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Climate Politics During Recessions: Examining Drivers of a Green Economic Recovery 

 

1. Excellence  

1.1 State of the art, knowledge needs and project objectives 

Meeting the goals of the Paris Agreement will require net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 and 

substantial reductions before then. Yet not only are current emissions reductions woefully inadequate 

to meet these ambitious goals, but concurrent public health and economic crises—the COVID-19 

pandemic and the resulting economic downturn—are threatening to detract policymakers from 

decarbonization efforts. What conditions lead governments to invest in decarbonization in an economic 

recession? Existing research has frequently pitted environmental and climate policy against concerns 

about economic growth, particularly in the presence of externalities and market failures (Conca, 2002; 

Jackson, 2019; Pizer et al., 2014; Porter & Van der Linde, 1995; Tiba & Omri, 2017). It has also 

demonstrated that individual attitudes and government policies indeed prioritize growth over climate 

during economic downturns (Burns & Tobin, 2016; Mol, 2016). Yet government stimulus spending 

during recessions also offers an opportunity for decarbonization through long-term investments in 

infrastructure, transportation electrification, building efficiency, and clean energy technologies that can 

reduce emissions and sustainably shift the global economy away from fossil fuels (Meckling & Allan, 

2020; Tienhaara, 2014; Tobin, 2020). The recession in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic—and the 

global and concurrent use of stimulus spending by governments to bolster domestic economies—offers 

a unique opportunity to reexamine the trade-off between growth and climate policy. 

We propose a comprehensive analysis of climate-related post-pandemic stimulus spending in 

G20 economies, which jointly account for more than 80 percent of global greenhouse gas (GHG) 

emissions and more than 85 percent of global economic activity. Our research builds on our ongoing 

efforts to build a database that tracks stimulus spending in G20 economies and codes spending packages 

for both negative and positive emissions impact, for instance through compensation for fossil fuel 

industries or support for renewable energy projects. We propose to expand this work, combining cross-

national analysis of spending packages with in-depth, qualitative case studies of four advanced and four 

emerging economies from the G20 group to explain the drivers behind policy choices. We expect two 

sets of conditions to be decisive in determining whether and how governments use stimulus spending 

to invest in decarbonization: First, we propose that the relative strength of domestic economic interests 

affects the ability of domestic coalitions to mobilize in support of or in opposition to green stimulus 

policies. Second, we expect institutional sources of state capacity—determined by the permeability of 

the policymaking process to interest group influence—to influence when and how both fossil fuel and 

pro-climate interests can shape policymaking outcomes in their favor. Our research explains variation 

in the outcome of interest—size and allocation of green stimulus spending—and maps distinct political 

economy dynamics through which nations arrive at these outcomes.  

The current economic recession and recovery efforts across G-20 economies offer a unique 

laboratory to examine when nations choose to combine climate and economic growth objectives. The 

unexpected and near-simultaneous onset of the recession enables us to examine the importance of pre-

existing factors that were minimally influenced by the crisis itself. It also helps avoid problems of 

endogeneity, as countries are experiencing the economic downturn irrespective of pre-existing 

economic strengths and weaknesses or differences in the quality of economic governance. Importantly, 

the global nature of the current economic crisis allows us to investigate the drivers of green recovery 

efforts across both advanced and developing economies in response to the same external shock.    

Our project fills both an empirical and a theoretical void in the growing body of literature on 

the domestic politics of climate change. Existing work has primarily focused on the OECD; it has also 

often assumed liberal market economies and high levels of state capacity, prompting the IPCC to point 

to the need for more social science research on the drivers of and barriers for ambitious domestic climate 

policy (Lee, 2015). The predominant focus on advanced industrial economies in existing research has 

made the growth/environment trade-off less pronounced since policymakers have not had to prioritize 

one over the other. It has also missed rapidly growing sources of emissions: China and India currently 

account for more than one third of GHG emissions, surpassing the United States and Europe combined 

(Union of Concerned Scientists, 2019). Even among OECD economies, assumptions of high levels of 

state capacity do not always hold, as vested interests successfully block climate policies and populist 

movements in Europe and the United States threaten to undermine existing progress on decarbonization. 
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The unique nature of the current recession and the universal use of stimulus packages to aid economic 

recovery offers an opportunity to revisit debates about the trade-offs between environment and growth 

and allows us to build a cross-national explanation that addresses gaps in existing research.  

