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EDITORIAL NOTE 
 
 
 

In 2022, the COVID-19 pandemic was all 

but proudly declared conquered by 

politicians announcing the lifting of 

restrictions. The world seems to have 

entered a period of rebuilding our post-

COVID society, more connected and 

interdependent than ever. 

 

Now that enough time has passed, it is 

visible that the pandemic amplified a long-

emerging trend of global cooperation to 

solve common issues. Albeit imperfectly, 

countries have learned to coordinate 

policies to address their most pressing 

problems, from climate change to waves of 

mass migration. This exercise in unity 

reached its climactic moment with the 

burden of the pandemic, but as much as we 

want to declare it extinct, its deriving 

challenges are here to stay.  

 

The world is experiencing uncontrollable 

inflation and rising prices for necessities, 

threatening to send millions around the  

 

globe into poverty. Russia’s invasion of 

Ukraine unveils the former as a threat to 

Western institutions of international 

cooperation like the European Union and 

NATO. It also displaced 7 million, giving 

way to a new wave of refugees in need of 

shelter.  

 

In a world more uncertain than ever, the 

solutions to these problems are 

coordinated, not fragmented. International 

interconnectedness is here to stay, so it is 

imperative that its roots and consequences 

are understood for the latter to be 

optimised. As postgraduate and 

undergraduate students at the UCL School 

of Public Policy (SPP), we aimed to do 

just that.  

 

The 2022 issue of the International Public 

Policy Review (IPPR) Journal 

encompasses a collection of papers that 

together paint a picture 
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of today’s global challenges, their drivers 

and unforeseen effects on the world order.  

 

Firstly, we analyse current trends in 

foreign policy perspectives, highlighting 

UK-China relations, President Volodymyr 

Zelenskyy’s communication with the 

international community, party differences 

on foreign policy and the diplomatic 

tension of the Beijing 2022 Olympics.  

 

Secondly, we explore the intricacies of 

migration and technology through the 

study of internet poverty on refugee flight 

patterns and the case studies of Myanmar’s 

ethnic minorities and the Indian diaspora’s 

integration in the UK. 

 

Finally, solutions to climate change and 

their post-COVID application are 

envisioned through the study of the 

determinants of climate policy and the 

impact of the Flight Shaming movement in 

Europe. 

 

 

 

The 3 sections (foreign policy, migration 

and technology and climate change) are all 

part of a cyclical relationship with 

international connectivity, each 

concomitantly a cause and a consequence 

of the latter. 

 

Thus, we present to you the 2021-22 

edition of the International Public Policy 

Review: The Roots and Consequences of 

International Interconnectedness. We 

would like to present our heartfelt 

gratitude to the entire IPPR editorial and 

design team for their assiduous work and 

to the authors for their disruptive 

contributions. We would also like to thank 

UCL SPP for their unabated support 

throughout this process. We hope you 

enjoy the discovery of these disruptive 

papers as much as we found them 

enthralling.  

 

IPPR EDITORIAL TEAM (Nina Renata 

Pop, Shachi Gokhale, Rose Balicki, 

Héloïse Dunlop, Nina Kambili and Ruth 

Lucas)  
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CLEMENTINE BACHELART 
 

ISSUE SALIENCE: WHAT ARE THE LEFT-RIGHT 
DIFFERENCES IN FOREIGN POLICY? A STUDY OF FOUR 

DEVELOPED ENGLISH-SPEAKING COUNTRIES 
 
 
ABSTRACT 

This paper explores the differences in the 

salience of foreign policy issues between left 

and right leaning parties in the United 

Kingdom, the United States, Canada and 

Australia. It uses the Lasso method on the 

United Nations General Debate speeches to try 

and find the best features that can predict 

whether a speech is left- or right- wing for each 

country. I find that (1) different issues are 

salient in different countries and (2) different 

foreign policy issues are evoked by different 

countries.   

INTRODUCTION 

“The left” and “the right” are often evoked as 

set ideologies that transcend borders. However, 

they are political constructs and therefore vary 

in every country (Caprara, 2020). This leads to 

the following question: what are the differences 

in foreign policy choices of left and right 

leaning parties in the United States, Canada,  

 

the United Kingdom and Australia? The aim of 

this paper is to observe the differences in the 

salience of foreign policy issues between the 

main left-wing and right-wing parties in these 

four countries. Issue salience is defined as the 

“relative importance of issues” (Jenke and 

Munger, 2019:1): I explore the differences in 

foreign policy issue salience at a party-level, 

namely which foreign policy issues parties 

focus on when in power. This was examined 

through text analysis carried out on United 

Nations General Debate speeches delivered 

between 1970 and 2020, as they are considered 

good indicators of countries’ foreign policy 

positions. First, I will carry out a short 

literature review. I will then present the dataset 

and method used. Afterwards, I will present the 

results and interpret them. I will finally 

compare the results between countries before 

concluding. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Defining left- and right–wing parties 

As mentioned earlier, left and right-wing 

ideologies are not clearly defined and vary 

from country to country (Caprara, 2020). They 

are also often mixed with other concepts such 

as “progressive” or “conservative” that can be 

used to define parties’ political stance as well. 

Extensive literature has focused on trying to 

define such notions, entering difficult debates 

around abstract notions and reaching different 

conclusions. In this paper, I will use the 

definition outlined by Joshi (2021). He defines 

the divide between the left and the right as a 

disagreement about the distribution of power. 

The left seeks a more egalitarian society, where 

everyone is and feels included, whereas the 

right is committed to the notions of hierarchy 

and tradition and their preservation, whether 

based on meritocracy, inheritance etc. This 

definition of the “right” therefore concurs with 

the concept of “conservatism”. Similarly, by 

seeking to change society to foster more 

equality, left-wing parties appear more 

progressive. By going through the websites of 

the parties studied here and their manifestos, 

one can see the generalised emphasis on 

“diversity” (Democrats, 2022; Liberal Party of 

Canada, 2022; Labour Party, 2022) and 

“inclusivity” (Australian Labor Party, n.d.)  in 

some parties, and on “values” (Republican 

National Committee, 2022; Conservative Party, 

2019) and “traditions” (Republican National 

Committee, 2022; Conservative Party of 

Canada, 2021; Conservative Party, 2019, 

Liberal Party of Australia, 2022) in others. This 

allows us to classify them: the Democratic 

Party (US), the Liberal Party (Canada), the 

Labour Party (UK) and the Labor Party 

(Australia) are more left-wing while the 

Republican Party (US), the Conservative 

parties (Canada and UK) and the Liberal Party 

(Australia) are more right-wing, with different 

degrees. I will use the words right-/left-wing 

and right/left leaning interchangeably 

throughout this paper. 
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Text analysis 

Text analysis techniques have rarely been used 

to explore countries’ foreign policy positions. 

Moreover, when such methods have been 

deployed, they mostly focus on dimensional 

approaches, like correspondence analysis, or 

scaling methods (Baturo et al., 2017). 

However, text analysis can provide useful 

insight into governments’ foreign policy 

positions, and what they want to show other 

countries. It can also facilitate comparisons 

between different countries. 

Few papers compare foreign policy positions of 

left and right leaning parties in the United 

States and the United Kingdom. Moreover, 

whilst Rubenzer (2017) compared the 

Democrats’ and Republicans’ opinions on 

several international issues,  it is an isolated 

work. There have been some other works on 

either specific topics, like the views of 

Republicans and Democrats on immigration 

(Hammer and Kafura, 2019), or the foreign 

policy of the British Labour party (Williams, 

2005). Seligman (2016) explores Canada’s 

voting behaviour in the UN General Assembly 

and the differences between Conservatives and 

Liberals but found mostly continuity between 

the parties, excepting the Israel-Palestine crisis 

. With regard to Australia, there are some 

isolated papers trying to compare the foreign 

policies of the Labor and Liberal parties 

(Dalrymple, 1997 and Rosser, 2008). This 

paper is therefore an exploratory work to 

understand how countries’ foreign policy 

stances vary with the ruling parties’ political 

position. 

Analysing United Nations (UN) General 

Assembly (GA) speeches 

To  facilitate the work of academics in 

analysing foreign policy positions displayed by 

countries in the United Nations, Baturo, 

Dasandi and Mikhaylov have compiled the 

United Nations General Debates Corpus 

(UNGDC), which contains all the speeches 

given at the United Nations General Assembly 

between 1970 and 2017 (2017). They also 

provide reasons for using text analysis rather 

than examining voting records when trying to 
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understand countries’ preferences regarding 

foreign policy.  

First, not all issues are voted on every year, 

making it complicated to have a good overview 

of country preferences. Second, voting can 

display choices due to pressures, alliances and 

power dynamics rather than government 

inclinations. Third, general debate speeches are 

not directly linked to decision-making in the 

UN, meaning they are under fewer external 

constraints and pressures than voting choices. 

The latter reason was corroborated and stressed 

by several members of the diplomatic 

community, who emphasised the speeches are 

more reflective of the country’s foreign policy 

stance. In addition, even though general debate 

speeches face a reduced amount of restrictions, 

they remain inherently strategic as the 

countries’ purpose is to show a certain image of 

themselves and present their goals. To 

conclude, the speeches are a key display of 

countries’ position on the international scene 

and can be considered good indicators of the 

governments’ foreign policy views (Baturo et 

al., 2017). 

THE DATASET AND METHOD 

The dataset: the United Nations General 

Debates Corpus (UNGDC) 

The UNGDC was initially created by Baturo, 

Dasandi and Mikhaylov (2017). Since 2017, 

Mikhaylov has added the new series of general 

debate speeches: the corpus now covers the 

period 1970-2020. The speeches are classified 

by GA session and year and translated from 

their original language to English where 

necessary. Most of the speeches included in the 

UNGDC are delivered by senior officials from 

each country: about 44.3% of them are given 

by the head of state or the head of government, 

49.3% by the Vice-President, deputy prime 

minister or foreign affairs minister, leaving 

only 6.4% delivered by other country 

representatives. This set of speeches was 

chosen because it allows for an observation of 

speeches in the same setting and at the same 

moment of the year for every country. 

The countries 

The focus here is on four developed English-

speaking countries: the United States, Canada, 
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the United Kingdom and Australia, Western. 

They all have an almost bi-party system which 

allows for a binary comparison within each 

country. Their distinct left- and right-wing 

parties have indeed successively held power for 

the past fifty years. 

The assumptions 

Using text analysis means making several 

important assumptions. First and foremost, 

carrying out text analysis in this context relies 

on the assumption that government foreign 

policy preferences and aims are reflected by 

their choice of words and topics during 

speeches at the UN GA. Second, I make the 

“bag of words” assumption by applying a 

certain type of text analysis. I treat every word 

as a unique feature of the document, 

disregarding the word order and grammatical 

word type, and assume that the latter are of 

lesser importance in analysing foreign policy 

stances through UNGD speeches. Finally, I 

assume that the speeches reflect the governing 

party’s foreign policy preferences and not those 

of the speakers. 

The method: the Lasso method 

The aim of the analysis is to determine which 

words in UN General Debate speeches are 

characteristic of left-wing and right-wing 

governments in the four countries mentioned 

above. I want to highlight the words that allow 

us to categorise whether the speeches were 

pronounced by a left- or right-wing 

government. A way to establish the words that 

matter in such an endeavour is thanks to the 

Lasso method (Least Absolute Selection and 

Shrinkage Operator). Through the minimisation 

of squared errors with a penalty for complexity, 

it performs feature selection and outputs a 

regression model with few independent 

variables compared to the number of features 

observed. My outcome variable is binary, as it 

describes whether the party in power was left- 

or right-wing. I therefore used the Lasso 

method to estimate a logit regression model. 

I have run this method to fit a nation-specific 

model for each country. This is essential to 

clarify which words are important to categorise 

speeches between left- and right-wing 
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governments in every state. The outcome 

variable, named “right” in my data, takes the 

value 1 when the party in power is right-wing, 

and 0 if it is left leaning. As a result, positive 

coefficients indicate a higher probability for the 

GA speech to have been delivered under a 

right-wing government. In contrast, negative 

coefficients show a higher probability for the 

government in power when it was delivered to 

have been left leaning. I ran the procedure both 

with and without stemming to ensure I was not 

missing any trend. 

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

I will first present the results by country and 

then highlight the differences and similarities 

that can be highlighted between them. 

The United States 

According to the definition outlined in the 

introduction, the main right-wing party in the 

United States is the Republican Party, whereas 

the main left-wing party is the Democratic 

Party. 

One coefficient of the analysis without 

stemming is particularly interesting: 

“Americas”. It is characteristic of speeches 

delivered by Democrats, as shown by the 

negative coefficient. Mentioning the Americas, 

and not America, is a way of showing respect 

for the independence of other countries, and 

Latin America in particular. Over the years, this 

has been supported more strongly by the 

Democrats than the Republicans. The latter 

have portrayed Latin America as their backyard 

for years (Schoultz, 1998), interfering in Latin 

American politics to ensure governments are 

pro-market and in favour of the United States. 

The “war on terror”, namely on left-wing 

governments in Latin America depicted as 

terrorists, was for instance launched by 

president Bush in the 2000s (Livingstone, 

2009). 

Other than that, the results with stemming are 

more accurate and will therefore be used 

throughout my analysis. What they tell us is 

that most words that allow us to determine 

whether the speech was delivered by a 

Democrat or Republican government are 
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characteristic of Democrats: in other words, the 

Lasso method does not find that certain words 

are typical of Republican governments. From 

the results, we see that the wordstems “refuge”, 

“children”, “recogn” and “fragil” are typically 

used by Democrats. The first one does concur 

with the Democrats’ position on these topics, 

especially compared to Republicans. Indeed, 

between 2015 and 2019, between 40 and 62% 

of Democrats affirmed the US had a 

responsibility to welcome refugees, against 10 

to 18% among Republicans (Edwards-Levy, 

2019). More generally, Democrats are said to 

support international human rights to a much 

larger extent than Republicans, with a 50 

percentage points gap in 2004 (Moravcsik, 

2005). The typical use of the word “children” 

and the stems “recogni” and “fragil” may point 

at this feature of the Democrat position in 

foreign policy. 

To sum up, the lack of words characteristic of 

the Republican Party’s UN GA speeches seems 

to indicate they usually do not tackle issues 

disregarded by Democrats. On the other hand, 

several words in the lexical fields of refugees 

and human rights are distinctive of Democrat 

speeches, which points at a greater care for 

international human rights issues by the 

Democratic Party than the Republican party. 

Table 1. Lasso coefficients for the US 
 

a. Without stemming 
 

Features Lasso coefficients 
(Intercept) 1.02 
harder -19.41 
fears -26.73 
back -53.06 
behalf -59.60 
americas -72.36 
children -151.11 
recognize -173.56 
transition -202.56 
job -973.76 
 
 

b. With stemming 
 

Features Lasso coefficients 
(Intercept) 1.02 

recogn -25.38 
behalf -47.26 
simpli -61.98 
refuge -67.10 

children -174.35 
fragil -180.34 
back -208.12 
sick -260.39 

 
 

Canada 

The two main parties in Canada are the Liberal 

party, which is left leaning, and the 

Conservative party, which is right leaning. 
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The results of the text analysis for Canada 

display numerous words which seem very 

neutral and unrelated to any possible foreign 

policy position, like “longer” or “instrument”. 

The term “pursuit” as a classifier could point at 

a will to emphasise the pursuit of certain 

objectives and ideals during speeches, when 

“applaud” could point at a desire to strengthen 

the country’s relationships with others by 

praising them. These are however very 

subjective interpretations. Moreover, “eastern” 

appears among the most important words to 

classify a speech, whilst its use is very 

dependent on the context. It was indeed 

employed to refer to the 2014 crisis in eastern 

Ukraine, and once in another context, making it 

a very weak and situation-dependent classifier.  

We learn more by looking at some other words: 

“free” and “ideolog”. The first, shown to be 

used more by the Conservative party, points at 

freedom being a value more important for them 

than for the Liberal party. The utilisation of 

"ideolog" suggests that ideology as a leading 

principle for foreign policy is particular to the 

Conservative Party, even though it is a weaker 

predictor than "free". Another interpretation 

could be that the Conservative party mentions 

other countries’ ideologies, either positively or 

negatively, uncovering other countries’ 

underlying motivations. 

My analysis has revealed that the only 

classifiers that appear meaningful are 

characteristic of the Conservative Party: “free” 

could indicate an emphasis on freedom, that is 

indeed noticed on the party’s website 

(Conservative Party of Canada, 2022). This 

appears to show a lack of distinctive 

vocabulary usage by the Liberal party, 

indicating a broader range of issues tackled by 

the Conservative Party. 

Table 2. Lasso coefficients for Canada with 
stemming 

 

Features Lasso coefficients 
pursuit 281.89 
eastern 250.53 
free 197.71 
assist 69.15 
applaud 18.87 
ideolog 17.92 
(Intercept) -0.51 
longer -99.43 
instrument -220.64 
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The United Kingdom 

The two main parties in the United Kingdom 

are the Labour Party, which is left leaning, and 

the Conservative and Unionist party, which is 

right leaning. 

Among the results displayed in Table 3, some 

words seem to be of little importance for our 

analysis, like “timor”, probably used to refer to 

East Timor, which underwent an invasion by 

Indonesia in 1975 (BBC, 2018), or “darfur”, 

which designates the region of Western  Sudan 

that has experienced armed conflict since early 

2003, which led  to the death of numerous 

civilians (United States Holocaust Memorial 

Museum, n.d.). These words are context-

dependent: the coefficients give information 

about the party in power, namely the Labour 

Party, when the conflicts occurred in these 

areas. 

According to the results of the Lasso method, 

the word “home” tends  to be more present in 

Conservative government speeches. This could 

show a more inward-looking policy carried out 

by the Conservative Party compared to the 

Labour Party. 

Several interesting interpretations of the results 

can be made for words with negative 

coefficients. First, the use of the word 

“nuclear”, mostly to warn against nuclear 

power and its downsides when used by the 

Labour party, points at concerns on the side of 

the Labour Party regarding this kind of 

weapon. Second, the large coefficients on the 

words “poverti” and “millennium” show the 

weight put on international development. 

Indeed, the United Nations’ agenda between 

2000 and 2015 included the eight Millennium 

Development Goals (United Nations, n.d.), 

which focused on meeting the needs of the 

poorest people around the globe. The Labour 

Party was very committed to these goals and 

was, for instance, very supportive of the 2005 

“Make Poverty History” campaign (UK 

Parliament, n.d.). This explains the mention of 

the Millenium Development Goals by UK 

representatives at the UN from the Labour 

Party. Third, the word “kyoto” refers to the 

1997 Kyoto Protocol which commits 
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industrialised countries to limit and reduce their 

greenhouse gases emissions. This word is 

context-dependent: it would have been highly 

unlikely for Conservatives to mention it 

because it was mostly relevant whilst the 

Labour government was in power, as the 

Conservatives held office more than a decade 

later. However, Conservatives have ruled 

during and after the signature of the 2015 Paris 

Agreement, which was the result of successful 

negotiations, but have only mentioned it twice 

in UN GA speeches, once the year it was 

signed, and once in 2017. On the contrary, the 

Kyoto Protocol was mentioned in five UN GA 

speeches, all under a Labour government. This 

suggests that the Labour Party places a more 

weight on international environmental 

agreements than the Conservative Party. 

