where on the “support scale” this change
occurs.

• Concentrate on those voter groups that can make the
majority tip (e.g., ”the middle group”).
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An example: Conjoint experiment on the support for carbon tax-
ation policies

The central variables
• The dependent variable:
rating question made
binary (a measure of
strong support)

• Climate change beliefs:
climate change believers,
climate change deniers
and the “middle group”

Figure 1: Swiss sample: its about
cost-benefit considerations - business
matters!
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●Green, SP, GLP, CVP & FDP
Green, SP, GLP & CVP

Green, SP & GLP
Green & SP

Party support
Yes business support
No business support

Business support
Yes labor support
No labor support

Labor support
Yes enviro support
No enviro support

Environmentalists support
Yes exemptions
No exemptions

Exemptions
Clean energy subsidies

Reduced health premiums
Reduced direct AVS

Reduced employer AVS
General government spending

Revenue Use
Heating oil
Kerosene
Gasoline

Electricity
Carbon pollution

Target
15 CHF more per month
8 CHF more per month
8 CHF less per month

15 CHF less per month
Same  as before

Net low−income costs
30 CHF per month
23 CHF per month
15 CHF per month

8 CHF per month
Same as before

Costs

−0.2 −0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2
Marginal change in strong support

Belief in climate change ● ● ●strong weak denial
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Implications for future research

A plea for a social tipping approach: gaining majority support
is not about gradual increases but we need to focus on the
areas of support and groups that are decisive for a tipping
towards majority support.

• Underlines the non-linearity in these political processes
and enables us to better conceptualize the “dependent
variables”

• Helps to focus on relevant actor groups, and calls for
context-specific analyses

• Has the potential to provide more precise and realistic
recommendations to policy-makers
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Looking forward to the discussion!
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The study - data

Data from the U.S. and Switzerland
• Online panel conducted in December 2019
• 1,034 U.S. residents and 1,167 Swiss residents
• Conjoint experiment: support for carbon taxation policies
varying on policy design and supporting coalition

The central variables

• The depending variable: rating question made binary (a
measure of strong support)

• Climate change beliefs: climate change believers, climate
change deniers and the “middle group”



Only a minority indicates strong support

Table 1: Proportion of proposals with strong support

Climate change belief USA Switzerland
Strong belief 31.4 30.5
Weak belief 22.6 22.7
Denial 24.5 17.8

Note: Proportion of proposal ratings between 8 and 10 on the
0-10 scale per group.



Full sample: Similar results in both countries

Figure 2: U.S. sample
●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●

●Bipartisan
Democrats only
Party support

Yes labor support
No labor support

Labor support
Yes business support
No business support

Business support
Yes enviro support
No enviro support

Environmentalist support
Yes exemptions
No exemptions

Exemptions
Clean energy subsidies

Healthcare subsidies
Reduced income tax
Reduced payroll tax

General government spending
Revenue Use

Jet fuel
Heating oil

Gasoline
Electricity

Carbon pollution
Target

$15 more per month
$8 more per month
$8 less per month

$15 less per month
Same  as before

Net low−income costs
$30 per month
$23 per month
$15 per month

$8 per month
Same as before

Costs

−0.1 0.0 0.1
Marginal change in strong support

Figure 3: Swiss sample
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●Green, SP, GLP, CVP & FDP
Green, SP, GLP & CVP

Green, SP & GLP
Green & SP

Party support
Yes business support
No business support

Business support
Yes labor support
No labor support

Labor support
Yes enviro support
No enviro support

Environmentalists support
Yes exemptions
No exemptions

Exemptions
Clean energy subsidies

Reduced health premiums
Reduced direct AVS

Reduced employer AVS
General government spending

Revenue Use
Heating oil
Kerosene
Gasoline

Electricity
Carbon pollution

Target
15 CHF more per month
8 CHF more per month
8 CHF less per month

15 CHF less per month
Same  as before

Net low−income costs
30 CHF per month
23 CHF per month
15 CHF per month

8 CHF per month
Same as before

Costs

−0.1 0.0 0.1
Marginal change in strong support

• Minor/medium costs are no significant barrier to strong
support.

• Benefits for low-consumption households do not sell
• Coalitions matter



Focus on “relevant groups”: different paths to majority support

Figure 4: U.S. sample: its politics - but
business support does not help
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Democrats only
Party support

Yes labor support
No labor support

Labor support
Yes business support
No business support

Business support
Yes enviro support
No enviro support

Environmentalist support
Yes exemptions
No exemptions

Exemptions
Clean energy subsidies

Healthcare subsidies
Reduced income tax
Reduced payroll tax

General government spending
Revenue Use

Jet fuel
Heating oil

Gasoline
Electricity

Carbon pollution
Target

$15 more per month
$8 more per month
$8 less per month

$15 less per month
Same  as before

Net low−income costs
$30 per month
$23 per month
$15 per month

$8 per month
Same as before

Costs

−0.2 −0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2
Marginal change in strong support

Belief in climate change ● ● ●strong weak denial

Figure 5: Swiss sample: its about
cost-benefit considerations - business
matters!
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Green, SP, GLP & CVP

Green, SP & GLP
Green & SP

Party support
Yes business support
No business support

Business support
Yes labor support
No labor support

Labor support
Yes enviro support
No enviro support

Environmentalists support
Yes exemptions
No exemptions

Exemptions
Clean energy subsidies

Reduced health premiums
Reduced direct AVS

Reduced employer AVS
General government spending

Revenue Use
Heating oil
Kerosene
Gasoline

Electricity
Carbon pollution

Target
15 CHF more per month
8 CHF more per month
8 CHF less per month

15 CHF less per month
Same  as before

Net low−income costs
30 CHF per month
23 CHF per month
15 CHF per month

8 CHF per month
Same as before

Costs

−0.2 −0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2
Marginal change in strong support

Belief in climate change ● ● ●strong weak denial



Conclusions

Main findings

• A potential for carbon taxation policies to gain majority
support is existent but small. Crucial to identify them!

• Different policy designs attract different groups in
different countries - concentrating on the relevant groups
affects conclusions

• Clean energy subsidies for the climate change believers
(talk about the bigger picture!)

• Revenue recycling: Reduced health care premiums (CH)
and reduced income taxes (U.S.) for the “middle group”

• Country-specific challenges: How to create bipartisan
support in the U.S., and how to get away from the
discussion on the short-term costs?



The conjoint experiment

Figure 6: Conjoint attributes
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