 

1.2 Research questions and hypotheses, theoretical approach and methodology 

When do governments combine environmental and economic objectives in their approach to growth 

and economic recovery? A popular strategy among those trying to build political coalitions in support 

of climate policy has been the promise of “green growth,” defined here as the combination of economic 

and climate objectives in the support of new industries (Antal and Van Den Bergh, 2016; Hickel and 

Kallis, 2019;  Meckling et al., 2015). U.S. advocates of a “Green New Deal” and those pushing for a 

“European Green Deal” in the EU are joining other economies, including China, in trying to create 

green jobs, growth, and, ultimately, political support for decarbonization. While such approaches offer 

an alternative to the predominant understanding of a trade-off between environment and economic 

growth, only some countries have been able to deliver the promised economic co-benefits of climate 

policy. Continued cross-national divergence in decarbonization efforts in the current recession is likely; 

indeed, our ongoing research on G-20 stimulus efforts confirms wide variation in patterns of green 

recovery spending.  

Using the recession caused by the global response to the COVID-19 pandemic as a window 

into the relationship between economic downturns and decarbonization, this project examines the 

conditions that enable different types of green stimulus strategies and the consequences such variation 

has for domestic climate politics. We propose that two dimensions shape the ability of governments to 

pursue the dual objective of economic recovery and decarbonization (Table 1, Figure 1). First, we 

expect the strength of domestic economic interests to affect the ability of domestic coalitions to mobilize 

in support of or in opposition to green stimulus policies. The composition of the domestic economy 

influences both the difficulty of switching to non-emitting sources of energy and the size and political 

clout of vested interest opposition to green measures (Meckling et al., 2015; Stefes, 2020). Relevant 

factors include the importance of the domestic fossil fuel industry, energy-intensive manufacturing 

sectors, and the existence of potential economic interests that would benefit from strict emissions 

targets, for instance in the form of a renewable energy industry (Aklin & Urpelainen, 2018). 

Where the composition of the domestic economy is dominated by actors invested in fossil fuels, 

we expect substantial opposition to green stimulus packages and strong demand to use the recovery to 

bolster the competitiveness of incumbents in high-emitting sectors (Aklin & Urpelainen, 2013; 

Lockwood, 2018; Tvinnereim & Ivarsflaten, 2016). Likewise, if clean energy industries or non-emitting 

service sectors dominate the domestic economy, coalitions in support of climate policies should be able 

to mobilize in support of decarbonization. The presence of existing low-carbon industries will likely 

also be influential in demonstrating the viability of green growth (Pahle et al., 2018). Since sectors 

broadly affected by climate policy in most cases consist of groups likely to benefit and be harmed 

economically, we expect the relative strength of domestic interests to determine support for 

decarbonization in economic recovery packages. 

 

 

Figure 1: Climate Politics During Recessions  
external shock  explanatory factors  central outcome of 

interest 

economic 

downturn 
 

balance of domestic interests (fossil fuel vs 

climate)  

state capacity and domestic institutions 

(permeability of policymaking) 

 
size and allocation of 

stimulus spending 

 

Second, we expect institutional sources of state capacity—the permeability of the policymaking 

process to interest group influence because of varying levels of bureaucratic autonomy, differences in 

legislative procedures, and broader regime characteristics—to determine when and how such interests 

can affect policymaking outcomes (Carpenter, 2001; Cingolani et al., 2015; Evans, 1995; Fukuyama, 

2013). We anticipate the presence of a strong fossil fuel lobby to have less ability to exert influence 
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when the policymaking process is largely shielded from outside interference. When public demand calls 

for environmental protection, democracies tend to perform better than other countries on environmental 

indicators, due to the higher responsiveness of political institutions (Bättig & Bernauer, 2009). In the 

absence of broad demands for climate policy, however, studies have not confirmed a democracy effect 

on environmental policy (Bernauer & Koubi, 2009). Within democracies, recent work suggests that 

consensus democracies, with proportional electoral rules and strong legislative committees, are more 

likely to set ambitious long-term climate targets than majoritarian democracies (Finnegan 2018). 

Research has also revealed considerable variation in the division of labor between technocratic 

bureaucracies and elected officials in setting climate targets (Meckling & Nahm, 2019). Where stimulus 

packages are largely determined by autonomous expert bureaucracies shielded from interest group 

influence, we expect a larger relative share of funds spent on decarbonization than in cases where 

stimulus packages are assembled by politically contested legislatures.  