In conclusion, the Conservative party appears 

more inward-looking than the Labour Party, 

with a higher use of the word “home”. On the 

contrary, the Labour party seems very 

committed to international development and 

international environmental agreements. 

Table 3. Lasso coefficients for the United 
Kingdom with stemming 

Features Lasso coefficients 
mani 133.54 
hold 69.99 
may 49.91 
home 15.39 
(Intercept) 0.97 
nuclear -3.49 
regardless -7.57 
timor -8.36 
action -10.17 
systemat -14.71 
darfur -31.15 
speech -217.15 
poverti -274.25 
millennium -342.87 
kyoto -390.17 
Legisl -636.59 
frequent -1307.64 
 
Australia 

The main parties in Australia are the Australian 

Labor Party, which is left-wing, and the Liberal 

Party, which is more right-wing and 

conservative. 

According to the Lasso method results, the 

roots “peace-keep” and “self-determin” are 

used more  by the Labor party, suggesting that 

they place more  significance on acting to keep 

peace abroad and letting countries determine 

their future than the Liberal Party . 

Furthermore, the terms “antarct” and 

“monetari” refer to two international 
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institutions, the 1959 Antarctic Treaty System 

and the International Monetary Fund. The 

mention of the former may show a greater 

concern for the Antarctic and respect for the 

treaty, which makes the uninhabited continent a 

scientific reserve and bans any military activity 

there. However, few other words are directly 

interpretable. Indeed, “exclus” is the stem for 

“exclusively”, which does not tell anything 

special about the Labor Party’s foreign policy 

position and rhetoric. Similarly, “wisdom” was 

only used to praise the wisdom of the president 

of the GA, which does not demonstrate much 

about foreign policy issue salience either. 

The word “indonesia” does feature among the 

words that classify speeches as delivered under 

the Liberal Party. Indonesia was indeed 

mentioned throughout several speeches, both 

under the Labor Party and the Liberal Party. 

The Labor Party mentioned Indonesia when it 

invaded East Timor in 1975: this use of the 

word was context-dependent. Later, both 

parties evoked Indonesia as a friend, but the 

Liberal Party has evoked it more, as shown by 

the positive coefficient. The relationship 

between Indonesia and Australia has 

historically been very fractious and both parties 

have successively made provocative 

announcements, including several regarding 

refugee transit between the countries (Robert 

and Habir, 2015). However, the Liberal Party 

has been willing to strengthen the relationship 

between the two countries, to especially 

develop trade. Indeed, Indonesia is the largest 

importer of Australian cattle (Karmini, 2015). 

Both countries have also signed a bilateral free 

trade agreement in 2019, under a Liberal 

government (Wyeth, 2019). The positive 

coefficient is therefore a demonstration of a 

greater will on the Liberal Party’s side to 

strengthen its relationship with Indonesia, 

which was also mentioned by Dalrymple 

(1997). 

In summary, the Labor Party mentions 

international organisations and treaties as well 

as peace-keeping and self-determination more 

than the Liberal Party, which may emphasise a 

higher support and commitment to the 

international order. Contrastingly, the Liberal 

Party seems more supportive of a strengthening 
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of bilateral relationships with Indonesia to 

encourage and develop foreign trade, showing 

its support for the creation of free competitive 

markets.  

Table 4. Lasso coefficients for Australia with 
stemming 

Features  Lasso coefficients 
Focus  118.12 
indonesia  65.69 
(Intercept)  0.64 
peace-keep  -6.98 
self-determin  -57.74 
Exclus  -95.66 
america  -109.91 
Formal  -154.36 
Beyond  -183.13 
antarct  -360.53 
monetari  -530.35 
wisdom  -1451.92 
 

COMPARISON 

The words cited as meaningful classifiers in my 

analysis above are summed up in table 5. 

Several remarks can be made on them. 

To begin with, some countries display 

meaningful classifiers only for the left or the 

right. In our analysis of the United States, some 

words are useful to classify speeches as left-

wing and no words were found to classify 

speeches as right-wing.  This suggests that 

there are few words typically used by 

Republican governments in UN GA speeches. 

This is similar to the case of Canada, but the 

other way around: few words are characteristic 

of left-wing governments in UN GA speeches. 

This may point out that these parties do not 

usually tackle any issues that are not dealt with 

by the other main party, namely the Democrats 

in America and the Conservative Party 

in  Canada. This could highlight the adoption 

of a more comprehensive foreign policy 

approach by these two parties compared to the 

Republicans (US) and the Liberal Party 

(Canada). 

In addition, no word seems to be a useful 

speech classifier in several countries. This 

could point at different phenomena. First, the 

salient issues between the right and left leaning 

parties could be different in every country. 

Indeed, the Lasso method builds a model to 

classify texts, which means that it looks for the 

words that allow us to make a difference 

between speeches delivered under left- and 

right-wing governments. It implies that the 

words in the model built are the ones that differ 

between the two parties. Moreover, what the 
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models capture are mostly the mention of 

certain issues, rather than their parties’ 

opinions on them. It means that the results 

show the differences in issues tackled by left 

and right leaning governments during the UN 

GA speeches. The issues that separate left- and 

right-wing parties in the four countries studied 

would therefore differ greatly. 

Second, rather than only pointing at the salient 

issues among left and right leaning parties, the 

results could show that foreign policy issues 

themselves differ from country to country. The 

reality is probably a mix of both these 

phenomena. 

Table 5. Meaningful classifiers listed in the 
country-level analysis 

  
Left Right 

United States recogn 
 

refuge 
children 
fragil 

Canada 
 

pursuit 
free 
applaud 
ideolog 

United 
Kingdom 

nuclear home 
poverti 
millennium 

kyoto 
Australia peace-keep indonesia 

self-
determin 

 
 
CONCLUSIONS AND LIMITATIONS 

To conclude, the issues broached by the left- 

and right-wing parties in the United States, 

Canada, the United Kingdom and Australia 

during UN general debate speeches all differ in 

some way, as captured by the results obtained 

with the Lasso method. Moreover, comparing 

them together suggests that (1) different issues 

are salient in different countries and (2) 

different foreign policy issues are evoked by 

different countries. Nonetheless, this analysis 

presents several crucial limitations. First, the 

results may be biased, because of the context in 

which each speech was pronounced. Indeed, 

issues change every year and left- and right-

wing parties in each country have not faced the 

same foreign policy issues during their time in 

office, making it complicated to generalise any 

results established in this paper. Second, the 

results of the Lasso method include words that 

do not seem meaningful in any way, such as 
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“eastern” (US) or “frequent” (UK). 

Consequently, further research is needed to 

explore countries’ foreign policy positions and 

how they vary according to the party in charge. 
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“I NEED AMMUNITION, NOT A RIDE” – POLITICAL 
COMMUNICATION ON SOCIAL MEDIA IN TIMES OF 

CRISIS 
 

ABSTRACT 

During Russia's invasion of Ukraine, President 

Volodymir Zelensky has become an important 

figure of resistance, both domestically and 

internationally. Being credited as a skilled 

communicator on social media, President 

Zelensky has maintained a strong presence on 

social media since the start of the war. Seeing 

the unfiltered nature of social media 

communication, this article studies political 

communication during crises on social media. 

By performing a case study my article 

examines patterns in President Zelensky's 

communication during this extraordinary time. 

The case study demonstrates that Zelensky 

remains a skilled and strategic user of Twitter 

to communicate in simple and direct terms, 

even during the war. For example, he uses 

informative and concise messages in multiple 

languages and continually uses hashtags, and 

these change as the war progresses. Zelensky 

also seems to follow well-established patterns 

of increased personalization over social media 

platforms. Also, through posting engaging 

content and using hashtags to encourage spread 

of his content, Zelensky can use his Twitter to 

foster a wider understanding of what is 

happening on the ground. This helps him 

persuade followers and foreigners alike while 

fostering a common community of those who 

are fighting against the atrocities happening in 

Ukraine. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Russia's invasion of Ukraine has shaken the 

entire globe. Beyond the sheer human suffering 

stemming from Russian shelling, policy 

choices across the Western world are being 

drastically reworked. In this chaos, Ukraine's 

President Volodymir Zelensky has become an 

important figure of resistance, both 

domestically and internationally. Even before 
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Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Zelensky was 

known for being a bombastic but skilled 

communicator on social media (Liubchenko et 

al., 2021; Solovjov, 2019). Generally, over the 

past fifteen years, social media communication 

has grown to be an increasingly important tool 

for politicians (Jungherr, 2016). Seeing the 

immense influence social media has on the 

everyday life of billions of people around the 

world, understanding the effects of such media 

becomes an ever increasingly important 

question for researchers to unpack.  

 

In such an effort, this article aims to further the 

understanding of political communication on 

social media through answering the question 

“What patterns exist in President Zelensky’s 

political communication on Twitter?”. Given 

the unfiltered nature of social media accounts 

and their potential for strategic use, this article 

will study political communication on social 

media through a lens of crisis communication 

using critical discourse analysis. Performing a 

case study of how the President of Ukraine's 

political communication on Twitter has 

influenced the ongoing war in Ukraine, my 

article will seek to examine patterns in his 

communication during this extraordinary time. 

In doing so, I find that Zelensky remains a 

skilled and strategic user of Twitter and follows 

established patterns of personalisation. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Political communication on Twitter 

The rise of social media has changed political 

communication throughout democratic 

systems, and simplified the outreach efforts of 

politicians (Klinger & Svensson, 2014; 

Oskarsson & Strömbäck, 2019). Posted social 

media content is different from traditional 

media in that it is presented in a dynamic 

context which includes commentary and 

reactions (Dounoucos et al., 2019, p. 72). 

Twitter, specifically, has often been used to 

communicate to those already engaged with 

certain political groups, such as followers or 

journalists which creates dynamic feedback 

loops (Jungherr, 2016; Stier et al., 2018). It is a 

medium with fewer active users than Facebook, 

suggesting that political users might adopt a 

more strategic use of the platform 
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(Rauchfleisch & Metag, 2020, p. 183). This 

perception reinforces the view that Twitter is 

more often used to reach specific target groups 

or push specific messages (ibid).  

Generally, the constraints and infrastructure of 

social media platforms affect the political 

communication that can occur through them 

(Bossetta, 2018, p. 490). The dynamics of 

Twitter, meaning the dynamic feedback loops, 

therefore lend themselves well to aggravating 

political conflicts and serve as low-cost ways 

of spreading populist messages (Tong & Zuo, 

2021, pp. 63-65). Social media platforms have 

also increased personalization in political 

communication, as they increase focus on the 

individual politician and his/her qualities rather 

than a party or ideology (Enli & Skogerbø, 

2013; Graham et al., 2018, p. 139). In this vein, 

Twitter allows for a personalized form of 

communication and a controlled arena for self-

presentation (Graham et al. 2018, p. 141). The 

political examples of such a use of Twitter are 

manifold, but the most prominent one is 

arguably former U.S. President Trump. Beyond 

the extensive personalization of Trump's 

tweeting, the growing importance of political 

communication on Twitter also corresponds to 

the growing number of hostilities and threats 

directed towards politicians on these platforms 

(Theocharis et al., 2020, p. 3). 

Political communication during Covid-19 

Over the course of the Covid-19 pandemic, the 

political communication field has grown and 

advanced immensely. In rapidly developing, 

complex situations, social media platforms can 

serve the purpose of concisely providing 

important information or widely spreading such 

messages (Cotter et al., 2022, p. 2). However, 

these characteristics also enable the spread of 

misinformation and dangerous propaganda 

(ibid). In times of crisis, this has proved 

detrimental; in the United States specifically, 

the misinformation related to Covid-19 spread 

through social media has exacerbated the 

growing distrust of institutions (ibid). This 

understanding of the use of social media 

platforms politically informs this study in that 

Zelensky's communication arguably is designed 

to spread simple messages widely in a 

controlled and low-cost way to his fellow 

countrymen as well as international actors.  
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Ukrainian political communication 

Having had a career as a comedian and 

entertainer, Zelensky is credited with 

introducing gamification elements to Ukrainian 

politics, thereby increasing engagement 

between voters and his social media accounts 

(Kurmanova & Chebanenko, 2019, p. 2181). 

Zelensky made extensive use of social media 

during his presidential campaign, featuring 

simple but emotionally charged language to 

differentiate himself from previous political 

leaders (Liubchenko et al., 2021, p. 158). By 

chronicling his everyday life and meetings 

though his social media platforms, he built a 

strong connection with his followers and a 

popularity that ultimately contributed to his 

victory in the presidential election (Solovjov, 

2019; Alberti & De Serio, 2020, p. 68).  

Following Russia's invasion of Ukraine, 

Zelensky has maintained his large social media 

presence, using short and memorable sound 

bites while remaining authentic (Segal, 2022; 

Nierman, 2022). Zelensky has been able to 

construct powerful messages specific to certain 

audiences, for example, referencing Martin 

Luther King and 9/11 when speaking to the 

United States Congress and evoking Churchill 

when addressing the British Parliament (BBC, 

2022). In doing this, Zelensky is alluding to a 

shared identity and community with the 

audience, a key factor in making them 

persuadable (Vasby Anderson, 2022). Zelensky 

is thereby creating content that can be easily 

shared through social media platforms and has 

appeal beyond Ukrainians. 

 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

In conducting my critical discourse analysis, I 

draw inspiration from Fairclough (2003; 2010; 

2016). Fairclough (2016, pp. 87-88) suggests 

reviewing semiotic modalities, such as 

language or visual images, in a dialectic 

fashion in order to study any social wrongs. 

The “analysis is focused on two dialectical 

relations: betw 

een structure and events (or: structure and 

action, structure and strategy); and, within 

each, between semiotic and other elements” 

(Fairclough, 2016, p. 88). Discourses, then, can 

be studied as semiotic ways of organising the 

world order to understand different actors’ 

perspectives or positions (ibid); differing 
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discourses may be present in the same social 

practices (Fairclough, 2003, p. 127).  

Fairclough (2010, p. 133) argues that there are 

three constitutive steps of any discourse 

analysis: description of the text, interpretation 

of the text, and lastly, explanation of the text. 

When applying a critical perspective, one must 

explore the nature of the relationship between 

discursive practices and social structure, and to 

what extent these are shaped by dominance and 

struggles for power (Fairclough, 2010, p. 93). 

A particular choice of words or formulations 

are gravely important as they convey power 

relations or invoke connotations, consciously or 

unconsciously (Widdowson, 2007, p. 71). For 

example, when speaking of refugees and 

immigrants, politicians might use the 

expression “an army of refugees” to refer to 

many refugees, which is meant to evoke 

negative emotions (Widdowson, 2007, p. 72).  

In performing discourse analyses of social 

media data, knowing the nature of the data is 

essential. What differentiates social media from 

traditional media is the direct, two-way 

communication possible. Any social media user 

can like or comment on the posted content, 

thereby giving feedback and potentially 

influencing future content. Critical discourse 

analysis using social media therefore has to 

consider the characteristics of social media 

data; while the data is generated and collected 

in an interactive and dynamic environment, it is 

still subject to power relations and institutional 

restraints like other media data (Khosravinik & 

Unger, 2016, p. 213). This is extraordinarily 

important given the subject of this discourse 

analysis. 

CASE STUDY 

In order to fruitfully study President Zelensky's 

communication on Twitter, I analyse posts 

from the month before the invasion, 24 January 

2022 to 24 February 2022, and compare these 

to the month following the invasion, 24 

February 2022 to 25 March 2022. Only posts 

created by Zelensky are included in the 

analysis, meaning that retweets and liked posts 

are not included, due to both space and time 

constraints. Posts not in English are translated 

using Twitter's translation function.  
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Before the invasion - 24 January 2022 to 24 

February 2022 

In the selected time period, Zelensky has active 

communication with many Western leaders, 

such as French President Emmanuel Macron 

and British prime minister Boris Johnson. All 

posted pictures have Zelensky in a suit in his 

office or in an official capacity, often alongside 

a foreign prime minister and the Ukrainian flag. 

Tweets are often first posted in Ukrainian, 

immediately followed by an identical post in 

English. Sometimes, the second post uses the 

language of the country he is addressing; for 

example, when the tweet thanks Poland, the 

post features Polish. The content always covers 

security and geopolitical challenges, financial 

assistance to Ukraine, and the country’s 

partnerships, while remaining appreciative of 

other countries' support. “#StrongerTogether” 

is included in the majority of posts. The 

number of likes on each post increases during 

the examined time period, averaging about 

1000 likes in the beginning and 10 000 likes 

per post in the end.  

 

After the invasion - 24 February 2022 to 25 

March 2022 

After Russia's invasion, Zelensky’s 

communication shifts. There are still many 

mentions of other world leaders, such as 

Emmanuel Macron or Joe Biden, while 

mentioning an anti-Putin coalition and 

comparing Russia to Germany during World 

War II. Zelensky frequently asks for military 

and financial assistance from Western countries 

as well as for increased pressure and sanctions 

against Russia or “the aggressor”. The posts 

appeal to a common humanity, referring to 

Zelensky staying in touch with “loyal friends” 

and the “anti-war coalition” as well as calling 

Ukranians fighters for European freedom and 

sharing images from European protests in 

support of Ukraine. Zelensky also posts videos 

of himself speaking Ukrainian while wearing 

casual, military green clothing and either in 

meetings or communicating directly to the 

Ukrainian people. “#StrongerTogether” is 

replaced by “#StopRussia”. Posts start to 

mention private companies, thanking Meta for 

its stance and criticizing Microsoft and Oracle 

for not suspending sales in Russia. The number 
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of likes increases to an average of 70 000 likes 

per post.  

Analysis and discussion 

The one core theme of Zelensky's 

communication is his strategic use and control 

of the platform. Given the extremity and 

complexity of the Russian invasion, Zelensky 

has arguably chosen a channel of 

communication well-fitted for this information 

environment (Cotter et al., 2022, p. 2). As 

argued by Klinger and Svensson (2014) and 

Oskarsson and Strömbäck (2019), social media 

is a simple way for politicians to reach out to 

voters. This seems to be a tactic well adopted 

by Zelensky. Using informative and concise 

messages in multiple languages might suggest a 

strategic use of the platform, as argued by 

Rauchfleisch and Metag (2020, p. 183). 

Another such strategic use of Twitter could be 

the use of hashtags, which encourages spread 

of content, and specifically changing the 

hashtag from “#StrongerTogether” to 

“#StopRussia”. Also, seeing as the average 

number of likes on each post increases during 

the examined time, the posts’ exposure 

arguably increases too, demonstrating the 

growing spread of Zelensky's message. 

Zelensky is therefore successfully adapting to 

the infrastructure of Twitter, as noted by 

Bossetta (2018, p. 490).  

 

Twitter is a platform that lends itself well to 

personalization efforts (Graham et al., 2018, p. 

139) rather than a focus on a party or ideology. 

Zelensky's communication during the selected 

period of study  is a demonstration of this. One 

such example is the posted pictures, which 

either display Zelensky alone or with another 

world leader, which increases after the Russian 

invasion has started. Zelensky is another 

example of the personalisation processes 

through social media communication as he is 

the owner of the communication channel, and 

this seems heightened during times of crisis. 

His specific communication style and personal 

use of language (Liubchenko et al., 2021, p. 

158) arguably serves to further this 

personalisation even more.  

 

Following this, and Zelensky’s previous use of 

social media  to engage directly with the 

Ukrainian people (Alberti & De Serio, 2020, p. 
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68; Kurmanova & Chebanenko, 2019, p. 2181), 

it is clear that social media plays an important 

role in Zelensky's crisis communication. 

Through posting engaging content and using 

hashtags to encourage even further spread, 

Zelensky uses Twitter to foster an 

understanding of what is happening on the 

ground, thus cultivating a strong pro-Ukrainian 

image. This helps Zelensky persuade the 

audience he is communicating with (Vasby 

Andersson, 2022). As Zelensky is the owner of 

the communication channel and has full control 

of what is posted, he is ostensibly a skilled 

communicator taking advantage of the features 

of this medium. As there is little to no counter 

to Zelensky's narrative providing another 

perspective, his Tweets stand unchallenged, 

helping to build a common narrative based on 

his perspectives, arguably meant to foster 

solidarity and sympathy with the Ukrainian 

cause.  

 

CONCLUSION 

Given the unfiltered nature of social media 

accounts and their potential for strategic use, 

this article studies political communication on 

social media through a lens of crisis 

communication. Performing a case study of 

how the President of Ukraine's political 

communication on Twitter has influenced the 

country’s ongoing war, my article seeks to 

examine patterns in his communication during 

this extraordinary time. Firstly, Zelensky 

remains a skilled and strategic user of Twitter 

to communicate in simple and direct terms. For 

example, he uses informative and concise 

messages in multiple languages as well as a 

consistent use of hashtags, and these shift as 

the war starts. Zelensky also seems to follow 

well-established patterns of increased 

personalisation over social media platforms; for 

example, all posted photos feature either him 

alone or with other countries’ leaders. Through 

posting engaging content and using hashtags to 

encourage even further spread, Zelensky uses 

his Twitter to promote a specific narrative of 

what is happening on the ground, with 

Ukranians and foreigners alike. This helps him 

persuade followers and foster a common 

community in opposition to the atrocities 

happening in Ukraine, which might in turn 

encourage material support for the country. 
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Such shifts in political communication during 

war time could have important implications for           

future studies. 

future studies.  
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KOH CHEE KIAT ALEX 
 

 
THE 2022 BEIJING OLYMPICS: 

A FLASHPOINT OF INTERNATIONAL TENSION? 
 

 
ABSTRACT 

The 2022 Beijing Olympics were a sporting 

mega-event representing the glittering 

achievements of the Chinese government, 

serving to boost China’s prestige and pride. 

The Olympics are also more than that. They 

serve as a mesmerising façade for alleged 

human rights abuses, covering the increasingly 

harsh crackdowns on the Uyghur minority 

(Roth, 2021; BBC News, 2022). They represent 

a diplomatic conundrum for the United States 

and its liberal allies, as it seems disingenuous 

for Western powers to accuse China of 

engaging in genocide in Xinjiang (BBC), yet 

send officials to the event as tacit approval of 

their actions. The diplomatic boycott is 

therefore a way for  the US and their allies to 

signal their disapproval, avoiding a full boycott 

barring athlete participation. However, given 

the severity of the Uyghur genocide, why have 

these countries not done more? This paper 

hypothesises that greater action, such as 

sanctions and military action, is not feasible 

due to economic interdependence. It examines 

how economic ties are a root cause of the 

diplomatic boycott at the Beijing Olympics, as 

they serve to disincentivise sanctions and 

military action, limiting conflict to the 

diplomatic arena. It then examines the 

consequences of the diplomatic boycott on 

various stakeholders, namely the Chinese 

authorities, corporate sponsors of the 

Olympics, and activist organisations 

campaigning for human rights. The paper 

concludes that economic interdependence does 

limit the ability of governments to apply 

pressure and stop the alleged human rights 

abuses occurring in Xinjiang, but the 

diplomatic boycott nevertheless represents a 

step towards change. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The Olympics are more than just a sporting 

event. Despite the International Olympic 

Committee (IOC) stressing the oft-cited Rule 

50 of the Olympic Charter – banning any 

political, religious or racial demonstration (IOC 

Athletes' Commission, 2022) - the 

circumstances surrounding each one is 

anything but apolitical. The 1936 Berlin 

Olympics and the 1980 Moscow Olympics 

were perhaps the most infamous, associated 

with Nazism and the Soviet invasion of 

Afghanistan respectively. More recent 

Olympics were not surrounded by the same 

level of politicisation, but were certainly 

utilised by their host governments for political 

purposes. Sochi 2014 was overtly positioned as 

a manifestation of Russian prestige and return 

as a great power (Persson and Petersson, 2014). 

To improve Russia's international standing, 

US$50 billion was funnelled into Sochi, 

making it by far the most expensive Winter 

games. Pyeongchang 2018 adopts a more 

reconciliatory tone, headlined by the two 

Koreas marching as a unified Korean 

delegation (International Olympic Committee, 

2018). Despite the clearly political issue of 

Korean reunification, the agreement was 

facilitated by the IOC.  

Beijing 2022 was no different. Serving as a 

platform to display their cultural and economic 

prominence, the Olympics were a useful way to 

improve China’s international status (Lee, 

2021, p.1495). However, it has been fraught 

with controversy over alleged human rights 

abuses in Xinjiang province (Human Rights 

Watch, 2021). Several countries, notably the 

US, UK and Canada, cited these concerns for 

their diplomatic boycott of the games. While 

activists urge greater action, many argue that 

this is the most governments can do, because of 

the extensive economic ties between China and 

most other nations, including the liberal 

democracies criticising human rights violations 

in Xinjiang. They are unwilling, or even 

unable, to cut economic ties which would 

weaken their economies. This differentiates 

China from Rwanda or Bosnia, where alleged 

genocide and ethnic strife warranted military 

interventions from the same Western powers.  
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To that end, this article will examine the 

hypothesis that economic interdependence 

reduces the likelihood of militarised conflict 

and sanctions, thus limiting conflict to the 

diplomatic arena. It will detail the current 

diplomatic spat surrounding the 2022 

Olympics, examining the root causes of the 

diplomatic spat, and why further action cannot 

be taken by governments. It will then analyse 

the consequences of the diplomatic fallout on 

various parties, namely governments, 

corporations, and activist organisations.  

Diplomatic Boycott 

Ten countries, consisting of mainly Western 

democracies, declared a diplomatic boycott of 

the games. A diplomatic boycott is a form of 

formalised disapproval by a government, by 

not sending ministers or officials to attend 

ceremonies as is customary (Nakashima and 

Maese, 2021). This differs from a full boycott, 

where the country’s athletes are prevented from 

participating. This occurred during the 1980 

Moscow Olympics, where 62 countries 

boycotted the event to protest the Soviet 

invasion of Afghanistan (Guttmann, 1988, p. 

563). Such a step is far more contentious, as it 

robs athletes of their opportunity to achieve 

sporting success. While comparatively less 

impactful, a diplomatic boycott serves as an 

opportunity to rebuke the Chinese 

government’s actions, while not giving Beijing 

any legitimacy or tacit approval. 

Human rights violations by the Chinese 

government have been cited as the primary 

reason for the boycott. This encompasses the 

targeting of Uyghur Muslims in Xinjiang, with 

the alleged detention of millions in re-

education camps (Raza, 2019). The alleged 

population control, surveillance and religious 

suppression were detailed in the Xinjiang 

Papers, published in an exposé by the New 

York Times (Ramzy and Buckley, 2019). US 

politician Mitch McConnell (2019) described 

the suppression as an “Orwellian campaign to 

effectively erase a religious and ethnic 

minority”. The British government has also 

raised human rights abuses in Tibet, 

suppression of democracy protests in Hong 

Kong, and military incursions into Taiwanese 
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airspace as other human rights violations to 

justify their diplomatic boycott (Inter-

Parliamentary Alliance on China, 2021).  

Response 

Chinese officials have consistently denied 

accusations of human rights violations in 

Xinjiang, seeing criticism of their policies as 

meddling in their internal affairs (BBC News, 

2022). Thus, the boycott was dismissed as 

American posturing and provocation was 

perceived as an attempt to divide countries at 

an event meant to bring people together. It has 

threatened sanctions and unspecified retaliation 

toward boycotting countries, but the threat has 

not materialised. China has also emphasised the 

neutrality of sport, criticising the boycott as a 

purely political act violating the Olympic spirit 

(BBC News, 2022).  

This neutrality has been stressed by the IOC, as 

it claims to act apolitically regarding global 

political issues. The IOC stated that awarding 

the games to China does not mean that they 

agree with the host government’s actions, and 

should not be taken as approval of human 

rights violations (Walker et al., 2021). 

However, this neutral stance has been criticised 

as a convenient excuse, with the IOC being 

quick to take credit for convincing Korean 

politicians to form unified Korean teams in 

Pyeongchang 2018. It is evident that the non-

politicisation of sports is a popular view, given 

the relatively small number of countries 

declaring a boycott. French President Macron 

spoke against a boycott, disagreeing with 

politicisation and believing that such efforts are 

“insignificant and symbolic (BBC News, 

2022).” His sentiments were reflected by many 

other Western liberal democracies, as France 

among others declined to join the US-led 

boycott.  

Root cause: interdependence 

Many rights groups have been calling for 

greater action – full boycotts, economic 

sanctions, or even military support in the case 

of Taiwan (Human Rights Watch, 2021). 

Expecting concrete action over human rights 

violations might seem naïve, but it has been a 

contributing reason for previous interventions. 
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Economic sanctions were imposed on apartheid 

South Africa, successfully pressuring the 

government to end institutionalised racial 

segregation (Levy, 1999). However, 

governments, even those who have announced 

a diplomatic boycott, are unwilling to do so. 

Extensive economic ties with China causes 

governments to tread carefully, as their 

economies are reliant on Chinese goods or 

markets. For example, the value of goods and 

services traded between China and the US 

totalled an estimated $615.2 billion in 2020 

(United States Trade Representative, 2022). 

This enormous sum highlights how reliant 

many countries are on China, both as a source 

of imported goods and as a populous export 

market. They therefore largely rely on 

diplomatic protests to demonstrate their 

disapproval, refraining from further action as 

sanctions or conflict would result in Chinese 

retaliation.  

This leads to a broader question: does 

economic interdependence reduce the 

likelihood of militarised conflict and sanctions, 

and thus limit conflict to the diplomatic arena? 

Why sanctions are avoided 

Economic sanctions are broadly defined as 

“restrictions over economic activity imposed 

by one international actor on another with a 

specific purpose (Özdamar and Shahin, 2021, 

p. 1648)”. They include, but are not restricted 

to, tariffs, trade barriers, and restrictions on 

financial transactions.  

With the integration of China into the liberal 

international order, marked by its accession to 

the World Trade Organisation (WTO), China 

could obtain significant material benefits if it 

followed the rules the liberal institutions 

imposed (Weiss and Wallace, 2021, p. 637). 

Western advocates for China's integration were 

guided by the liberal institutionalism theory, 

which focuses on the role international 

institutions play in obtaining international 

collective outcomes (Keohane and Martin, 

1995). They hoped that China’s integration 

would constrain their choices and actions 

through the rules imposed by liberal 

institutions. Combined with greater trade and 

economic interdependence, pressure would be 
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applied to encourage political liberalisation. 

Eventually, these advocates believed China 

would adopt traits shown by liberal 

democracies, if not outright become one 

(Saunders, 2000). However, this has not 

occurred. While China has amassed significant 

economic benefits and influence through its 

membership in liberal institutions, the supposed 

liberalising effects have not materialised, as it 

continues to pursue its own course as an 

authoritarian, illiberal power (Campbell and 

Ratner, 2018).  

The impact of interdependence rears its head, 

as extensive financial and trading ties bind 

countries together, limiting their actions. This 

is largely good, as interdependence fosters 

peace by providing an economic incentive to 

avoid conflict (Copeland, 1996). 

Interdependence creates a mutual dependence 

on trade with other states, and this vulnerability 

gives foreign states political leverage that 

allows sanctions to be effective. As states are 

rational actors, they will avoid actions that 

would harm their economy.  

However, by incentivising peace and 

cooperation, interdependence also 

disincentivises sanctions to punish the actions 

of other states. Sanctions are costly, incurring 

the loss of trade and other economic benefits 

for unquantifiable, indirect returns, if at all. 

Applying pressure to ensure the freedom and 

rights of others generates scarce benefits 

besides holding the moral high ground, and is 

irrational unless additional political or 

economic benefits can be obtained. In contrast, 

peace and cooperation lead to trade and mutual 

prosperity (Weede, 2010). When the benefits of 

cooperation far exceed the benefits of 

sanctions, cooperation is rational, and sanctions 

are difficult to justify.  

This is not to say sanctions are never used. 

Sanctions have indeed been imposed by several 

Western countries on China over human rights 

violations in Xinjiang, but only target a small 

number of local officials (BBC News, 2021). 

These limited sanctions are unlikely to place 

much pressure on China, as change would 

entail sanctioning large swathes of the 

economy, or targeting critical sectors reliant on 
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foreign trade and technology. Only a large 

crisis would force their hand to impose 

impactful sanctions, as evident from the Russo-

Ukrainian conflict. The severance of financial 

and trading ties between Western Europe and 

Russia is economically damaging for both sides 

(Treasury Committee, 2022), but it applies 

pressure significant enough to realistically 

force Russia to change its actions. Conversely, 

if large crises do not occur, diplomatic conflict 

remains the most common path of action. The 

diplomatic boycott of the Beijing Olympics 

therefore became an inexpensive way to signal 

disapproval of China’s human rights abuses, 

without incurring the economic costs of 

severing economic ties through sanctions.  

Why military conflict is avoided 

While full-scale war between the US and China 

remains far-fetched, it is not beyond the realm 

of possibility. As was raised by the British 

parliament, Taiwan remains a major source of 

consternation for the Chinese government. It is 

the stated aim for Beijing to reunite its 

"breakaway province" with the mainland, 

preferably through peaceful means (Ni, 2021). 

However, Beijing has also explicitly stated that 

they are not above using force to achieve 

unification. Given Taiwanese hostility towards 

the authoritarian, Communist government and 

the increasingly widespread adoption of a 

distinct Taiwanese identity (Rigger et al., 

2022), peaceful reunification appears 

increasingly unattainable.  

Yet, despite overwhelming Chinese military 

superiority over Taiwanese forces, Taiwan has 

not been conquered. This has been attributed to 

the Taiwan Relations Act (1979), which 

implies American aid and action in response to 

Chinese intervention. While American military 

intervention is not guaranteed, its commitment 

to Taiwan’s defence was demonstrated during 

the 3rd Taiwan Strait Crisis, when two carrier 

groups were mobilised to deter further conflict 

(Chen, 1996). While the US military is 

significantly stronger than China’s, the 

People’s Liberation Army is still a formidable 

foe (Sawant, 2021). Any full-scale conflict 

would be highly destructive, weakening both 

states and increasing their vulnerability. 
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Military deterrence, especially with the threat 

of nuclear warfare, serves to explain why 

tensions and disagreements between China and 

Western powers are not resolved militarily. 

Economic interdependence only plays a 

contributing role towards disincentivising war, 

with war resulting in a complete severance of 

economic ties. Together, both military 

deterrence and economic interdependence 

explain why significant sanctions and military 

conflict are not used to pressure China to stop 

its alleged human rights abuses in Xinjiang. 

The actions of Western powers are limited to 

the diplomatic arena, where the most they are 

willing to do is to announce a diplomatic 

boycott of the Olympics.  

Consequences 

While sanctions and military action are options 

that have not been executed, some states have 

ultimately resolved to implement the 

diplomatic boycott at the Beijing Olympics. 

The condemnation of alleged human rights 

abuses in Xinjiang may appear ineffectual, but 

the impacts are not entirely insignificant, and 

varies depending on the stakeholders involved.  

The direct impact on China is merely to hurt 

the pride and international prestige earned by 

holding events as large as the Olympics 

(Dunbar, 2021). This weakens China's ability to 

grow its soft power, as attention would be 

drawn towards the alleged human rights abuses 

occurring on their soil. However, the 

immediate consequences are minimal, as 

athletes participate as expected, and 

international audiences will not see any 

differences in their broadcasts (ibid.). 

Conversely, the diplomatic boycott may invite 

reprisals from China. The US and Australia 

host subsequent Summer Olympics, and 

Chinese officials may be compelled to 

announce a retaliatory boycott, drawing 

attention to problematic Western actions. 

For corporate sponsors, pressure from both 

sides has forced them to downplay their 

involvement in the Olympics. The diplomatic 

boycott has soured the prestige of the Beijing 

Olympics in the West, and continued 
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involvement meant tarnishing their reputation. 

Promoting their brand risked criticism for 

associating with human rights abuses. 

Conversely, condemning the alleged abuses 

occurring in Xinjiang would anger Chinese 

authorities and consumers. Nationwide 

boycotts were faced by Nike and Adidas after 

they criticised the reported use of forced labour 

in Xinjiang (Stevenson and Myers, 2022). 

There is no longer space to please both sides, 

and when forced to abandon their neutrality and 

pick a side, most have remained silent about 

the conflict. Brushing human rights concerns 

aside, sponsors continue to participate in the 

Olympics, ensuring the millions they have 

spent would raise their brand image within the 

lucrative Chinese market (ibid.). The price they 

pay is further criticism for supporting human 

rights abuses. Additionally, their 

advertisements utilising the Olympic brand 

outside of China have been muted, despite the 

large sums paid, to avoid generating further 

controversy.  

For activist organisations, the diplomatic 

boycott represents a small victory towards their 

larger goal of bringing light to the Chinese 

government’s actions. The diplomatic boycott 

shines a light on the issues they campaign for – 

the rights of those in Xinjiang, Tibet or Hong 

Kong. When media organisations cover the 

Olympics, these protests would remain an 

unavoidable footnote, shaping the image 

painted from glorifying the Chinese authorities, 

to spotlighting their repression (Roth, 2021). It 

is their hope that public opinion towards these 

issues would grow, putting pressure on 

corporations, officials and even the Chinese 

government to cease their actions in these 

regions.  