 

Table 1: The Political Economy of Green Growth  
  State Capacity/Domestic Institutions 

  Autonomous: few avenues 

for interest groups to 

influence the policymaking 

process 

Permeable: climate policymaking 

is subject to external influence   

 

Balance of 

economic 

interests 

 

Vested 

interests/stranded 

assets 

Compensation: Stimulus 

packages invest in green 

industries, compensate 

owners of stranded assets 

Capture: The state is captive to 

vested interests, green stimulus 

unlikely  

Green growth 

coalition 

Coordination: Green 

industries and government 

coordinate on stimulus, losers 

are not compensated 

Exploitation: Green stimulus, yet 

green industries extract rents  

 

Our proposed research systematically explores the political economy of green stimulus efforts under 

these conditions, examining both the obstacles to and opportunities for ambitious decarbonization plans 

under different sets of structural constraints. We expect the balance of domestic interests and the level 

of policymaking autonomy to affect (a) the climate ambition of stimulus packages and (b) the 

distribution of funds across emitting and non-emitting sectors.  

1. State capacity: We anticipate that policymaking processes that are highly permeable to interest 

group influence to strongly skew either toward incumbent interests in highly emitting industries 

(capture) or toward support for decarbonization (exploitation). Autonomous policymaking 

processes are more likely to reflect the balance of domestic interests with financial support 

provided for a broader range of domestic sectors.  

2. Interests: We expect a greater level of climate ambitions in stimulus packages in economies 

with existing low-carbon industrial sectors, including renewable energy, energy storage, and 

electric vehicles. Existing low-carbon industries will both exert lobbying pressure on the 

policymaking process, but also validate the possibility of green economic growth as a recovery 

strategy.  

While our primary outcome of interest comprises the size and distribution of stimulus funds, we are 

interested both the outcome and the process through which countries arrive at them. We expect four 

distinct political economies of climate policymaking in the economic recovery as the balance of 

domestic interests and the level of policymaking autonomy interact.  

1. Compensation: When autonomous governments are met with economic interests 

overwhelmingly opposed to decarbonization, we expect recovery bills that include spending on 

emissions reductions to pass alongside compensation for those likely to suffer economically as 

a result. While autonomous state bureaucracies should ultimately be able to impose policy 

preferences on vested interests, they will likely buy consent from the losers of decarbonization.  

2. Coordination: When autonomous states meet with coalitions in support of decarbonization, we 

expect governments and climate interests to coordinate the terms of green recovery packages. 
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Such coordination will likely yield less short-term spending on fossil fuel interests and long-

term investments in a clean energy transition.  

3. Capture: When state institutions are permeable and easily influenced by outside interests, we 

expect vested interests to capture the policymaking process, block efforts to reduce emissions, 

and secure short-term stimulus support for fossil fuel industries.  

4. Exploitation: When permeable government institutions encounter powerful pro-climate 

coalitions, we expect green rent-seeking in the form of generous subsidy and regulatory policies 

despite declining technology costs.  

The identification of qualitatively different processes of arriving at different recovery efforts is not just 

of theoretical importance, but, as we discuss below, yields important policy lessons for efforts to 

decarbonize economies under different structural conditions.  

 

Coding the primary dependent variable: size and distribution of green recovery spending 

Building on our ongoing efforts to track stimulus spending in G20 economies, we plan build a 

comprehensive database of economic recovery packages. We include all legislation, executive orders, 

and ministerial directives that address economic recovery. We analyze spending packages to identify 

both emissions-reducing and emissions-increasing spending, for instance through investments in public 

transportation infrastructure or subsidies for struggling fossil-fuel industries.  

Our primary dependent variable, designed to track the climate-related elements of stimulus 

efforts, consists of three components: total funds spent on economic recovery, the share of funds spent 

on measures that will yield increases in carbon emissions, and the share of funds devoted to industrial 

policy measures that will contribute to decarbonization. Our coding scheme captures these aspects of 

stimulus bills, in addition to variables that allow us to examine the drivers of variation in green 

economic recovery spending and compare proposed and actual spending over the implementation 

period. First, we collect data on the nature of the legislation, the type of bill and issuing agency. Second, 

we collect information on the type of spending measure, the size of overall stimulus efforts and the 

sums directed at emissions-reducing vs high-emitting activities, and the target sectors and subsectors of 

the economy. Third, we include information on the proposed spending timeframe, which allows us to 

cross-reference proposed spending vs actual implementation over time. We use primary government 

documents to gather this information, using two coders to independently verify accuracy. We limit our 

analysis to spending measures that directly respond to the economic recession in the aftermath of the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Tallying all spending measures allows us to construct an overall spending amount 

for each G-20 economy on economic recovery.  

The outcome of this data-collection effort will consist of a country’s (i) total amount of 

spending in local currency and USD, (ii) percentages spent on measures with positive and negative 

emissions impact, (iii) types of policy instruments used, (iv) timing of spending, (v) any conditionalities 

associated with the spending, and, where possible, (vi) an estimated emissions impact. To ensure 

consistency across diverse country contexts, we limit our analysis to national-level economic recovery 

spending, and exclude non-fiscal measures, including regulations that are not directly tied to spending 

packages, and efforts to stimulate growth through monetary policy.  

   

Case selection and qualitative data collection  

We propose a series of comparative, in-depth qualitative case studies to explain cross-national patterns 

of green stimulus spending. Our approach allows us to examine the determinants of stimulus spending, 

while also identifying, detailing, and underpinning the causal mechanisms through process tracing. We 

combine our cross-national data on stimulus spending with detailed qualitative process-tracing on 

lobbying efforts for our eight case studies to arrive at the four distinct political economies of climate 

policymaking during economic recessions (Table 1). The detailed examination of the policymaking 

process in our cases allows us to make inferences about the role of economic interests and state capacity 

in shaping domestic climate politics, and lets us rule out alternative explanations, including public 

opinion, regime type, and developmental status (Bennett & Checkel, 2014). Our comparative research 

design facilitates both within-country comparisons across stimulus packages and cross-national 

comparisons to examine the conditions that are decisive for governments’ willingness to invest in 

decarbonization during an economic recession.  
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Table 2: Case Selection and Expected Outcomes 
  State Capacity/Domestic Institutions 

  Autonomous: few avenues 

for interest groups to 

influence the policymaking 

process 

Permeable: climate policymaking 

is subject to external influence   

 

Balance of 

domestic 

economic 

interests 

 

Vested 

interests/stranded 

assets 

Compensation: Canada, 

China (WP3) 

 

Capture: United States, Mexico 

(WP5) 

 

Green growth 

coalition 

Coordination: South Korea, 

Germany (WP4) 

 

Exploitation: United Kingdom, 

India (WP6) 

 

 

Using both qualitative and quantitative indicators, we develop measures of state capacity and 

balance of interests. We take advantage of the fact that all G20 economies passed (and will pass) a finite 

number of stimulus packages virtually simultaneously during the downturn, allowing us to focus in 

great depth on a distinct set of comparable legislative battles in the development and passing of recovery 

bills. We evaluate state capacity based on the degree of institutional autonomy that government agencies 

have in formulating and implementing policy, as well as their sensitivity to external lobbying. This 

entails data collection on patterns of state-business relations, the division of labor between different 

branches of government in policymaking, and the susceptibility of policy to lobbying efforts based on 

information on campaign financing rules, among others. We also plan to collect data on efficacy and 

intensity of lobbying efforts when comparable cross-national data are unavailable.  Balance of interests, 

in turn, is measured based on the economic and political importance of pro-climate and anti-climate 

groups and can be constructed based on government data about the industrial composition of different 

economic sectors. This includes complementing our database of stimulus spending with records on 

lobbying expenditures; it also entails the use of archival documents, government publications, 

legislative records, and interviews with interest groups, government officials, and policymakers to 

reconstruct the interest group battles surrounding major stimulus spending packages, including those 

that failed.  

We propose to conduct detailed case studies in eight countries. Specifically, we include two 

country cases, chosen from different levels of economic development, for each of the four combinations 

of state capacity and economic interests (Table 2). This allows us to compare the balance of economic 

interests and the importance of state capacity, while also testing our theories across diverse development 

contexts. Detailed process tracing of the interest group battles in each of the eight economies allows us 

to reconstruct conflict over climate policy to disprove alternative explanations and show the causal 

interaction of state capacity and economic interests. For instance, while we assume that a lack of green 

recovery spending is caused by regulatory capture due to a lack of green growth coalitions or weak state 

autonomy, our qualitative investigations allow us to rule out that policymakers simply started with low 

levels of policy ambition. The qualitative cases are central to examine the interaction of political 

coalitions with differences in states’ permeability to outside interests. The selected countries—Canada, 

China, Germany, India, Mexico, South Korea, the United Kingdom, and the United States—differ 

systematically in the structure of their domestic economy (presence of a clean energy industry), their 

political system (regime type), and their institutional characteristics (technocratic vs. popular decision-

making)—factors that we expect to shape the relative size of decarbonization spending included in 

economic recovery efforts. The pairing of two economies with different levels of per capita GDP allow 

us to rule out that levels of economic development drive green recovery spending. Specifically, for each 

combination of our independent variables (balance of interests and state capacity) we have one OECD 

and one non-OECD country chosen from the G20 (Table 2). 