CONCLUSION 

The 2022 Beijing Olympics is one of many 

instances of sportswashing – the use of sports 

by oppressive governments to “legitimise their 

regimes and distract from their human rights 

abuses (Zidan, 2022).” It would soon be 

followed up by the 2022 World Cup in Qatar, 

another country criticised for reported human 

rights abuses. Under the glittering stadiums lie 

widespread reports of exploitation, with the 
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deaths of thousands of lowly-paid migrant 

workers due to lax labour laws (Pattisson, 

2022). While increasingly vocal athletes and 

fans may put pressure on sporting 

organisations, it is unlikely that they will have 

enough sway to stop authoritarian governments 

from hosting events.  

Instead, governments must play a greater role 

in response to human rights violations. The 

diplomatic boycott at the Olympics is only one 

of many possible steps to apply pressure on 

authoritarian governments. Besides the 

aggressive and unrealistic options of sanctions 

and war, trade relations between liberal 

democratic regimes can be strengthened, 

reducing their reliance on the economic power 

of authoritarian states. It is evident that more 

can be done for these oppressed populations, 

but impactful policies have not been 

implemented. This is because countries have 

numerous objectives, and as they place the 

well-being and economic prosperity of their 

citizens first, human rights concerns of foreign 

populations inevitably take a backseat. Liberal 

democracies may harshly criticise authoritarian 

states like China, but they remained closely 

intertwined by extensive economic ties. 

Economic interdependence proves a major 

stumbling block for further sanctions, with 

greater action resulting in severe economic 

consequences on their economies, a 

consequence they are not willing to stomach. 

The diplomatic boycott may seem like a 

realistic but ineffectual way for states to 

express their criticism without significant 

backlash, but it is not without impact. It has 

reduced the effectiveness of China’s attempt to 

utilise the Olympics as sportswashing, to gain 

prestige and cover up their alleged human 

rights abuses. It placed pressure on corporate 

sponsors to reduce their support for the 

Olympics, while boosting the prominence of 

activist groups and the issues they champion. 

Ultimately, while economic interdependence 

serves to dissuade the use of sanctions and 

military actions, and therefore the extent of 

pressure applied, it is the hope of many that the 

diplomatic boycott of the Beijing Olympics is 

one step of many toward ending repression and 

human rights abuses. 
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CHINA: IS COOPERATION THROUGH GLOBAL GOVERNANCE 

POSSIBLE? 
 
 

ABSTRACT 

 
The current British-China relations mainly 

reside on economic interdependence. 

Policymakers on both sides seem to agree that 

this is the only way out for bilateral relations. 

However, given catalysts such as a more 

independent Post-Brexit UK foreign policy 

plan, the growth of the relative power of China, 

and the UK’s divergence strategy on its 

economic relations with China, the UK 

unavoidably needs to seek new ways to 

cooperate with China. This essay manifests the 

necessity and unavoidability of international 

interconnectedness, even between two 

countries with vast political tensions. The essay 

also imagines potential areas of cooperation 

between the UK and China.  No matter whether 

politicians choose to cooperate or not, there is 

an increasing need for global governance that 

cannot be addressed without the collective 

involvement of major powers.  

This essay will rely on qualitative research, 

mainly utilising policy reports published by the 

British government, think tanks, and academic 

journals. Based on theories of complex 

interdependence, this essay discusses topics of 

global governance outside economic 

cooperation, including climate changes, 

international security, and international 

development. It will also explore the 

difficulties facing cooperation in these areas, 

and how different mechanisms and mediums 

can alleviate the obstacles to cooperation.  

My analysis shows that the UK and China have 

the potential to cooperate in global governance 

through interdependent bilateral relations, 

which fits with both countries’ national 

interests, amidst the emerging urgency of 

managing global issues. However, trust needs 
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to be built with the establishment of 

international institutions and other channels of 

connection. It also requires more inclusive, 

reformed, international institutions that 

maintain liberal values, while remaining 

suitable for China. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The UK’s relationship with China for many 

years has been concerned with balancing 

security and ideological considerations with the 

desire to maximise trade and investment 

(Miliband, 2009). This has been reflected in the 

“Golden Era” of the bilateral relations enjoyed 

during the Cameron government in the 2010s. 

However, an increase in China’s relative power 

and the UK’s relative decline, along with 

security, ideological and economic tensions 

seen from crises such as the UK’s allegation of 

China’s human rights abuse in Hong-Hong and 

Xingjiang, conflict over the South China Sea 

and the Huawei affair, have strained the 

bilateral relations. Whilst the UK has begun to 

consider a divergence strategy on China in the 

traditionally focused area of economic 

cooperation, China is also becoming less keen 

than previously thought to engage with the UK 

in financial agendas, especially following the 

tightening of business and oversea investment 

regulations (Summers, 2020). At the same 

time, being a post-Brexit “Global Britain” with 

more independent foreign policy, the UK is 

willing to reinstate the global leadership role, 

which requires a more proactive attitude in 

mitigating the increasing challenges of global 

issues (Foreign, Commonwealth & 

Development Office, 2021). 

. However, there’s a consensus amid this 

changing international environment for the UK 

that it lacks a clear China strategy. It describes 

China as both a “systemic competitor” and an 

“important partner” (Authority of the House of 

Lords, 2021). China, on the other hand, knows 

what it wants from the UK, but faces risks and 

uncertainty due to the UK’s perceived inaction. 

(Yu, J, 2019).  

 
This essay, therefore, aims to provide a new 

solution for the UK’s China strategy with the 

central theme of global governance. It also fills 

the void of the current literature regarding the 

UK’s China policy, as previous arguments 
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either focus on a sinophile strategy dominated 

by economic cooperation, or a hawkish 

argument based on security and value 

consideration (Authority of the House of Lords, 

2021). Instead, this essay offers a clear, 

pragmatic China strategy, while avoiding and 

minimising the impact of sensitive political 

questions. It argues that bilateral cooperation 

through global governance is possible and fits 

with the foreign policy priority of the UK, 

through facilitating international development 

and conflict mitigation, sustainable growth, and 

international standard-setting. It will establish a 

new form of pragmatic cooperation and avoid 

disagreements on topics that are increasingly 

prone to loss-loss tensions. However, more 

inclusive and reformed international or bilateral 

institutions are needed to reduce potential risks 

in cooperation. It will facilitate trust-building 

and maximise multi-faced complex 

interdependence by establishing multiple 

channels of interdependence, eliminating the 

hierarchy among issues, and decreasing the role 

of military force in bilateral relations.  

 

This essay will apply the theory of liberal 

institutionalism in areas of global governance 

that are considered to be the priority of the 

UK’s foreign policy, which are climate change, 

international security, and international 

development (Authority of the House of Lords, 

2021). The essay also explores the mechanism 

of possible cooperation, and how difficulties 

and risks can be mitigated through these 

mechanisms. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Based on an optimistic interpretation of human 

nature and values of democracy, human rights, 

and a free-market economy, liberalism argues 

that international cooperation and peace can be 

achieved, although the international system is 

anarchic (Keohane and Nye, 2011) . Peace can 

be achieved through either liberal transition of 

domestic politics of states, the establishment of 

liberal international organisations, or economic 

interdependence between states. Liberalism 

considers foreign policies as driven by 

domestic political needs, and the 

interconnectedness of the world makes 

domestic policies international. It therefore also 
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makes regime types necessary to consider. 

Deriving from the assumptions of liberalism, 

liberal institutionalism focuses on the impact of 

international institutions in facilitating 

cooperation. In the era of globalisation, 

interdependence becomes inevitable, as states 

are affected significantly by each other and 

external forces. In this situation, liberal 

international institutions are established to 

consolidate the reciprocity of cooperation, as 

they “provide information, reduce transaction 

costs, make commitments more credible, 

establish focal points for coordination” (ibid). 

It thus enables states to focus on absolute gains 

instead of relative gains, and commit to 

international laws and norms. Despite agreeing 

with the state-centric view, liberal 

institutionalism also focuses on transnational 

relations, which are “interactions across state 

boundaries that are not controlled by the central 

foreign organs of governments” (Keohane and 

Nye, 1971, p331). Societies are connected 

through multiple channels, which can be formal 

and informal ties between governments and 

transnational actors, such as multinational 

corporations and NGOs, across economic, 

cultural, political, and other different areas 

(Keohane, and Nye, 2011). Through 

transnational interactions, the sensitivity of 

societies changes and brings changes in 

attitude, international pluralism, constraints on 

states, the ability of governments to influence 

others, and the emergence of autonomous 

actors (Keohane and Nye, 1971, 33).  

 

CLIMATE CHANGE 

Similar to the UK’s emphasis on alleviating 

climate change as a foreign policy priority, 

acting on climate change is moving toward the 

centre of China’s domestic and foreign policies 

(Summers, 2020). In 2019, China invested 83.4 

billion dollars in renewable energy, making it 

the biggest investor globally  (Cash, 2021). 

Thus, cooperation with China can determine 

the success of projects countering climate 

change for the UK.  

China has incentives to seek cooperation on 

climate change. Climate change is becoming a 

security issue for China, from natural disasters 

of floods and rising sea levels menacing 

China’s Southern populated industrial regions, 

to drought threatening China’s critical food 
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supply for its 1.4 billion population (Wang et 

al, 2021). Economically, acting on climate 

changes fit with China’s agenda in economic 

transition into the “New Normal”, which is a 

slower, but more sustainable growth, with a 

shift from a manufacturing-based economy 

toward a service-based economy. Developing 

green energy and technology also means 

shifting away from the dependency on energy 

imports (Green, 2015). Moreover, acting on 

climate change also serves China’s political 

agenda, as it can portray China as a responsible 

player on the international stage and highlights 

its ability to affect changes with a different 

model than the West.  

Mitigating climate change is a long-term 

problem, and is very sensitive to policy 

changes and political tensions between 

countries, especially given the current turbulent 

political climate between the UK and China 

(Quiggin, 2021). However, international 

institutions can deal with this issue by 

removing salient obstacles to cooperation, 

which are commitment problems, collective 

action problems, and problems of coordinating 

actions (Keohane and Martin, 1995). Without 

international institutions, countries involved in 

cooperation worry about the potential for others 

to cheat, due to prisoners’ dilemma, and they 

are also disagreeing on what forms of 

cooperation they take. For instance, the UK is 

constantly concerned about whether China is 

seeking energy self-sufficiency through energy 

renovation or through relying on coal, and 

whether China’s promise is merely declarative 

or substantive at the concrete policy level (Yu, 

2019). China is worrying about whether the UK 

is willing to collaborate on nuclear plants and 

clean technology transformation (Cash, 2021). 

With the establishment of institutions, countries 

are involved with common standards, 

mechanisms, and information, reducing the fear 

of cheating, and unequal gains from 

cooperation. These institutions also coordinate 

projects and interactions between different 

states and provide a “constructed focal point” 

that makes the benefit of cooperation more 

prominent (Keohane and Martin, 1995). These 

institutions set up constraints and rules for 

states involved, making both China and the UK 

unable to act arbitrarily, such as reneging on 

promises. It also sets an expectation for partner 
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countries and decreases the uncertainty they 

feel.  

 
Another problem to consider is the form of 

institutions, due to the different approaches that 

China and the UK are taking to mitigate 

climate change. China is constantly focusing on 

a top-down and government-dominant model 

of mitigating climate changes, without the 

effective involvement of civil society and 

private companies (Cash, 2021). Therefore, to 

make engagement effective, inter-governmental 

institutions aimed at higher-level dialogue need 

to be established or utilised, such as 

collaboration within the BRI project 

framework. Non-official governmental 

contacts, especially institutions on the 

government advisory level, such as the UK-

China Green Finance Centre is also effective in 

influencing governmental decisions.  

Institutionalised non-governmental contact is 

also hugely relevant. The UK has a complex 

interdependent relationship with China, and the 

UK can leverage this to create more 

opportunities for cooperation through multiple 

channels (Keohane and Martin, 1995). For 

example, besides formal governmental 

connections with China, the bilateral 

relationship is also multi-faced, such as 

financial, corporate, and informal social 

connections (Keohane and Nye, 1971). This is 

benefited by the presence of transnational 

actors, and the UK’s ability to influence their 

actions, such as the UK’s international 

financial service companies and its other 

multinational enterprises. In the area of green 

finance, the UK can oblige these transnational 

actors to put environmental requirements and 

screening on investment and loans when 

interacting with Chinese partners. The UK can 

also leverage the influence of financial service 

companies in the standard setting of green 

finance, such as by labelling green bonds, and 

providing more standardised criteria for ESG 

investment (Sonerud et al, 2016), making it 

easier for investors to identify green investment 

projects. For example, London’s Green Finance 

Initiative and China’s Green Finance 

Committee, enable effective cooperation in 

green finance, from setting up a transition map 

toward net-zero to generating market and stake-
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holder awareness in green finance (Sonerud et 

al, 2016).  

In green technology and research, China is also 

dependent on business-level connections with 

UK firms on acquiring advanced green 

technologies (Cash, (2021). The UK thus needs 

to strengthen cooperation in this area if this 

technology transfer does not involve threats to 

national security and intellectual property 

disputes. Again, an institutionalised framework 

is beneficial for negotiating the detail. 

(Authority of the House of Lords, 2021) 

Lastly, the institutions in which the bilateral 

cooperation occurs can become public goods 

for the international community (Sonerud et al, 

2016), that information and financing 

concerning environmentally sustainable 

projects circulate. It will also provide a 

platform for both countries to cooperate with 

third-party actors. 

 

INTERNATIONAL SECURITY 

Another focal point for both China and the UK 

is regional security. With the UK's tilted focus 

on the Indo-pacific region, an assertive China is 

an ‘elephant in the room’, posing a systemic 

challenge to the UK. But as the ultimate goal 

for the UK’s Indo-pacific strategy is “in 

support of mutually-beneficial trade, shared 

security and values” (Authority of the House of 

Lords, 2021), the potential for cooperation is as 

extensive as the conflicting area, and the UK’s 

foreign policy ambitions cannot without 

China’s support.  

The Indo-Pacific region represents great 

economic opportunity. It accounts for 17.5% of 

UK global trade, and is likely to increase 

significantly (Authority of the House of Lords, 

2021). Similar to the US, the region is also 

home to UK’s strategic partners like Japan, 

South Korea, and Taiwan, with whom the UK 

shares security, especially maritime security, 

and liberal values. However, the UK is 

fundamentally different from the US in its 

military presence in the Indo-Pacific region and 

is more vulnerable to conflicts, unable to 

protect its strategic interests from China’s 

military threat (Authority of the House of 

Lords, 2021). 

It is most likely for the weaker UK, instead of 

the well equipped US fleet, to get targeted in 

the South China Sea when China views the 
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fleet as a salient threat to its sovereignty (ibid). 

The UK can take an institutional approach that 

minimises the need for physical military 

presence in the region, through active 

participation in regional institutions such as 

Asia-Europe Meeting, and the Council for 

Security Cooperation in the Asia Pacific (Gao, 

2022). To engage directly with China, the UK 

should build a transparent defence dialogue and 

communication framework that includes 

military dialogue from all levels, in order to 

minimise miscalculation, uncertainty and 

distrust. With this framework of military 

dialogue in place, the UK can become a 

security provider for its regional allies facing 

tensions with China, even without the need for 

an active military presence in the region.  

Secondly, with the rise of the Taliban in 

Afghanistan and the radicalization process in 

other Asian developing countries, both China 

and the UK seek the potential for tackling non-

traditional security threats, such as terrorism 

and extremism. There are already agendas in 

this area of cooperation, but the current 

discussion lacks concrete policy suggestions 

(Authority of the House of Lords, 2021). The 

UK can engage in a closer dialogue with the 

Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO)’s 

Regional Counter-Terrorism Structure (RCTS), 

a security unit of the SCO, including China, 

central Asian countries, and some of China’s 

neighbours (Plater-Zyberk and Monaghan, 

2014).  

Furthermore, China and the UK can cooperate 

in nuclear non-proliferation in the region, on 

countries such as North Korea and Iran, 

especially with China’s connection with these 

countries. Both the UK and China are the 

permanent members of the UN Security 

Council, and both are Nuclear Weapons States 

under the Non-Proliferation Treaty (Yuan, 

2009). They have the capacity and 

responsibilities for global security issues, 

through advancing nuclear nonproliferation and 

the projects such as the Joint Comprehensive 

Plan of Action with Iran.  

 

INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

The UK’s previous major international 

development method for providing financial 

assistance is Overseas development aid (ODA), 

of which China was one of the beneficiaries. 
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Even though this failed to incite major positive 

structural changes in China and China is no 

longer eligible for the aid program because of 

the country’s rapid development, the 

cooperation in aid can still continue, but switch 

from “aiding China” to “aiding with China”, on 

developing countries (ICAI, 2021).  

Cooperation can take place within the 

framework of the Belt and Road Initiative 

(BRI), especially since the UK is unable to 

fund, unilaterally or with its allies any 

development initiatives on the same scale as 

BRI. Cooperation under the framework of BRI 

doesn’t require signing the BRI memorandum, 

as the latter has a significant political meaning 

which contradicts the UK’s role as China’s 

structural competitor. However, the UK can 

consider engaging in broader cooperation under 

BRI, similarly to its membership of the Asian 

Infrastructural Development Bank, a key BRI 

institution (ICAI, 2021. Different from the US, 

the UK’s previous engagement with BRI makes 

further cooperation on BRI more politically 

feasible.  

 

The UK can leverage the advantage of BRI in 

its connections with most underdeveloped 

regions while incorporating liberal elements 

into the institution. BRI institutions and 

projects often serve regions where liberal 

international organisations are less present, 

such as the Sub-Saharan and Central Asia 

regions (Spatafora, 2019). It is true that BRI 

lacks liberal values, especially democracy, and 

human rights, but as these liberal values are 

limited to developed countries and are never 

fully global (Wallace, and Weiss, 2021), BRI 

doesn’t pose a direct threat to the liberal values, 

a key aspect of UK foreign policy. 

Furthermore, BRI’s role is also compatible 

with existing liberal international institutions, 

such as the World Bank and IMF. It allows 

regions that are previously unpenetrated by 

international institutions and liberal values to 

establish their first-ever standards and rules. 

The standards are relatively low compared to 

their Western counterparts, but faut de mieux, 

they are still better than these regions’ absence 

from international institutions. Instead of 

replacing the existing liberal institutions, BRI 

bridges these left-over regions with 
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development initiatives, as BRI has great 

flexibility, and comes with fewer stringent 

attachments (Spatafora, 2019). Therefore, 

instead of halting and absenting from BRI, the 

UK’s priority is to make BRI more liberal, 

more standardised, and more transparent, by 

negotiating with China and other parties 

involved, even if changes can be difficult.  