 

Comparative analysis  

Our preliminary analysis of national spending packages demonstrates considerable variation in both 

size and distribution of green recovery spending. Based on our ongoing data collection efforts, we 

estimate that overall spending to date on climate-related measures (positive and negative) ranges from 

USD 90 billion in the United States to USD 1 billion in Japan. In some economies, including Mexico, 
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virtually all emissions-related (positive and negative) spending is benefitting incumbent interests in 

fossil fuels. In others, notably Germany, two-thirds of emissions-related spending encourages emissions 

reductions. Our mixed-method research design allows us to examine three sets of hypotheses, focused 

on overall spending amount, distribution of funds, and the policymaking process itself (Table 3).  

 

Table 3: Hypotheses and Data Collection  
Hypothesis Dependent variable Independent variable Method of analysis 

1) Overall balance of 

existing economic 

interests drives the 

overall spending 

amounts 

Original coding of all 

recovery spending in G-

20 countries by type 

(green, brown, neutral), 

measured in USD (2020 

prices) 

Balance of interests: 

economic and political 

clout of pro-climate and 

anti-climate groups, 

derived from sectoral 

composition data for 

each national economy 

Comparative qualitative 

analysis: across rows in 

Table 2 

2) Interaction of 

policymaking autonomy 

and existing industry 

structure drive the 

distribution of funds 

Original coding of all 

recovery spending in G-

20 countries by type 

(green, brown, neutral), 

measured in USD (2020 

prices) 

Balance of interests (see 

above); State capacity: 

qualitative assessment of 

autonomy for 

government agencies 

that formulate and 

implement policy 

Comparative qualitative 

analysis: across 

rows/columns in Table 2 

3) Stronger lobbying 

efforts over stimulus 

spending in economies 

with permeable 

policymaking processes, 

when sizable interests 

are present both in favor 

of and in opposition to 

decarbonization 

Intensity of lobbying 

efforts in eight countries 

selected for case study, 

measured from process 

tracing 

Balance of interests; 

state capacity 

Comparative qualitative 

analysis: across 

rows/columns in Table 

2; process tracing to 

establish variation in 

dependent variable 

 

First, we expect that the balance of existing economic interests drives the overall spending amounts. 

Economies with large fossil fuel industries are expected to spend smaller sums on decarbonization 

efforts than those with existing green industries.  To test this hypothesis, we examine green, brown, and 

neutral spending as a function of interest group balance based on nation-level sectoral data. Second, we 

propose that the interaction of policymaking autonomy and existing industry structure to drive 

the distribution of funds. When the policymaking process is permeable to outside interests, we 

anticipate that climate-related stimulus spending is heavily skewed toward either fossil fuel interests 

(capture) or green industries (exploitation), since dominant interest group coalitions can influence the 

policymaking process in their favor. When the policymaking process is shielded from external 

influence, we expect a greater distribution of funds across sectors of the economy. Autonomous 

policymaking processes in economies with existing fossil fuel interests may yield funds to forge 

industrial restructuring but will do so while also compensating incumbent fossil fuel industries for 

economic losses. Autonomous policymaking processes in economies with large green industrial sectors 

will yield stimulus packages that focus on green industrial development with less focus on incumbent 

interests in fossil fuels. Here we use (i) green, brown, and neutral spending data, (ii) sectoral data on 

interest group balance, and (iii) our measures of state capacity. Third, in addition to examining the size 

and distribution of stimulus spending, our qualitative case studies allow us to test hypotheses about the 

policymaking process itself. We expect stronger lobbying efforts over stimulus spending in 

economies with permeable policymaking processes and when sizeable interests are present both 

in favor of and in opposition to decarbonization. Economies with autonomous policymaking 

processes are less likely to see mobilization of interests. We also anticipate less lobbying when the 

domestic industry structure is tilted in favor of fossil fuel or green growth coalitions. Our measures of 

interest group balance and state capacity remain the same, but we now use measures of lobbying activity 

from the case studies instead of spending amounts as the dependent variable. 
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1.3 Novelty and ambition 

This project fills both an empirical and theoretical void in a growing body of literature in the social 

sciences that has examined the domestic politics of climate change. The current economic recession 

and recovery efforts across G-20 economies offer an opportunity to examine climate policymaking with 

several unique advantages. The unpredicted and near-simultaneous onset of the recession allows us to 

measure the impact of pre-existing structural factors that were minimally influenced by the crisis itself; 

it avoids problems of endogeneity; and it allows us to investigate the drivers of green recovery efforts 

across both advanced and developing economies in response to the same external shock. The proposed 

research expands three existing research trajectories in comparative climate policy, offering theoretical 

innovation by considering factors on interests and state capacity that have thus far only been considered 

separately, and broadening the geographical focus to both advanced and developing economies.  

First, our work on the structural determinants of climate policymaking expands existing 

research agendas that have frequently privileged public opinion and the determinants of public 

preferences, seeking to explain both when publics become concerned with climate change and when 

such concerns translate into political action. Although primarily focused on Western democracies, 

survey research in this tradition has debunked assumptions rooted in modernization theory by showing 

that concern about climate change is not limited to populations in advanced industrialized economies 

(Strokes et al., 2015). While commitment to democratic values appears to be a strong predictor of 

concern about anthropogenic climate change, support for decarbonization varies widely within 

democracies (Lewis et al., 2019). In the United States, at least, public attitudes toward climate change 

align with party identification and political ideology (Dunlap et al., 2016). Perhaps not surprisingly, 

demographic factors such as gender, age, and income suggest that younger and richer women are most 

likely to show concern about climate change, while more religious voters are less concerned about 

global warming (Konisky, 2018; McCright et al., 2016). 

Second, this research builds on literatures on state capacity in environmental policymaking. 

Given the necessity to rapidly transform every sector of the economy to meet decarbonization goals, 

climate policy presents a hard test for state capacity precisely because of the comprehensive need for 

state intervention. Research in this vein has shown that corporatist systems of state-business relations 

can be vulnerable to regulatory capture, while pluralist states have shown surprising capacity to 

outmaneuver vested interests (Meckling & Nahm, 2018). Public engagement, consultation, and 

democratic decision-making can open the doors to influence from vested interests, while delegation of 

policymaking to autonomous bureaucracies can yield consistent climate policy across economic sectors 

(Gopinathan et al., 2019). At the same time, even authoritarian governments supportive of efforts to 

reduce carbon emissions have not been immune to opposition from vested interests and have often 

failed to enforce climate policy in the state-owned energy sector (Eaton & Kostka, 2014). 

Third, we broaden existing research in the comparative climate policy literature that has 

examined domestic interests (Colgan et al., 2020). While economic reliance on industrial sectors most 

threatened by a transition away from fossil fuels—including energy, automotive, and energy-intensive 

manufacturing industries—has led some governments to encourage industrial upgrading to preserve 

national competitiveness in a zero-carbon future, the presence of energy-intensive industries has 

generally harmed the prospects of ambitious climate policy (Aklin & Urpelainen, 2018; Hughes & 

Urpelainen, 2015). In this context, climate policies pursued in the right order have also created 

opportunities to grow industries in support of decarbonization. In countries where green industrial 

policies led to the growth of green industries, the development of political coalitions in support of 

climate policies enabled more consistent and widespread regulatory strategies to reduce GHG emissions 

(Breetz et al., 2018; Hughes & Urpelainen, 2015; Meckling et al., 2015).  

The proposed research broadens the conceptual underpinnings and the geographical scope of 

existing studies by exploiting the unique policy context of the post-COVID 19 recovery. First, we 

explicitly consider the interaction of interests and state capacity, while previous work has often focused 

on one over the other with an overwhelming emphasis on interests. Given both the pluralization of 

interest groups in climate politics and the intensification of political battles as stranded assets are 

starting to become a reality in many sectors of the economy, the ability of domestic interests to advance 

or obstruct climate policy needs to be examined in conjunction with an assessment of a state’s capacity 

to implement policy against opposition from outside groups. The current recession itself may alter the 

power balance between the state and various interest groups, shifting the role and composition of 
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domestic interests. Strategies to avoid a capture of the climate policymaking process by vested interests 

need to be considered within the broader context of state institutions and their permeability to such 

influence.  