 
Moreover, despite being China’s strategic 

masterpiece which serves its national interest, 

BRI is about persuasion rather than coercion, 

making Beijing unable to obtain full top-down 

control over the program (Gallo, 2019). For 

example, China maintains subtle relations with 

transnational actors, especially multinational 

enterprises of its own. Despite being able to 

exert influence on transnational actors’ actions, 

it is bureaucratically unfeasible to completely 

control so many transnational interactions. The 

government is also unwilling to pay the price 

for complete control over transnational actors. 

Additionally, having more autonomous 

transnational actors, especially enterprises and 

financial institutions, can bring larger revenues, 

and can be utilised as tools for alliance and 

control (Keohane and Nye, 1971). Therefore, 

the more that Beijing wants to exert control 

over BRI projects and institutions, the more 

involved they are in transnational relations. 

This provides an additional opportunity for the 

UK to make BRI more liberal, through the 

participation of private firms and free-market 

competition.  

 
CONCLUSION 

The essay has offered a third way out of the 

economic cooperation versus security and value 

dilemma on the UK’s China strategy, by 

focusing on global governance. The article has 

given a pragmatic and institutionalist response 

to the UK's ambiguity on its China strategy, by 

analyzing the importance and mechanism of 

cooperation in global governance.  

International (bilateral) institutions are key to 

the success of the UK’s cooperation with China 

in global governance, as it provides insurance 

against the turbulent political relations, solves 

commitment problems and uncertainty, giving 

platforms for coordinating actions in 

cooperation. This essay found that there has 

already been intense governmental and non-
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governmental cooperation. However, current 

cooperation needs to be more institutionalized, 

from both governmental and societal levels.  

 
To evaluate, as the essay takes an 

institutionalist theoretical framework, it can 

also consider the normative function of 

institutions besides the positive function, as it 

gives insight into the impact of changing norms 

and behaviours in global governance.  

The cooperation area of global governance 

discussed in the essay is not exhaustive, but it 

encompasses the most prominent areas in 

global governance cooperation between China 

and the UK.  

The mechanism of foreign policy formulation 

also plays a significant role in cooperation. 

Utilising policy-making theories and analysing 

the foreign policy formulation process in both 

China and the UK can give a more holistic 

understanding. 
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ON REFUGEE FLIGHT PATTERNS THROUGH 
MULTIPLE LINEAR REGRESSION ANALYSIS 

 
 
 

ABSTRACT 

This article contributes to the larger effort to 

understand the driving factors of refugee flight 

patterns, mainly destination choice. It looks at 

internet poverty as one such potential factor, 

theorising that on average, refugees from 

countries facing less internet poverty will have 

higher quality and quantity of knowledge 

regarding safe destinations of asylum, thus 

making them more likely to rely on factors 

other than physical proximity in deciding 

where to seek asylum. As such, I hypothesise a 

negative association between internet poverty 

and the average distance travelled to an asylum 

destination. To test my hypothesis, I build a 

multivariate dataset by synthesising two 

existing datasets - Rüegger’s and Bohnet’s 

(2015) Ethnicity of Refugees dataset and the 

World Data Lab’s (2022) Internet Poverty 

Index (IPI). Fitting a regression model taking 

the average minimum distance travelled by 

refugees to a country of asylum as the 

independent variable, and the internet poverty 

score as a percent of the national population as 

the dependent variable, as well as controlling 

for national GDP per capita and population I 

find a weak negative correlation. Based on my 

model, for every 1 percentage point increase in 

the IPI, there can be an expected decrease in 

the distance travelled by refugees on average 

by 1427.01 kilometres. While being 

substantively significant, this result is revealed 

to be statistically insignificant, warranting 

further research into the intersection of ICT 

access, refugee behaviour, and quantitative 

methods. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In a world increasingly characterised by 

migration, understanding refugee flight patterns 

is key to solving many problems faced by 

humanitarian actors and refugees. Experts 

across various fields, from public health to 

urban planning, agree that refugee camps 

worldwide suffer the consequences of 

overcrowding, including poor sanitation, the 

spread of disease and lack of access to basic 

necessities (Marshy, 1999; Raju and Ayeb-

Karlsson, 2020; Vonen et al., 2020). While 

scholars such as Marshy (1999) point to 

growing population density and lack of 

infrastructure revisions as  the causes of 

overcrowding, I hold that the underlying cause 

of overcrowding is the lack of tools to 

adequately measure refugee flows at a given 

time. Thus, I position my work within the 

larger context of modelling refugee flight 

patterns as derivatives of measurable 

exogenous characteristics inherent to refugees’ 

context (Fairchild, 1927; Kunz, 1973). Among 

the most commonly studied exogenous 

characteristics are race, culture and nationality 

(ibid). However, I turn my attention to an 

attribute gaining traction with the growing 

prominence of technology - internet poverty - 

and explore the following question: How does 

internet poverty influence refugee flight 

patterns?  

 
I study the relationship between internet 

poverty and refugee flight destinations by 

synthesising two data sets - Rüegger’s and 

Bohnet’s (2015) Ethnicity of Refugees dataset 

and the World Data Lab’s (2022) Internet 

Poverty Index (IPI). I cross-reference the 

datasets to identify a sample of 53 countries. 

By using the number of refugees fleeing each 

country in 2020, coding their destinations by 

physical distance, and controlling for country 

population and  national GDP per capita, I fit a 

regression model with IPI as the independent 

variable and average distance to country of 

asylum as the dependent variable. I expect to 

find a negative correlation, whose causal nature 

will be tested for statistical and substantive 

significance. I expect to find support for my 

hypothesis that refugees from countries with a 

higher IPI will be more likely to seek asylum in 
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neighbouring countries (with low distances of 

travel), while those from countries with a lower 

IPI will be more likely to travel higher 

distances to maximise their prospects of safety. 

The main assumption is that the internet is a 

core tool for refugees to assess potential 

destinations of asylum, and in its absence they 

must rely on geographical factors. Making 

strides towards understanding the drivers of 

asylum destination choice is crucial - at any 

time, there are an enormous amount of refugees 

around the world and a small number of 

countries willing, and able, to integrate them 

(Schaeffer, 2010: 2). As such, understanding 

why refugees go where they go has 

implications for foreign, humanitarian and 

integration policy. 

 

BACKGROUND 

I begin by establishing a definition for the key 

terms ‘refugee’ and ‘asylum seeker’. Under the 

1951 Refugee Convention and its 1967 

Protocol, a refugee is someone displaced 

internationally, “owing to a well-founded fear 

of being persecuted for reasons of race, 

religion, nationality, membership of a 

particular social group or political opinion”, 

with no option to return (United Nations, 

2011). There is an important distinction 

between a refugee and an asylum seeker. Under 

the Convention, considered international 

customary law, states have a legal obligation to 

not send back refugees to their origin country 

(Hurwitz, 2011). To fulfil those obligations 

while not overloading domestic systems, states 

establish mechanisms for processing migrants 

claiming to be refugees. Migrants who claim 

refugee status “before specialised 

administrations”, but are yet to be granted 

refugee status, are considered asylum seekers 

(Offe, 2015: 166). Establishing a clear 

definition of who can be considered a refugee 

is a contentious topic, with the Convention’s 

definition of a refugee viewed as outdated and 

inaccurate given its exclusion of various 

migrant groups with a strong claim to refugee 

status, such as environmental refugees. Thus, 

this article follows in the footsteps of 

Rüegger’s and Bohnet’s (2015: 68) to define a 

refugee as someone who left their country of 
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origin because of conflict or persecution, 

accepting the premise that “political violence 

[occurring] during conflicts, wars, regime 

changes or under oppressive regimes is the 

major source of refugee outflows” (e.g. see 

Davenport et al., 2003; Melander and O¨berg, 

2006; Moore and Shellman, 2004; in Rüegger 

and Bohnet, 2015: 68).  

 
Understanding the factors that drive refugee 

outflows has been the subject of a considerable 

body of literature. There is a well-documented 

link between the host country’s characteristics 

and the integration prospects of a refugee. For 

instance, Aksoy et al.’s (2020: 1-3) study of the 

‘causal effect of local labour market conditions 

and attitudes towards immigrants at the time of 

arrival on refugees’ multi-dimensional 

integration outcomes’ finds that ‘poor initial 

labour market conditions have a strong 

negative impact on refugees’ net monthly 

earnings’.  Aksoy and Tumen (2021) also show 

that the quality of local governance has an 

impact on the process of integrating refugees. 

Thus, socio-economic and demographic factors 

of a country become push/pull factors that 

influence its appeal as an asylum destination. 

Despite literature claiming that refugee flows 

are carried by institutional factors, robbing 

individuals of a choice of destination (e.g. see 

Day and White, 2002, Petersen, 1958 in 

Rüegger and Bohnet, 2015: 66), several studies 

recognise a rational decision-making process 

involved. Substantial attention is paid to push 

factors - factors that drive refugees away from 

their country of origin. For example, Adhikari 

(2012: 590) uses subnational-level data to 

explore drivers of forced migration in the 

context of civilian conflicts and finds evidence 

that forced migration is driven not only by the 

threat of conflict but by secondary effects of 

conflict such as economic hardship. Davenport, 

Moore and Poe (2003: 27), through conducting 

‘statistical analyses using fixed effects least 

squares on a pooled cross-sectional time-series 

data set, consisting of data from 129 countries 

for the years 1964–1989’, find that refugees 

flee when their integrity is threatened.  

 
If a rational process determines one’s decision 

to flee, it should determine one’s destination, 

so long as the person has a choice. Among 
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those exploring this idea are Robinson and 

Segrott (2002: viii), who find that in a sample 

of 63 asylum-seeker households in the UK, 

decisions to come to the UK as opposed to 

somewhere else revolved around pull factors 

such as perceived safety, personal connections, 

historical links with their country of origin and 

language. Similarly, Tucker (2018) uses 

interviews to find that Palestinian refugees 

from Syria (PRS) were specifically interested 

in reaching Sweden due to its accessible 

citizenship. According to scholars such as Iqbal 

(2007), Melander and O¨berg (2007), and 

Schmeidl (1997), the most important 

determinant of destination is geographical 

proximity. This is confirmed empirically - 

during the Rwandan genocide, refugees were 

unable to cross Lake Kivu which severely 

impacted flight patterns during the Great Lakes 

refugee crisis (Rüegger and Bohnet, 2015: 67). 

In 2013, 80% of the UNHCR global refugee 

caseload was registered within their region of 

origin, and according to a report by the British 

Refugee Council, this trend persists generally 

(ibid; British Refugee Council, 2017). Aside 

from this, scholars identify four main pull 

factors: agency; political factors such as 

institutional security, liberal immigration laws 

(Robinson and Segrott, 2002 in Rüegger and 

Bohnet, 2015: 67) and democracy (Iqbal, 

2007); economic/environmental factors (e.g. 

living standards and employment) (Schaeffer, 

2010), and the presence of social networks 

(Hein, 1993: 49) (Rüegger and Bohnet, 2015: 

67). While literature on push and pull factors of 

migration is rich, it is largely qualitative, 

warranting more efforts to investigate asylum 

destination choice through quantitative 

methods. Using a different method could reveal 

larger-scale patterns that could help refugees - 

‘among the most vulnerable immigrant groups, 

facing the steepest barriers to economic and 

social integration” (Martén et al. 2019 in Aksoy 

and Tumen, 2021: 1). 

I now define the digital gap, solidifying the key 

concept of internet poverty. We are living in a 

‘global digital information age’ - defined by 

international interconnectedness and technical 

innovation (Cullen, 2001: 311). The last three 

decades have seen an exponential evolution of 
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telecommunication infrastructure - from fixed-

line telephony in the 1980s to broadband 

(Hilbert, 2016: 567). The emergence of 

‘graphical browser software for the Web in 

1993’ was the starting point of Internet access 

diffusion (Hargittai, 2003: 823). When 

measured through telecommunication 

subscriptions, it appears that access to 

information and communication technologies 

(ICTs) is increasing towards global saturation - 

2013 saw 6.8 billion mobile phone 

subscriptions and a world population of around 

7 billion) (Hilbert, 2016: 568). However, when 

measured through broadband metrics, which 

measure Internet access, a different story is 

told. Because bandwidth is not uniformly 

distributed among subscriptions, a variety of 

socio-economic, cultural and demographic 

factors create patterns of uneven diffusion. The 

gap between those who have adequate access to 

ICTs and those that do not is the ‘digital 

divide’ (Hargittai, 2003: 822). It exists both 

within and between nations. According to Jung, 

Qiu and Kim (2001: 507-508), the scholarly 

debate is split between two sides - those 

claiming that the digital divide will close, and 

those claiming that the digital divide will 

persist as a result of underlying inequalities.  

Empirical studies favour the latter. The digital 

divide has been linked to the income divide, as 

well as inequalities of computer literacy, 

technological opportunity, immaterial and 

material resources, social status and education. 

In line with Martén et al. (2019, in Aksoy and 

Tumen, 2021: 1), refugees experience such 

inequalities disproportionately, making them 

vulnerable to the digital divide. For example, in 

an interview I conducted with Mabrur Ahmed - 

founder of Restless Beings and humanitarian 

worker in Cox’s Bazar in Bangladesh - he 

recounted how inequalities in the access to 

ICTs in refugee camps are exacerbated by local 

government policy, such as the internet ban 

imposed by Bangladesh (Ahmed, 2021). This is 

especially problematic considering how crucial 

ICTs are to refugees. According to a UNHCR 

(2016) report, internet access is paramount for 

refugees’ safety, up there with shelter, food and 

water. Refugee populations, such as Syrians, 

are reported to rely on ‘smartphones to chart 
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and track their journeys’ (Kozlowska, 2015; 

Rutkin, 2016, in McCaffrey and Taha, 2019: 

26). Building on the understanding that 

refugees flee by restricted means, lacking 

resources, and that they rely on access to social 

networks as one of the determinants of their 

destination of asylum, it follows that 

diminished ICT access would influence where 

refugees go (Rüegger and Bohnet, 2015: 67).  

While some attention is paid to the intersection 

of ICT access and refugee issues, there is 

another gap in the literature - understanding 

whether the digital divide affects refugees’ 

access to knowledge about pull factors other 

than geographical proximity. To this end, this 

paper contributes to filling this gap. I construct 

the following hypotheses to do so : 

 

 

 

 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

Population of interest & sample 

 
My research question implies a broad 

population of interest - all refugee communities 

over the last three decades, who could have 

been impacted by asymmetric diffusion of ICT 

access. Remaining within the scope of this  

 

 

 

 

 

paper and mindful of timeliness, I build my 

sample by synthesising two datasets: Rüegger’s 

and Bohnet’s (2015) Ethnicity of Refugees  

dataset and the World Data Lab’s (2021) IPI. 

Based on the following criteria:  
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1.Availability of 2020 data from the Ethnicity 

of Refugees for the following variables: coa, 

coo, totalrefugees, minimal_distance, and 

2.Availability of data from the World Data 

Lab’s IPI for the following variables: IPI as a 

number, IPI as a % of country population, 

 
 

I include the following 51 countries in my 

sample: Cuba, Haiti, Mexico, Russian 

Federation, Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic 

of), Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, 

Colombia, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Algeria, Ukraine, Turkey, Libya, Croatia, 

Syrian Arab Rep., Senegal, Mauritania, Niger, 

Burkina Faso, Côte d'Ivoire, Mali, Western 

Sahara, Nigeria, Togo, Ghana, Central African 

Rep, Cameroon, Dem. Rep. of the Congo, 

Sudan, Burundi, Rwanda, South Sudan, 

Somalia, Ethiopia, Yemen, Kenya, Eritrea, 

Zimbabwe, Chad, Iraq, Afghanistan, Iran 

(Islamic Rep. of), Pakistan, Viet Nam, China, 

Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Tibetan, Bhutan, 

Indonesia. 

 

Limitations arise here. The first issue is the fact 

that the time period for the Ethnicity of 

Refugees dataset goes as far as 2020, whereas 

the only available data for the IPI is for 2021. 

While a difference of one year is not 

substantively large, it may still impact the 

accuracy of the model. However, I choose to 

still proceed with my analysis because the aim 

is to find initial evidence of an association 

between IPI and the average minimum distance 

travelled by refugees to a country of asylum. 

As such, this leaves scope for future research to 

improve this model with data which aligns in 

terms of the year.  

 
Further issues arise with the nature of the 

variables and the dataset itself. A panel dataset 

would have been better to analyse this research 

question, but instead, I must rely on data from a 

single time period. This limits the 

generalisability of my results, as my model 

cannot control for time as a potential 

confounder. Moreover, answering this research 

question completely warrants other 

sophisticated statistical methods which are 

outside the scope of this paper. The variables 



68  

chosen are simplifications of the phenomena 

being studied, and they do not account for 

factors such as whether internet poverty 

changes based on the metric used (see Hilbert, 

2016), or whether the average minimum 

distance travelled by refugees to a country of 

asylum is the best metric of destination choice. 

I still choose to continue with my analysis, 

since the aim to provide initial evidence of an 

association, with the intention of this research 

being continued and developed in the future, 

allows for methodological shortcomings such 

as the ones outlined above. 

Method (note: all statistical analysis in this 

paper is conducted in R)  

Constructing dataset 

 
I synthesise both aforementioned datasets to 

produce a new multivariate dataset (see 

Appendix). The variables are provided below :

 

 

 

 



69  

Multiple Linear Regression 

 
Firstly, I conduct a multiple linear regression 

analysis, using the following model:  

 
yi= α + β1x1 + β2x2 + β3x3 + … + βnxn + εi   [1] 

 
Where yi is my dependent variable, α is the y-

intercept of the regression function, xn is the 

independent variable (as this is multiple 

regression, n = the number of variables 

included, and each x is a separate variable from 

the aforementioned dataset). This method is 

appropriate for my analysis because my 

alternative hypothesis requires proof of a causal 

association, which goes beyond a correlation. 

Multiple regression, as opposed to OLS, allows 

me to control for confounders such as GDP per 

capita, thus allowing me to decrease the 

chances of omitted variable bias. My variables 

are as follows:  

 
 
Independent variable (x) 

 

 

Dependent variable (y)

 

 

Control variables
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Significance test: t-test 

In order to test the statistical significance of my 

model, I use a two-tailed t-test at a 95% 

confidence level. This method is appropriate  

 

given that the variables I am working with are 

continuous and not categorical, which makes 

an ANOVA test and an f-test less fit to confirm 

statistical significance

RESULTS 

Regression model  

The table below shows the resultant coefficients 

 

 

Model 4 has all of the defined control 

variables, and as such it informs the 

coefficients of my model. Based on model 4, 

my regression model becomes the 

following:                                                           

y^=187719.27- 1427.01x1 + 1.74x2 - 0.01x3 + 

εi   [2] 
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Where x1 = IPI, x2 = GDP (nominal) ppp, x3 = 

ref.total (because the coefficient of country.pop 

is 0). The following conclusion can be drawn: 

for every 1 percentage point increase in the 

IPI, there can be an expected decrease in 

distance travelled by refugees on average by 

1427.01 kilometres. The model is visualised in 

a scatter plot, seen below: 

 

 

Where r is the Pearson correlation coefficient, x 

and y are two vectors of length n (in this case, 

IPI.per and avg.min.distance) and mx and my 

correspond to the means of x and y, 

respectively. The result is substantively 

significant, given that the scale of the 

dependent variable is in kilometres. However, 

prior to testing for statistical significance, I 

investigate the dependent variable - 

avg.min.distance - for normality. I first create 

a density plot, seen below:  
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The density plot indicates a non-normal 

distribution, which I confirm through running a 

Shapiro-Wilk normality test, the results of 

which are presented below: 

 

 

 

For all variables tested, including the 

dependent, independent and control variables, 

all of them produce a p-value significantly 

smaller than 0.05, thus indicating a non-normal 

distribution. This complicates the statistical 

significance test, as performing a t.test requires 

that the dependent variable is normally 

distributed. However, since the sample size is 

above n = 30, the t-test would still provide 

useful information despite the non-normal 

distribution (Bartlett, 2013). As such, running a 

t-test produces a p-value of 0.13 for the IPI.per 

coefficient, as well as a t-statistic of -1.525. 

With the p-value being above 0.05, and the t-

statistic falling within the critical range of -1.98 

> x > 1.98, we fail to reject it. 
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DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

My model reveals that for every 1 percentage 

point increase in the IPI, there can be an 

expected decrease in distance travelled by 

refugees on average by 1427.01 kilometres. 

This serves as evidence of a relationship 

between IPI and the propensity to travel larger 

distances to seek asylum. This result is 

substantively significant given the unit scale of 

the variables, however, a t-test confirms that it 

is not statistically significant. To this end, there 

is insufficient evidence to reject the null 

hypothesis. 

 
Multiple issues could have had a role in this 

result. Firstly, the non-normality of the data 

indicates a bias towards countries with low IPI. 

This could be for a variety of reasons,  such as 

the gap in information access and availability 

in countries in the Global South (a symptom of 

the digital divide). This issue of data 

availability invites further research into the area 

of ICT access, migration and quantitative 

methods. Ultimately, this paper functions as an 

effective first venture into this intersection, 

with ample room for future expansionary 

research. To make my regression model more 

robust, control variables congruent with the 

pull factors identified by Rüegger and Bohnet 

(2015: 67) should be introduced, with 

variations of the model introducing interaction 

terms between the dependent variables and 

ethnicity groups. To more accurately gauge the 

normality of the data, the avg.min.distance 

variable should be weighted by taking into 

account what portion of the total refugees 

migrated to which country of asylum. The 

current model assigns equal weight to all 

logged countries of asylum corresponding to 

each of the 53 countries of origin, not reflecting 

some destinations being more popular than 

others. Then, all variables should be 

standardised, in order to make the analysis 

more meaningful and clear at the stage of 

interpretation. Lastly, the dataset could use a 

temporal expansion to make it a multivariate 

panel data set, so that the model could 

investigate the factor of time and control for it. 

 
Overall, this paper is situated within the 

broader context of investigating refugee flight 



74  

patterns and trying to understand the push and 

pull factors through a quantitative lens, with 

implications for  integration and migration 

policy that is more aligned with the reality of 

refugee flows. This research points scholars in 

an innovative direction - understanding 

refugees as reliant on ICTs in the same way 

that we are, and integrating it into our models 

of analysing flight patterns. As the world grows 

increasingly interconnected, and as ICTs 

develop into new chapters of innovation, the 

importance of understanding the digital divide 

and its harmful impacts for refugees will only 

grow.
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ABSTRACT 

After decades of mass immigration in the 

postcolonial period, many migrants find 

themselves in a country that is not their ethnic 

origin. As a result, they form diasporic 

communities according to their cultural and 

ethnic identity, in their host country of 

destination. When these migrants are of a 

minority ethnic group, there exists a tension 

between their cultural identity versus the 

national identity of the majority, which has 

implications on their political identity in their 

country of destination, or more commonly, 

their new country of residence. This begs the 

question: how does cultural diaspora affect the 

immigrant population’s political participation 

and political identity (measured by voting) in 

their residing country? 

 
This paper aims to use diaspora theory and 

cultural identity theories to understand voting 

motivations of the first and second generation 

Indian immigrant community in the UK. I 

argue that it is actually not the immigrants’ 

cultural identity and longing for their diasporic 

homeland that is the main determinant of 

voting, but rather the extent of integration in 

the society and the social capital they hold in 

the majority-white nation of the United 

Kingdom. Ultimately, I propose that diaspora 

and cultural identity theories offer a crucial 

framework for future studies of immigrants’ 

political mobilization in democracies. Although 

this paper is unable to conduct any primary 

data analysis, a suggestion for future research is 

to do so. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Diaspora is the classical Greek word for 

“scattering” and “dispersion”, and reflects the 

notion of a widespread scattering of seeds, as 

well as the dispersion of people (Fiddian-

Qasmiyeh, 2012). However, as the world 
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developed and societies were able to facilitate 

and maintain mass immigration, the word 

diaspora began to be used more frequently by 

displaced individuals to describe a connection 

to their prior home (Safran, 1991 in Shuval, 

2000). Émigrés began to associate with the 

word diaspora in explaining and understanding 

their perceived difference in identity with the 

nationals in their host country. This conception 

of diasporic identity is especially potent when 

considering how the experience of being a 

cultural outsider shapes political identity and 

behaviour.  

 
This paper explores the impact of diasporic 

identity on political behavior through a case 

study of the Indian diaspora in the United 

Kingdom, focusing on voting patterns.  It is 

unclear whether the Indian diaspora in the 

United Kingdom has a clear direction on their 

voting behaviour, especially when, as Reeskens 

and Wright (2013) have commented, “studies 

of immigrants’ national allegiance are thin on 

the ground” (in Nandi and Platt, 2014). This 

can be critical for the government and the 

general political debates over immigration, 

because stances on immigrants are usually 

accompanied by arguments about their loyalty 

to their host country. This calls for a re-

evaluation of how well they are politically 

integrated into their new society as well as new 

strategic efforts to improve this integration. 

 
Voting can be seen as a manifestation of such 

integration and of immigrants’ adoption of a 

political identity of their residing country. 

Theoretically, voting matters to all immigrants 

because it is the reward of becoming a citizen: 

having the right to partake in democratic and 

political decision-making (Wambu and 

Nkabinde, 2016). This is especially significant 

for democracies like the United Kingdom 

where immigrants and their children are a 

growing demographic (Bäck and Soininen, 

1998).  A failure to vote can indicate a lack of 

political integration and be detrimental to 

national-level democratic legitimacy; political 

decision-making would not be representative 

nor carry out the general will of the people 

when all who are eligible to vote do not do so.  
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Therefore, this research paper asks: how does 

the diasporic experience of conflicting national 

and cultural identities shape the Indian 

immigrant population in the UK’s voting 

behaviour? I argue that cultural identity 

ultimately does not matter in the context of 

voting, rather the extent of social integration 

into the new society does, as it reinforces the 

immigrant’s national identity. By presenting 

theories of social integration and political 

behaviour, I apply past literature onto the 

British-Indian case study. However, this is an 

understudied area, thus this paper will only be 

able to provide an overview of the field. It is 

recommended that future research should draw 

upon a similar framework in studying this 

area.  

 

THEORISING VOTING AND THE 

DIASPORIC EXPERIENCE 

Voting can be seen as both legal and political 

rights and duties a citizen has in their power to 

facilitate the state’s function as a democracy, 

with many Commonwealth countries’ citizen 

courts ruling voting as one of the primary 

benefits and responsibilities of acquiring 

citizenship (Bevelander and Pendakur, 2009). 

Hermes (1987) explains that the best political 

decisions for a society are based on the 

experiences of different social groups and those 

who are insufficiently represented are less 

likely to have their interests met in the general 

distribution of values (in Bäck and Soininen, 

1998). Voting allows for every citizen to have 

an equal voice in the decision-making process 

of a country and its local communities, as well 

as acting as a method for citizens to ensure that 

their elected leaders are held accountable in 

representing the will of the people (Wang and 

Kim, 2011 in Wambu and Nkabinde, 2016). In 

the context of the United Kingdom, voting 

becomes a helpful measure of political 

engagement and integration because voting 

rights are extended to all adult residents and not 

just citizens (Bevelander and Pendakur, 2009), 

meaning that any immigrant with the 

appropriate residence permit can vote in 

elections. However, electoral participation from 

the immigrant population always falls short 

from the nationals’ (González-Ferrer, 2011), 
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thus calling for further investigation into the 

reasons behind immigrant voting behaviour, or 

lack thereof.  

Factors Influencing Voter Participation 

There are two main elements that shape an 

individual’s decision of whether or not to vote: 

their level of interest in politics and the cost-

benefit structure of voting.  Additionally, both 

of these elements vary with resources such as 

education, income and occupation (González-

Ferrer, 2016). As a general rule, immigrants 

from any country with lower income and 

education levels will have a lower rate of 

political participation (Wambu and Nkabinde, 

2016). Moreover, these socioeconomic 

resources underpin the integration theory: as 

the immigrant integrates more into the society, 

they gather more of these socioeconomic 

resources (González-Ferrer, 2016). For 

example, a language barrier may impede the 

immigrant’s ability to vote, raising the personal 

cost of voting and making it more difficult to 

navigate the host country’s political system 

(ibid). Another example is the immigrant’s 

perception of discrimination, whereby 

persistent systemic and social discrimination 

leads to feelings of alienation and exclusion, 

especially in the case of ethnic minority 

immigrants. The diasporic community does not 

feel a sense of belonging in their host country 

and therefore is not politically integrated to the 

extent that they adopt a loyal national identity 

to their country of destination. 

 
Acquiring a sense of belonging is a strong 

indicator of voting and political participation. 

A Canadian study found that immigrants with a 

strong sense of local belonging were more 

likely to vote in federal elections (Bevelander 

and Pendakur, 2009). These findings are 

consistent with other literature on immigrants’ 

sense of belonging and political participation. 

Ruedin (2018) found that those with greater 

engagement in the community are more 

interested in political decisions, which supports 

the integration theory: the immigrant’s 

perception of being part of a community instills 

a sense of belonging, which creates a stake in 

the host country’s political life. This raises their 

level of interest in the country’s politics and the 

individual costs and benefits of voting become 
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less salient as the immigrant realizes that policy 

consequences will have a tangible effect on 

them. This effect is amplified when the 

immigrant has frequent contact with nationals 

and establishes social relationships and 

networks (Scuzzarello, 2015 in Ruedin, 2018). 

However, mere informal interactions with 

nationals are not enough to increase the 

immigrant’s odds of voting; Bevelander and 

Pendakur (2009) found that organized bonding 

activities, such as volunteering or attending 

religious services, have a strong positive 

impact on voting. They theorize that having a 

formal membership to a group and participating 

in a potentially bridging activity fosters greater 

political participation. 

Limitations in the Literature 

Unfortunately, literature in the area of 

democratic participation of minority ethnic 

groups and immigrants in the United Kingdom 

is scarce and should be understood with 

caution. Since 2010, Sobolewska and Barclay 

(2021) found only a small rise in the number of 

studies in the area, which deviates from the 

rising proportion of minority ethnic immigrants 

in the electorate (Martin and Khan, 2017 in 

Sobolewska and Barclay, 2021). For context, 

there are approximately 8,481,000 immigrants 

in the United Kingdom, yet there have only 

been 21 published academic articles, 4 books, 3 

book chapters, and 21 official reports from the 

Electoral Commission and the Cabinet Office 

(UK Data Service, 2021; Sobolewska and 

Barclay, 2021). Furthermore, most of the 

existing data that many research papers are 

based upon are now over a decade old, most 

notably the Citizenship Surveys, the Ethnic 

Minority British Election Study, and the 

Electoral Commission’s Winter Tracker ethnic 

minority boosters (Sobolewska and Barclay, 

2021). Nevertheless, some recent small-scaled 

qualitative studies may hold valuable data and 

findings that are applicable today to explain the 

diasporic and immigrant experience of Indians 

in the United Kingdom.  
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IMMIGRANTS, DIASPORA AND 

CULTURAL IDENTITY 

Immigrant communities have a certain 

temporal span and often last up to a third 

generation, after which their self-identification 

as immigrants fade, despite retaining an ethnic 

identity (Shuval, 2000). Yet, it still stands true 

that many immigrants have two homes. For 

Tsuda (2004), he defines the immigrant’s home 

as the stable place of residence that feels 

secure, comfortable and familiar, whereas in 

contrast, the immigrant’s homeland is the place 

of origin to which they feel emotionally 

attached (in Huang et al., 2016). In most 

Western countries, immigrants may apply for 

naturalization but their identities are defined 

more in ethno-national terms, which reinforces 

their minority status (Song, 2003 in Benton and 

Gomez, 2014). This echoes the question: will 

the immigrant ever feel like their new country 

is “home”? If the immigrant does not feel 

secure, comfortable and familiar in their new 

surroundings – that may reject and alienate 

them as a result of their ethnic minority status – 

they may never be integrated into society nor 

feel at home, therefore discouraged from 

voting.  

Citizenship merely confers rights upon a person 

or group of people, but it does not guarantee 

them equality nor exempt them from 

discrimination. By creating an expectation of 

equality that is never fully realized (Benton and 

Gomez, 2014), the immigrant may even feel 

disappointed in their host country, and will not 

vote. The host country and its nationals are not 

able to get past the immigrant’s “visible 

difference” of skin colour; by doing so, they 

are denied their new national identity and 

prescribed a racialized one stemming from 

ethnic determinism (ibid). This holds true for 

second-generation immigrants, despite being 

local-born and entitled to citizenship (ibid). Far 

from being discouraged from voting like their 

parents, it is found that the minority ethnic 

youth react to the White majority’s 

expectations by reasserting their national 

identity (Tuan, 2002 in Benton and Gomez, 

2014). They may make their behaviour more 

typical of the in-group, or create a hybrid 

identity that includes their descent histories 
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(Cheryan and Monin, 2005 in Benton and 

Gomez, 2014). This is consistent with the 

integration theory, as they compromise their 

cultural identity for their national one, shown 

when immigrant children demonstrate a more 

profound sense of their host country’s political 

identity when they return from visiting their 

parents’ origin country (Huang et al., 2016).  

Second Generation Immigrants 

Despite not being born in the homeland, 

second-generation migrants are considered in 

this paper because of the kind of transnational 

activity they partake in to their homeland: 

through travel and family networks, they are 

exposed to the culture of their parents’ country 

of origin (King and Christou, 2010). Through 

many qualitative studies, this shows that 

emotional ties to the homeland can be created 

without growing up there, such as a sense of 

loyalty based upon emotional attachment or the 

child’s sense of obligation (Huang et al., 2016). 

In particular, Williams (2003) notes that place 

attachment for the second-generation children 

may stem from hearing their parents’ stories 

and memories of these places, shaping their 

perception of the territory prior to visiting their 

homeland (in Huang et al., 2016). This has 

profound consequences on how the children 

may reflect upon their own cultural identity and 

how their current nation treats the people of 

their cultural identity, which may affect their 

sense of political and national identity. Rather 

than feeling less-than in their national identity, 

these transnational visits to their homeland 

usually make second-generation immigrants 

realize that they can never relocate to nor feel 

“at home” there (King and Christou, 2010) 

because it does not feel secure or familiar. 

Instead, these children strictly see the 

homeland as a learning opportunity to 

understand their parents’ home.  

 
Both first-generation immigrants and their 

local-born, second-generation children 

experience alienation as ethnic minorities, 

stemming from the conflict between a cultural 

identity, typically fostered at home, and an 

externally-imposed national identity. The 

creation of the essentialized identity is 

associated with belongingness because 

individuals understand the interplay between 
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cultural or historical contexts and their 

subjective experiences (Gilroy, 1997 in Chiang, 

2010). If identity is fixed and static, it provides 

a sense of comfort for the individuals as they 

are able to act upon their given roles 

accordingly, as well as identity acting as a 

function of political solidarity in mobilizing 

nationalism (Chiang, 2010).  

 

INDIAN IMMIGRANTS IN THE UNITED 

KINGDOM 

The Indian immigrant population is the largest 

immigrant population in the United Kingdom, 

with 1.5 million residents or 2.3% of the 

population, with this number only noting those 

born in India who now reside in the UK (House 

of Commons, 2019). Although India gained 

independence from British colonial rule on 15 

August 1947, the country and its nationals still 

retained some British political ideals and 

established cultural exchange (Li, 2005). This 

can be seen in the food culture, where curry is 

currently very popular in the United Kingdom 

and celebrates a National Curry Week, and tea 

in Britain became a social past-time like in 

India (O’Connor, 2016). Today, 40% of the 

Indian diaspora live in Greater London, with 

Leicester, Birmingham and Manchester 

following closely behind (Van Hear et al., 

2004). It is possible that, following India’s 

independence, the United Kingdom projected 

migratory aspirations to the Indian 

subcontinent; through the residual linguistic 

and cultural affinities curated through 

colonization, resulting in Britain becoming the 

“natural choice” for immigration and many of 

the Indian educated class feeling already 

familiar with England (O’Connor, 2016), 

showing lasting political ideals from the British 

colonization. However, these expectations were 

thwarted by the reality of exclusion and racism 

in Britain and other vestiges of colonialism 

(Schaefer, 2016). Britain’s legacy of slavery 

and colonisation, as well as the accompanying 

racial ideology, informed the experience of 

Indian immigrants and other racialised 

immigrant populations (Schermerhorn, 1970 in 

Schaefer, 1976).  

 
This is in line with previous theories of 

diaspora and the lack of integration. Even if the 
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immigrant does not experience overt and 

blatant racism, they are constantly reminded of 

their alienation and diaspora in subtle ways, 

implying that they are not fully integrated into 

society and do not feel a sense of belonging. In 

interviews, second-generation immigrants 

recalled incidents of their parents’ attempts to 

assimilate, such as foregoing Sikh wear and 

adopting English styles, and how these events 

shaped their perception that acceptance was not 

possible (O’Connor, 2016). Despite being 

linguistically or culturally bilingual, they may 

still feel uncomfortable in these exclusively 

white environments because they sense that 

their core values and other details of their 

originating culture are rejected, leading many 

to live “between the East and West” 

(O’Connor, 2016), implying a need to 

compromise their Indian cultural identity in 

order to be accepted and integrated in the 

British society. Hussain (2005) explains that 

Britain has a closed culture and in order to feel 

accepted, Indians needed a strategy to penetrate 

it. Instead of compromising their authentic 

culture, they stopped passively waiting for the 

British nationals to make Britain feel like 

home, and instead actively kept their cultural 

identity and traditions to create communities 

for themselves.  