Second, considering the rapidly growing share of global GHG emissions from developing 

economies, this project seeks to build an analytical framework that bridges both advanced and 

developing economies. As the major sources of emissions, most of the investment in clean energy, and 

the production of technologies to combat climate change have shifted away from the advanced 

industrialized economies, the comparative analysis of countries along the developmental curve is 

imperative for an assessment of variation in climate policy ambition and implementation. Creating a 

common analytical framework that applies across economies with different levels of development will 

allow us to develop global policy recommendations. It also lines up with changes in climate governance 

arrangements since the Paris Accords, which now apply the same standards to industrialized and 

developing economies. By systematically examining the factors that allow economies to pursue green 

economic growth strategies, this project fills an important gap in environmental politics literatures that 

have primarily described a trade-off between growth and environmental protection (Zysman & Huberty, 

2013). Building on existing work showing that stringent environmental policy can yield positive 

economic development outcomes, we offer a systematic test of the political and institutional contexts 

in which such green economic strategies can occur (Lewis, 2013; van der Kamp et al., 2017; Vogel, 

1995). 

Our project is, to our knowledge, the only academic-quality data collection effort on green 

recovery efforts in the current recession. Beyond academia, public finance will play a critical role in 

G20 countries’ economic future, and policymakers will need to understand what kinds of investments 

other countries are making in clean technology innovation, resilience infrastructure, and climate 

mitigation. comprehensive data on these spending decisions can not only inform innovation strategy 

and spending priorities, but also identify possible competitive threats and collaboration opportunities. 

In the aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis, stimulus spending will play a critical role in shaping the future 

of energy and climate. In the aftermath of the 2008/2009 financial crisis, economic stimulus failed to 

reorient the world economy, yet researchers did not collect the data required to understand why 

governments did not invest in sustainable, low-carbon economic activities. There is an urgent need for 

such monitoring to inform domestic and global policymaking. 

  

2. Impact 

2.1 Potential for academic impact of the research project 
Expected impact Target audiences Communication 

channel 

Performance indicators 

1. Drivers of green 

economic recovery  

Researchers  

Scientific community 

Journal articles 

/Academic workshops 

6 articles 

2 workshops 

2.  Project findings 

reflected in scientific 

papers, conferences, 

scientific assessments 

such as the IPCC 

Researchers  

Scientific community 

Journal articles 

Presentations at 

conferences 

180 Citations  

18 presentations 

3. Findings included in 

courses at UiO, JHU  

Students in Oslo and 

Washington, DC 

Curriculum of relevant 

courses e.g.  

2 courses on green 

industrial policy 

 

 

2.2 Potential for societal impact of the research project 
Expected impact Target audiences Communication channel Performance indicators 

4. Provide real-time 

information on (green) 

recovery spending in 

G20 countries 

General public 

Policy makers 

Dynamic website tracking 

green stimulus spending. 

Policy briefs 

Website, updated 

quarterly 

5 policy briefs 

5. Inform policymaking 

on best practices for 

green economic recovery  

Policymakers 

World Bank 

IMF 

 

Workshops for 

policymakers 

 5 workshops 

250 participants 
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6. Increase public 

pressure on governments 

to use stimulus spending 

for emissions reductions  

General public 

Civil society 

NGOs: WRI, EDF, 

RAP, Greenpeace, etc.  

Op eds 

Web articles 

Twitter 

Webinars 

 

4 op eds 

4 web articles 

weekly twitter updates 

6 webinars 

 

2.3 Measures for communication and exploitation 

Key communication activities and channels include:  

- Publish in leading political science, public policy, and interdisciplinary journals (group members 

have previously published in Science, APSR, CPS, ISQ, Energy Policy, Global Environmental 

Politics, among others). We expect our flagship products to be 2 major articles that compares the 

eight countries in a theoretically informed manner. 4 additional articles focusing on each of the 

country pairs.  

- Two academic workshops to enable other experts to participate in the discussion, learn about our 

work, and comment on it.  

- Two courses will include findings from the project. The Department of Political Science at the 

University of Oslo as the project’s home base, an important dissemination channel will be teaching 

(BA, MA, PhD). The department has ca. 1400 students. John Hopkins SAIS has ca. 1200 students. 

- A Website with accurate and timely information about government policies in the G20 countries, 

which together account for 80 percent of global GHG emissions. The website will allow visitors to 

compare the amount, nature, and emissions impact of stimulus spending across the G20 countries, 

with quarterly updates. 

- At least five policy briefs identifying best practices for green economic recovery and lessons for 

climate policy more broadly.  

- Workshops for policymakers in Washington DC, Oslo, New Delhi, and Beijing. Organize 5 

webinars for practitioners to discuss best practices and lessons for climate policy.  