 
The creation of these communities implies that 

a sense of belonging is more important at the 

local, community level rather than the national 

level, especially when considering voting 

motivation. This also notes that the immigrant 

does not necessarily need to discard their 

cultural identity in order to be integrated into 

the host society; acquiring a sense of belonging 

and the integration theory is enough to drive 

voting behaviour. This is apparent when UK-

India ties are not deemed as a top political issue 

by British Indians (Duckworth et al., 2021), 

implying that after naturalizing in the UK, 

Indians do not feel many ties back to their 

homeland. This is likely due to the ability of 

the Indian community in recreating and 

upholding their cultural traditions, which 

foregoes the need for them to practice these 

cultures in their homeland. Indians have created 

their own cultural organizations to develop 

social solidarity and the diaspora becomes 
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highly developed, leading to more access and 

influence in their country of migration (Kumar, 

2004; Hussain, 2005). Through temples with 

open-door policies, celebrations like Diwali 

that are celebrated in the House of Commons, 

food markets that appeal to British vegans and 

vegetarians, and other Indian cultural 

penetrations (Hussain, 2005), the Indian 

diasporic community have recreated their home 

in their host country. As they integrate with the 

white majority, they find themselves concerned 

with similar issues as UK nationals: they are 

preoccupied with the state of economy and 

healthcare, especially in the midst of the 

COVID-19 pandemic (Duckworth et al., 2021). 

In line with previous voting theories, Indians 

when formally participating in their cultural 

organizations have integrated themselves 

amongst these hybrid cultural bubbles as they 

find solidarity between each other and open up 

their culture to be accepted by nationals.  

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

In the end, there is no definitive stance in the 

literature of exactly how the Indian diaspora 

community participates through voting and the 

reasons behind their electoral behaviour, 

simply due to the fact that there is little-to-no 

research on this specific area. This paper has 

offered a synthesis of existing literature in the 

United Kingdom and other Commonwealth 

countries, as well as Indians and other Asian 

diasporas, arguing that it is not the cultural 

identity, feeling of diaspora nor longing for the 

home country that drives voting behaviour. 

Instead, it is the levels of political interest and 

cost-benefits of voting that ultimately drives 

their behaviour, albeit seen in racialized terms 

in their white majority society. Ultimately, 

there needs to be more research into the Indian 

immigrant community in the UK to confirm or 

deny this intuition, as well as updating their 

data. Further investigation of the 

intergenerational differences of immigrants’ 

integration into the host society would also be 

beneficial to better understand their voting 

motivations and behaviours. As immigrants and 
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ethnic minority populations grow in the UK, it 

is crucial for democracies to encourage them to 

vote and represent their needs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



88  

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Bäck, H. and Soininen, M. (1998). Immigrants 
in the Political Process. Scandinavian Political 
Studies, 21(1), pp.29–50. 
 
Benton, G. and Gomez, E.T. (2014). Belonging 
to the Nation: Generational Change, Identity 
and the Chinese Diaspora. Ethnic and Racial 
Studies, 37(7), pp.1157–1171. 
 
Bevelander, P. and Pendakur, R. (2009). Social 
capital and voting participation of immigrants 
and minorities in Canada. Ethnic and Racial 
Studies, 32(8), pp.1406–1430. 
Chiang, C.-Y. (2010). Diasporic Theorizing 
Paradigm on Cultural Identity. Intercultural 
Communication Studies, XIX(1). 
 
Duckworth, C., Kapur, D. and Vaishnav, M. 
(2021). Britain’s New Swing Voters? A Survey 
of British Indian Attitudes. [online] Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace. Available 
at: 
https://carnegieendowment.org/2021/11/18/brit
ain-s-new-swing-voters-survey-of-british-
indian-attitudes-pub-85784.  
 
Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, E. (2012). Diaspora. The 
Wiley-Blackwell Encyclopedia of 
Globalization, First Edition. 
 
González-Ferrer, A. (2011). The Electoral 
Participation of Naturalized Immigrants in Ten 
European Cities. Social Capital, Political 
Participation and Migration in Europe, pp.63–
86. 
 
House of Commons (2019). House of 
Commons Foreign Affairs Committee Building 
Bridges: Reawakening UK-India ties 
Eighteenth Report of Session 2017-19 Report, 
together with formal minutes relating to the 
report. 
 
Huang, W.-J., Ramshaw, G. and Norman, W.C. 
(2016). Homecoming or Tourism? Diaspora 
Tourism Experience of Second-Generation 

Immigrants. Tourism Geographies, 18(1), 
pp.59–79. 
 
Hussain, A. (2005). The Indian Diaspora in 
Britain: Political Interventionism and Diaspora 
Activism. Asian Affairs: An American Review, 
32(3), pp.189–208. 
 
King, R. and Christou, A. (2010). Diaspora, 
Migration and Transnationalism: Insights from 
the Study of Second-Generation ‘Returnees’. 
[online] JSTOR. Available at: 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt46mz31.12  
[Accessed 16 Mar. 2022]. 
 
Kumar, V. (2004). Understanding Dalit 
Diaspora. Diaspora Studies, 2(1), pp.53–74. 
 
Li, G. (2005). The British Colonization of 
India: an Exchange of Indelible Influences. 
 
Nandi, A. and Platt, L. (2014). Britishness and 
Identity Assimilation among the UK’s Minority 
and Majority ethnic groups. 
 
O’Connor, M. (2016). The Indian Diaspora in 
the UK: Accommodating ‘Britishness’. 
Indialogs, 3(Violences), p.137. 
 
Ruedin, D. (2018). Participation in Local 
Elections: ‘Why Don’t Immigrants Vote 
More?’ Parliamentary Affairs, 71(2), pp.243–
262. 
 
Schaefer, R.T. (1976). Indians in Great Britain. 
International Review of Modern Sociology, 
6(2), pp.305–327. 
 
Shuval, J.T. (2000). Diaspora Migration: 
Definitional Ambiguities and a Theoretical 
Paradigm. International Migration, 38(5), 
pp.41–56. 
 
Sobolewska, M. and Barclay, A. (2021). The 
Democratic Participation of Ethnic Minority 
and Immigrant Voters in the UK. Joseph 
Rowntree Reform. 
 
UK Data Service (2021). Understanding 
Society: Waves 1-11, 2009 - 2020. [online] 



89  

beta.ukdataservice.ac.uk. Available at: 
https://beta.ukdataservice.ac.uk/datacatalogue/s
tudies/study?id=6614. 
 
Van Hear, N., Pieke, F. and Vertovec, S. 
(2004). The Contribution of UK-Based 
Diasporas to Development and Poverty 

Reduction. University of Oxford: Centre on 
Migration, Policy and Society (COMPAS). 
 
Wambu, G. and Nkabinde, Z.P. (2016). 
Immigrants’ Participation in American 
Elections: Where Is Their Voice? The 
Academic Forum, New Jersey City University, 
18

 
 



90  

AUNG MIRI YIN-TOE 

 
ENVISIONING THE FUTURE OF UPRISING IN MYANMAR: 
THE TRANSFORMATIONAL EFFECTS OF TECHNOLOGY 

AND THE INVOLVEMENT OF ETHNIC MINORITIES 
 

 
 
ABSTRACT 

Myanmar has long suffered under decades of 

military dictatorship and ethno-nationalist civil 

war, squandering its potential to develop as a 

natural resource-rich nation. Multiple civilian 

movements for democracy, including the Civil 

Disobedience Movement of 2021, have been 

violently crushed by the military over the 

decades. This paper aims to forecast the future 

of the current civil resistance movement in 

Myanmar through a qualitative comparative 

analysis of the differences between the 2021 

uprising and its predecessor, the 8888 Uprising 

of 1988. The paper argues that the two oft-

paralleled revolts can be differentiated by two 

critical factors. Firstly, technological 

advancement has increased the political power 

of civilians in 2021, enabling them to more 

effectively coordinate protests and rally 

international support. Secondly, ethnic 

minorities have been more prominently 

included and engaged in the 2021 protest 

agenda, an important step towards constructing 

a unified civil movement. If the leaders of the 

2021 resistance can sustain meaningful 

engagement with these new resources, this 

paper hypothesises that the 2021 revolution 

may display greater potential for the re-

introduction of democracy to Myanmar than its 

predecessor. 

 

INTRODUCTION  

On the morning of 1 February 2021, the world 

awoke to news of a coup d’état staged by the 

military junta in Myanmar against its freshly 

re-elected civilian government (BBC, 2022). 

To much of the modern world, the event was an 

outlier, a shocking and archaic insult to 

democracy. However, to the citizens of a nation 

with a history littered with failed civilian 
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ventures against dictatorship, the narrative was 

unfortunately all too familiar. 

  

Myanmar’s political history has been stained 

with bloodshed. Suppressed by a military 

dictatorship from 1962 to 2011, its economic 

potential as a natural resource-rich country has 

been hindered by corruption, ethno-nationalist 

civil war and political instability (Maizland, 

2022). In 2021, a fresh wave of violence 

followed a military coup ousting leaders of the 

National League for Democracy (NLD) from 

power (BBC, 2022). A series of non-violent 

civilian protests known as the Civil 

Disobedience Movement (CDM) was met with 

a draconian military crackdown (BBC, 2022). 

  

This study aims to forecast the future of civil 

resistance in Myanmar through a qualitative 

comparative examination of the oft-paralleled 

8888 Uprising and 2021 Spring Revolution. 

Two key differences will be reviewed: the 

effect of technology in transforming the mode 

of protest and the increased involvement of 

ethnic minorities in 2021. 

  

The paper will be structured as follows. Section 

I will argue that technological advancement has 

increased the political power of civilians in 

2021. In particular, it has expanded their toolkit 

to counter schemes of military attack and 

communicate their plight with an engaged 

international community. Section II will 

propose that this technologically-driven revolt 

has since sparked a process of Burman re-

education on the plight of ethnic minorities. 

This has increased minority engagement with 

the movement and helped abridge ethnic 

divides, a long-standing obstacle to civic unity. 

In view of these critical factors, this paper 

hypothesises that the 2021 Spring Revolution 

displays greater potential for the successful re-

introduction of democracy to Myanmar than its 

predecessor. 

 

 MYANMAR: SETTING THE STAGE 

For many of its post-colonial years, Myanmar 

has lived under dictatorship. Initially 

established as a parliamentary democracy in 

1948, a military coup led by General Ne Win in 

1962 launched a new era of military control 

that would hold power for the next 26 years 
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(Maizland, 2022). This period was marked by 

isolationist foreign policy that rapidly 

deteriorated Burma’s economy, becoming one 

of the world’s poorest countries (Head, 2021). 

 8888 Uprising 

In 1988, the disastrous impact of a fiscal policy 

to demonetise large denominations of 

Myanmar’s currency provoked massive 

protests from civilians, fuelled by resentment 

towards decades of corruption (Meixler, 2018). 

Students whose tuition savings had been 

destroyed overnight emerged as leaders of the 

movement, which culminated in a general 

strike on August 8th, 1988. The protests were 

eventually crushed by a lethal military 

crackdown, massacring nearly 10,000 

protestors and imprisoning thousands more 

(Meixler, 2018). 

 Glimpses of Democracy 

Following further protests of the 2007 Saffron 

Revolution, the junta faced pressure to loosen 

controls, eventually establishing a military-

dominant civilian parliament in 2011. 

Myanmar’s first multiparty elections were held 

in 2015. The National League for Democracy 

(NLD) party, having originally risen to 

prominence during the 8888 Uprising, achieved 

a landslide victory (Maizland, 2022). De facto 

leader Aung San Suu Kyi was appointed State 

Counsellor and led a brief period of civilian 

rule, though the military, known as the 

Tatmadaw, retained significant power over 

domestic policy (Maizland, 2022). The NLD’s 

2015 victory was mirrored in the 2020 

elections, again sweeping a majority of seats. 

 2021 Spring Revolution 

In February 2021, the Tatmadaw, led by Senior 

General Min Aung Hlaing, staged a coup d’état 

alleging fraudulent election results and 

arresting government leaders, including Aung 

San Suu Kyi. Civilians protesting peacefully 

through the CDM were met with a brutal 

military response. At least 1500 people have 

been killed by the military, which is likely an 

undercount, according to the Assistance 

Association for Political Prisoners (Maizland, 

2022). Additionally, the military has arrested 

more than 8000 people and engaged in public 

beatings, arson attacks and forced labour 

(Maizland, 2022). 
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Civilian lawmakers and activists eventually 

founded the National Unity Government 

(NUG), a shadow government-in-exile to unite 

opposition to the Tatmadaw. In May 2021, the 

NUG officially declared war on the junta, 

establishing an armed People’s Defence Force 

(PDF) (Maizland, 2022). Suffering the 

combined effects of political chaos and the 

COVID-19 pandemic, Myanmar’s economy 

and healthcare system have since been in a 

state of collapse, with some labelling Myanmar 

a “failing state” (Maizland, 2022). 

Ethno-Nationalist Civil War 

In addition to its political struggles, Myanmar 

suffers what some analysts describe as the 

world’s longest continuing civil war (Maizland, 

2022). Among its 135 ethnic groups, the 

majority Bamar-Buddhist (Burman) population 

comprises roughly two-thirds of the population 

(Htoi et al, 2021). Minorities in Myanmar’s 

seven ethnic states have long protested 

systemic discrimination by Burmans, economic 

and political suppression, as well as severe 

human rights abuses by the military. Violent 

conflict between the Tatmadaw and at least 21 

insurgent ethnic armed organisations (EAO) 

have persisted for decades, centred around 

control over natural resources, the drug trade 

and the right to ethnic sovereign rule. The civil 

war has produced tens of thousands of 

casualties and more than one million 

international refugees. This includes the 

Rohingya, a Muslim minority against whom 

United Nations officials have long-suspected 

the Tatmadaw of committing genocide 

(Maizland, 2022). Prior to 2021, fighting had 

been contained mostly to Myanmar’s bordering 

Shan, Kachin and Rakhine states. 10 EAOs had 

signed a Nationwide Ceasefire Agreement to 

begin slow-moving peacemaking negotiations 

with the central government and Tatmadaw, 

forced to a halt by the coup (Crisis Group, 

2022). 

 

Many EAOs have long campaigned for the 

establishment of a federalist state, featuring 

partially self-governing autonomous ethnic 

regions (Raynaud, 2021). In 1947, the 

Panglong Agreement promised some autonomy 

to the Shan, Kachin and Chin ethnic groups, 

with other minorities expected to follow suit 

(Nikkei, 2021). However, this has yet to be 
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realised; Myanmar continues to operate de jure 

as a unitary assembly-independent republic.  

 

SECTION I: COMMUNICATION 

TECHNOLOGY 

The 8888 Uprising and the 2021 Spring 

Revolution have been compared for their 

striking similarities, both having been led by 

student activists against the long-detested 

military and met with brutal military campaigns 

(Maizland, 2022). However, the 2021 revolt 

has been unique in Myanmar’s bloody history 

for its transition onto a new warzone: the 

digital space. 

  

In the early days of the coup, the military 

moved to restrict online means of 

communication between civilians, including 

blocking Facebook, Whatsapp and Twitter 

(Campbell et al, 2021). Eventually, by April 

2021, all means of general internet access other 

than fibre optic cable had been obstructed 

(Loong, 2022). The military’s most vicious 

weapons were nightly internet shutdowns for 

six to eight hours, taking advantage of these 

communication blackouts to violently raid 

civilian homes (Heubl, 2021). Additionally, the 

military has escalated surveillance mechanisms, 

monitoring digital evidence of civilian 

opposition as the basis to make arrests. These 

range from crude phone checks (Loong, 2022) 

to the employment of specialised technology 

including Israeli surveillance drones (Beech, 

2021). 

 

Nevertheless, the advent of technology has 

been a playing card for both sides of the 

conflict. This paper will highlight three key 

ways by which technological advancement 

since 1988 has boosted the political power of 

protestors in 2021. 

 Digital Mobilisation 

In 1988, activists communicated primarily 

through word-of-mouth and “crudely-printed” 

pamphlets (Head, 2021). Citizens’ access to 

telephone landlines and television was sparse, 

limited to unreliable short-wave broadcasts. As 

the rest of the world experienced the 

technological revolution of the 1990s, 

Myanmar’s advancement remained sluggish; 

even in 2010, Myanmar had the lowest 

percentage of cell-phone subscriptions in the 
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world, with next to none of the population 

using the Internet (Clark, 2021). 

  

Since then, the advent of smartphones and Gen-

Z’s technological literacy has entirely 

transformed the protest landscape of 2021. 

Protestors have found innovative ways to 

mobilise digitally, resisting military attempts to 

“divide-and-conquer” by suppressing 

communication. Civilians originally resisted 

internet blocks on social media using virtual 

private networks (VPNs), with downloads 

increasing by 7200% (Tarabay, 2021). They 

later moved to open-source networks such as 

Tor and Mysterium that additionally anonymise 

a user’s data (ibid.). To keep ahead of military 

surveillance and phone checks, civilians 

switched between various messaging apps to 

share information and coordinate protests, 

including Bridgefy, an offline-messaging app 

that operates on a mesh network (Heubl, 2021) 

and Second Space, an app that enables one to 

hide their digital engagements during raids 

(Loong, 2022). 

  

Furthermore, protests in distant towns across 

Myanmar in 1988 were largely isolated from 

each other or reliant on “sparse coverage” on 

“radio and satellite television” (Kim et al, 

2021). This distance has since been narrowed 

by the ability of protestors to observe, 

collaborate with and mirror parallel protests 

nationwide using social media. For example, a 

“broke-down-car” tactic to block military 

transport, originated in Yangon, was mirrored a 

day later in Muse, 800 kilometres outside 

Yangon (Kim et al, 2021). 

  

The most robust weapon at protestors’ disposal 

in 2021 has been their ability to record, 

document and broadcast abuse by the military 

over social media. This has had the twofold 

impact of consolidating protest power 

internally and rallying international attention. 

Within towns in Myanmar, civilians took to 

livestreaming military raids. In one case, a live-

streamed raid prompted a crowd to gather 

outside the victim’s house in protest, eventually 

causing the military attackers to retreat (Clark, 

2021). On Twitter, the hashtag 

#What’sHappeningInMyanmar has collected 
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thousands of images and videos evidencing 

horrific torture and “systematic and 

premeditated killings” by the military (Heubl, 

2021). On 11 March alone, more than 100,000 

tweets with this hashtag were posted, with 53% 

from non-Myanmar-based users (Heubl, 2021). 

Gen-Z activists have also circulated images of 

protest signs featuring “grimly comedic” jokes 

about the coup in English, designed to go viral 

among international netizens (Guest et al, 

2021).  

 

Ultimately, while military authorities might 

have been able to deny or under-declare 

atrocities committed against civilians in 1988, 

the dissemination of evidence from civilians 

themselves has made this impossible in 2021. 

This has attracted unprecedented levels of 

international attention, scrutiny and 

condemnation of the military’s actions. 