A detailed communication and dissemination strategy will be developed during the first six months of 

the project to collect and involve input from key stakeholders. The communication strategy will: (i) 

further define the target audiences, (ii) develop key messages designed to correspond with the needs of 

key policy stakeholders (iii) detail the appropriate communication channels, dissemination activities, 

and key performance indicators to ensure effective uptake of project findings, such as blogs, twitter, 

media articles, publications and policy briefs.  

 

3. Implementation 

3.1 Project manager and project group 

The project will be headed by Professor Jon Hovi,  a leading expert of international climate policy, with 

extensive experience in qualitative, quantitative, and game-theoretic research on climate policy. The 

project group comprises scholars from four prominent research institutions in two countries: University 

of Oslo (Hovi, Urpelainen, Skodvin) and the Johns Hopkins University (Nahm, Urpelainen), CICERO 

(Sælen), and the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs (Bang). Dr. Bang, a political scientist, has 

25 years of climate change research experience, including on the drivers of and obstacles to climate and 

energy policy change in the United States and the EU. Professor Nahm’s research focuses on the 

political economy of green industrial policy, with a particular emphasis on China and Europe. Professor 

Urpelainen specializes in the political economy of energy and environment, with regional expertise in 

India and a substantive focus on coal and the power sector. Dr. Sælen has 13 years’ experience 

conducting research on national and international climate policy, resulting in publications in political 

science, economics, and interdisciplinary journals. Professor Skodvin has worked extensively with the 

role of non-state actors in climate governance and the political feasibility of climate policies in specific 

institutional contexts with particular focus on Norway, the EU and the United States. The project will 

also include two post-doctoral fellows – one located at UiO (3 years) and the other at JHU (2 years). 

 

3.2 Project organisation and management 

This research project will not require specialized research infrastructure. The teams at UiO and JHU 

will conduct the research with the support of post-doctoral fellows and research assistants. Travel will 
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be required to, and within, the eight focus countries. The project consists of the following five work 

packages (WPs). The work is organized theoretically, allowing for the detailed examination of similar 

structural determinants of green stimulus packages across countries with different levels of economic 

development.  

1. The work package on the main dependent variable—data collection on the size and distribution 

of stimulus funds in G20 economies—will be led by Jon Hovi and Håkon Sælen. Work 

consists of collecting data on size and distribution of stimulus funds, and expanding our existing 

database on G20 recovery packages. The post-doctoral fellow at UiO supports this work 

package. 

2. This work package, led by Tora Skodvin and Jonas Nahm, focuses on the development of 

the theoretical framework for explaining cross-national variation in climate policymaking 

during economic recessions. It coordinates the empirical efforts of the work packages focused 

on individual country pairs. The post-doctoral fellow at UiO supports this work package. 

3. The case studies on compensation (Canada, China) will be led by Jonas Nahm and Guri Bang. 

We examine the lobbying efforts that led to green stimulus spending while compensating fossil 

fuel interests in the process. The post-doctoral fellow at JHU supports this work package. 

4. The case studies on coordination (South Korea, Germany) will be led by Jonas Nahm and 

Tora Skodvin. The case studies examine the conditions that led to the involvement of green 

industries in the development of stimulus packages in South Korea and Germany, shifting the 

distribution of funds toward decarbonization. The JHU post-doc supports this work.  

5. The case studies on capture (United States, Mexico) will be led by Guri Bang and Jon Hovi, 

focusing on the process through which fossil fuel interests captures the policymaking process 

in the United States and Mexico. The post-doctoral fellow at UiO supports this work package. 

6. The case studies on exploitation (United Kingdom, India) will be led by Johannes Urpelainen 

and Håkon Sælen and is supported by the JHU postdoctoral fellow. The focus of the case 

studies will be the ability of green industries to exploit permeable policymaking institutions in 

favor of generous green stimulus bills. 

7. The dissemination work in Norway will be led by Gunnell E. Sandanger (CICERO). 

Dissemination activities include webinars, op eds, social media outreach, workshops at UiO 

and policy briefs to inform Norwegian climate policy formulation. 

8. The dissemination work in the United States, China, and India will be led by Johannes 

Urpelainen. We conduct major workshops in Washington, DC and New Delhi, India. We also 

aim to organize a smaller workshop in Beijing, China. We publish policy briefs through the 

Initiative for Sustainable Energy Policy (ISEP) and organize webinars to allow American and 

Indian experts to learn from and respond to our recommendations. 
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