International Alliancing 

Additionally, while the Myanmar of 1988 

largely faced its political crisis alone, civilians 

in 2021 have been able to utilise social media 

to mobilise international involvement in the 

movement, with tangible impact. The Milk Tea 

Alliance (MTA), an online coalition connecting 

pro-democracy movements within Hong Kong, 

Thailand and Myanmar, issued translated 

manuals to protestors over social media 

advising methods of protection against water 

cannons, rubber bullets and tear gas  (Guest et 

al, 2021). An anonymous MTA netizen also 

constructed a live map for protestors to flag the 

locations of soldiers in Yangon  (Guest et al, 

2021). 

  

Other means of international engagement have 

been less direct. Online petitioning has been a 

major strategy: one petition played a role in 

convincing Telenor, one of Myanmar’s four 

major telecommunication companies, to reject 

a highly invasive cybersecurity law proposed 

by the military (Banki, 2022). Additionally, 

thousands of Myanmar diaspora, who would 

have been cut off from their compatriots in 

1988, have now been able to show their 

allyship from afar. In New Jersey, the Support 

the Democracy Movement in Burma raised 

over $100,000 in a single day through a 

fundraising bazaar, to be donated in parts to the 

CDM, NUG and displaced civilians 
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(Nachemson, 2021). Protests-in-kind have also 

occurred internationally; a march with the 

MTA in New York attracted over 3000 

supporters (Nachemson, 2021). 

 Online Social Punishment 

One unexpected new strategy of protestors, 

propelled by the visibility of social media, has 

been online social punishment. Activists online 

have adopted a “name-and-shame” policy to 

expose businesses financially engaging the 

military, members of the military and their 

supporters (Tun, 2021). The app Way Way Nay 

was created to provide users with a list of 

military-linked individuals and businesses, 

while other exposures have been pursued over 

Facebook (Loong, 2022). Energy company 

TOTAL, for example, faced immense online 

pressure after activist group Justice for 

Myanmar leaked financial reports proving 

profiteering from links with the military. Such 

online witch-hunting has evidenced offline 

consequences. TOTAL eventually suspended 

its cash dividends to the junta (Loong, 2022). 

In another case, a police officer identified by 

social media activists to have killed 19-year-old 

protestor Mya Thwe Khine was reportedly 

shunned financially and socially by the 

community, eventually “fleeing” Naypyidaw 

with his family (Tun, 2021). 

  

The impact of such social punishment 

strategies may be limited, given their capacity 

to attack military supporters only on an 

individual basis. However, they still offer 

otherwise power-deficient civilians a unique 

tool to diminish the military’s financial and 

political power base, albeit at the small scale. 

 

SECTION II: ETHNIC MINORITIES 

Another major factor altering the protest 

conditions of 2021 has been the increased 

involvement of ethnic minorities. This section 

will explore how a reformulated Burman 

perspective of ethnic minorities has 

strengthened the 2021 movement by boosting 

inter-ethnic coalition-building. 

Re-Education and Reformulated Priorities 

Prior to 2021, decades of junta-driven 

propoganda had largely rendered the Burman 

majority ignorant or apathetic towards the 

struggles of ethnic minorities. EAOs had often 
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been castigated as “terrorists”, “seccesionists, 

foreign-controlled lackeys” and the “cause of 

Myanmar’s political problems” in Burman-

targeted military propoganda (Crisis Group, 

2022). Even as the international community 

globally condemned the junta’s 2017 campaign 

against the Rohingya and the accompanying 

silence of NLD leaders, reports revealed high 

levels of either scepticism or even support for 

the military’s actions among Bamar-Buddhists 

(Win, 2021). 

 

However, the technologically-driven revolt of 

2021 has sparked a new process of re-

education, altering the perspectives of the 

Burman majority toward the ethnic crisis. 

Widespread online evidence of horrific military 

abuse visited upon urban Burmans has “opened 

the eyes” of many to similar abuses long-faced 

by minorities in the hinterlands. Many 

Burmans have since issued “apologies for their 

prior ignorance or denial” of these atrocities 

(Win, 2021). Tayzar San, a Burman protest 

leader, reported that while minority activism 

for greater political representation was 

previously perceived as an issue “not related” 

to Burmans, their shared experiences in the 

2021 coup have increased Burman 

“understand[ing]” and empathy for ethnic 

groups (Win, 2021). 

  

This shift has been reflected in the changing 

demands of 2021 protestors. Early protestors in 

2021 campaigned primarily for the release of 

detained NLD leaders and “Mother Suu”, 

reminiscent of her 1988 martyrdom. However, 

priorities have since shifted towards broader 

calls for the establishment of an inclusive 

federal union, offering equal rights and 

representation to ethnic minorities (Jap, 2021). 

  

Politically, the toddling NUG and CRPH have 

demonstrated awareness of the necessity to 

include ethnic minorities in their revamped 

campaign for democracy. The CRPH have 

appointed a diverse cabinet, half of whom are 

ethnic minorities (Win, 2021). Concessions 

have been made to improve relations with 

ethnic groups, including de-classifying 

prominent EAOs, such as the Arakan Army, as 

terrorist organisations (Crisis Group, 2022). 

Plans for a Federal Democracy Charter have 
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also been announced, outlining future 

government structures with powers explicitly 

“devolved to minority groups” (Crisis Group, 

2022). 

Inter-Ethnic Coalition-Building 

This re-formulation of protest priorities 

towards ethnic inclusiveness has arguably had 

the effect of making minorities more 

appeasable to coalition-building with Burman 

actors in the movement. 

 

In 1988, the protest agenda of ethnic minorities 

had remained largely separated from their 

Burman counterparts, who rallied in support of 

the democracy-minded NLD taking power. 

While some EAOs did approve of the NLD’s 

promises to address minority grievances 

against military abuse, they failed to feel the 

same in-group solidarity with the Burman-

dominant party (Jap, 2021). 

 

However, in 2021, with the exception of a 

handful of geographically-distant EAOs who 

remain largely disengaged from Myanmar 

politics, a majority of ethnic minority groups 

have aligned themselves in unity with Burman 

protestors against the junta. A General Strike 

Committee of Nationalities, consolidating more 

than 24 ethnic groups as well as Burman 

activists, was organised to coordinate protests 

(Kyaw, 2021). In addition to coalitions across 

majority-minority fault lines, evidence suggests 

that the movement has even increased unity 

between rivalrous ethnic groups. A Three 

Brotherhood Alliance of EAOs, consisting of 

the Arakan Army, Ta’ang National Liberation 

Army and Myanmar National Democratic 

Alliance Army, declared a collective support 

for the revolt (Strangio, 2021). 

  

Since the NUG officially declared an armed 

war against the junta, civilians across Myanmar 

have also formed amateur civilian defence 

forces (CDF) to act as subunits of the NUG’s 

PDF (Martin, 2021). While these civil 

resistance forces also emerged in the 8888 

Uprising among Burmans, who formed groups 

such as the All Burma Students’ Democratic 

Front, the 2021 revolution has seen many CDF 

units form within the seven ethnic states. This 

indicates a shift towards active involvement of 

minorities in 2021’s resistance. 
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Some EAOs have been explicit in their 

endorsement of these resistance forces, 

including rebranding themselves as PDF units 

or offering military training in the use of 

explosives, small arms and combat tactics to 

CDF units (Crisis Group, 2022). Others have 

preferred to maintain clear separations between 

EAO forces and the PDF, but have been willing 

to offer shelter to fleeing Burman urban 

protestors, some of whom have allegedly gone 

on to form CDF units or even join existing 

EAOs (Crisis Group, 2022). A majority have 

been active in launching their own counter-

attacks against the military: the Kachin 

Independence Organisation (KIO) has 

reportedly overpowered several Tatmadaw 

bases in Kachin state (Martin, 2021). 

  

However, it must be stipulated that for many of 

these ethnic minorities, opposition to the junta 

has not guaranteed political support for the 

shadow government, which remains largely 

dominated by past NLD leaders. The reputation 

of the NLD among ethnic minorities had 

arguably soured over their five-year term, with 

Frontier Myanmar reporting that many had felt 

“betrayed” by NLD policies that continued to 

perpetuate oppression. These included 

discriminatory election decisions against 

minority political parties and denial of some 

minority groups’ right to vote, including the 

Rohingya (Kyaw, 2021). Some had allegedly 

even come to see the NLD and the military as 

one; as the Arakan Army’s commander 

described, “our enemy, once united against us, 

has now broken up and is fighting each other” 

(Nachemson, 2021). Accordingly, while some 

EAOs, such as the KIO, have concretely 

collaborated with the NUG on efforts such as 

their COVID-19 response, lingering distrust 

has made others hesitant to officialise their 

support (Crisis Group, 2022). 

  

Ethnic minority activists who have involved 

themselves in the 2021 movement have been 

clear that they do not desire a return to the 

status quo under an NLD-centric notion of 

democracy. Instead, they seek to “remake 

Myanmar politics”, in the name of true 

inclusion for all (Jap, 2021). 
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THE STRUGGLE AHEAD 

Overall, technological and political 

advancement has entirely transformed the 

protest landscape of Myanmar from 1988 to 

2021. Allowing protestors to innovatively 

coordinate their resistance, mobilise the 

international community and dismantle military 

power bases, the internet and social media have 

massively transferred political power into the 

hands of civilians. Coupled with the shift in 

protest priorities that has increased ethnic 

minority involvement in the movement, these 

changes signal greater promise for a stronger 

push toward democracy in 2021. 

  

Nevertheless, the situation remains treacherous. 

It may be possible that the resource-rich 

military could extend its technological warfare 

to a level that the opposition cannot scramble to 

match. Already, there has been evidence of 

extensive military investment in sophisticated 

hacking software imported from China that 

could override protestors’ tools of encryption 

(Guest et al, 2021).  

 

Politically, tentative alliances between ethnic 

minorities and the NUG have also begun to 

show cracks. The NUG has been criticised for 

its continued failure to represent some 

minorities such as the Rohingya within its 

cabinet (Martin, 2021), while EAO officials 

have expressed frustration that the NUG has 

not sufficiently consulted them in drafting their 

charters, fearing an inclusion of minorities only 

in name (Crisis Group, 2022). Given that many 

EAOs are already highly doubtful of the 

plausibility of a federal victory over the long-

dominant Tatmadaw (Crisis Group, 2022), the 

NUG must prove its commitment to their 

promises of building a true democracy for 

minorities. Otherwise, the likelihood of EAOs 

retreating to align with the Tatmadaw in the 

name of self-preservation may be high. 

Decisive action by the NUG is needed to 

exploit the movement’s currently unified 

momentum. However, lacking resources and 

forced to coordinate covertly, any progress 

appears slow-paced.  
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CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, technological advancement and 

a renewed inclusiveness towards ethnic 

minorities have boosted the civil resistance 

movement of 2021. If the leaders of the 2021 

Spring Revolution can effectively tap on these 

new resources and sustain the movement’s 

currently unified momentum, the 2021 uprising 

may indeed carry greater potential for the 

successful establishment of democracy in 

Myanmar in the long term.  

 

At present, a long stalemate still appears most 

plausible. Nevertheless, compared to the 

tragically decisive 1988 military triumph, the 

existence of any potential avenues at all for a 

civilian victory should be celebrated by 

activists. In truth, in the fight for democracy in 

Myanmar, history has too often, and too 

tragically, repeated itself. A different end to the 

story may seem unlikely, but the Myanmar 

people have surprised the world with their 

resilience already. To underestimate them 

would be a mistake. 
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ABSTRACT 

This quantitative study uses Multiple Linear 

Regression Analysis to determine the effect of 

country-level vulnerability to climate 

catastrophe and public opinion (divided into the 

salience of climate emergency and the belief 

that immediate action should be taken to 

address it) on the comprehensiveness of 

national climate change policies. To determine 

these relations, we account for extraneous 

factors proven to affect climate regulation – 

specifically, countries’ greenhouse gas 

emission levels (GHGs), Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) and Human Development Index 

(HDI). We find that there is no statistically 

significant association between climate 

vulnerability and the comprehensiveness of 

countries’ climate policies. Rather, a nation’s  

 

climate regulation levels are influenced by 

extraneous factors such as the ones stated 

above. On the other hand, public opinion, 

including the salience of climate emergency 

and the will to enact change displays a strong 

positive correlation with the level of national 

climate policies. This finding demonstrates the 

applicability of general literature on public 

opinion affecting policymaking to the issue of 

climate change and has implications for 

encouraging both climate regulation and the 

wider topic of public opinion’s influence in 

authoritarian states.  
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I. INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE 

REVIEW 

Recent years have shifted climate change from 

a peripheral issue to the forefront of the 

international agenda (Lacy, 2012). It has been 

almost unanimously argued by the scientific 

community that climate change is an 

unparalleled challenge to humanity’s future in 

an increasingly decaying environment 

(Maibach, Myers and Leiserowitz, 2014; 

Fankhauser and Stern, 2017, pp.295-296). 

While this is a global problem that requires 

significant international cooperation (Keohane 

and Victor, 2011), the international system’s 

efficiency is still dependent on nation-states’ 

cooperation and internal political dedication to 

solve the issue (Kendall, Skrbis and 

Woodward, 2008). This ultimately poses the 

question: which factors determine higher levels 

of climate regulation at a national level? 

 

Countries have vastly different capabilities to 

tackle climate change. For example, it has been 

argued that developing countries that have not 

yet industrialised must first undergo this 

environmentally harmful process before they 

can transition to the Western model of post-

industrial, service-based economies (Stiglitz, 

2011, p.25). As such, the sacrifices that these 

countries ought to make to reduce pollution 

equally to their developed counterparts are 

much higher given their reduced possibilities. 

This variation determined the decision to 

impose different levels of pollution reduction 

for developed and developing countries in the 

Paris Agreement, a legally binding U.N. treaty 

settling countries’ expected decrease in 

pollution levels rather than establishing specific 

policies (Ari and Sari, 2017, p.175). Thus, it is 

internationally recognised that such variation in 

capabilities determines different levels of 

climate change policy considering factors such 

as the countries’ GDP and economic outline. 

 

Despite the economy’s relevance, different 

levels of climate change policy are not merely 

determined by varied levels of economic 

possibility. If that were the case, developed 

countries with similar economies would have 

the same number and impact of climate change 
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policies. Instead, the service-based economy of 

the United States has 257 more climate 

regulations than the equally developed United 

Kingdom, according to the Climate Policy 

Database (NewClimate Institute, 2021). To 

explain such gaps, literature has identified 

geographical, cultural, historical, political and 

social factors influencing the level of climate 

change national policy (Jorgenson et al., 

2018).  

 

Most of these studies were qualitative and case-

based (Jordan and Lenschow, 2000; Never, 

2012), aiming to determine the drivers of such 

regulations in specific countries or regions of 

interest like India, the European Union, China 

and the US (Aldy and Pizer, 2009; Williams, 

2014; Godbole, 2016). The few available 

statistical studies focus on the interaction of 

circumstantial factors to motivate climate 

change policies both nationally and 

internationally (Fankhauser, Gennaioli and 

Collins, 2016; Clare, Fankhauser and 

Gennaioli, 2017). Thus, we identify a gap in 

previous literature in the lack of conclusions on 

how factors such as public opinion and climate 

risk influence the level of climate change 

legislation at national rather than international 

level. We aim to contribute to filling this gap 

through this cross-national and cross-regional 

large-N quantitative study of 196 countries. By 

determining the relationship between these two 

factors and climate policy, we add to the 

existing literature a generalisable, non-region 

dependent conclusion about the determinants of 

climate policies.  

 

II. RESEARCH DESIGN 

II.a. Population of Interest and Sample 

To assess how these factors affect the level of 

climate change regulation, we use the scores 

attributed to 196 countries (ranging from very 

poor (1) to very good (5)) as the dependent 

variable of this study. This data is extracted 

from the Climate Policy Database and it is 

based on the number of regulations passed in 

areas generally agreed as relevant for reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions, including industry, 

agriculture, and electricity, to ensure 
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comprehensive climate policy (NewClimate 

Institute, 2021). The limitation of using this 

data is that it does not reflect the extent to 

which policies are implemented and respected 

and therefore their practical relevance. Thus, 

we recognise that this number is imperfectly 

correlated with countries’ efficiency in 

addressing climate change. Nonetheless, it 

reflects countries’ level of interest in the 

matter, whether materialised in effectiveness or 

not. It allows for the assessment of how the 

independent variables affect governments’ will 

to pass comprehensive regulation to tackle this 

global threat. 

II.b. Generating Hypotheses  

The first independent variable is climate risk, 

understood as the degree of risk a country faces 

due to the threat of climate change 

externalities. Previous literature has identified a 

positive association between climate risk and 

corporate emissions, which suggests that, 

despite the rational decision to increase climate 

policy (and therefore limit emissions) in 

countries with increased climate risk, there is in 

fact a negative association between risk and 

regulation (Ren et al., 2022). However, such 

counter-intuitive behaviour might in fact be 

attributed to other factors, including (as 

explained above) economic reliance on 

polluting industries. This creates the need to 

eliminate such factors’ influence on the 

association between our two variables. As a 

result, we account for multiple confounding 

factors that could skew the results, which will 

be discussed further.  

  

The climate risk data is the latest available 

2018 score for the climate risk index and 

indicates the level of exposure to “more 

frequent or severe climate effects” (Climate 

Watch, 2022). It is important to note that this 

score mainly concerns severe and short-term 

effects such as floods and does not consider 

long-term effects of climate change such as 

rising sea levels (ibid.). As such, we measure 

the impact of immediate climate vulnerability 

rather than slow-moving threats on the level of 

climate policy. Hence, our first hypothesis goes 

as follows: 
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H1. There is a positive association between 

the level of climate risk and national policies 

to address climate change. 

 

H01. There is no association between the level 

of climate risk and national policies to address 

climate change. 

 

The second independent variable is public 

opinion concerning climate change. The 

Peoples’ Climate Vote 2021 survey was 

conducted by the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP) and is reflective of the 

percentage of people aware of climate change 

as an urgent issue (issue salience), and of the 

percentage of people that think immediate 

action is needed (opinion on the issue) in 37 

and 36 countries respectively (Flynn et al., 

2021). This generates our second hypothesis: 

 

H2: There is a positive association between 

public awareness and willingness to tackle 

climate change and national policies to 

address climate change. 

 

H02: There is no association between public 

awareness and willingness to tackle climate 

change and national policies to address 

climate change. 

 

We expect that the more salient the urgent issue 

of climate change is (H2a), the more climate 

policies a country will have. Similarly, we 

expect that the more public opinion is not only 

aware but supportive of  immediate action, the 

more regulation there is (H2b). This 

expectation is based on a broad consensus of 

the large body of literature confirming that 

public opinion affects public policy (Erikson, 

1976; Brooks, 1987; Burstein, 2003). We 

separate the saliency of climate change from 

public opinion on climate policy because mere 

public discourse on climate change is a false 

indicator of public worry or concern over 

climate change (Bromley-Trujillo and Poe, 

2018). Hence, our second hypothesis can be 

divided into the following: 
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H2a: There is a positive association between 

the issue saliency of climate change and 

national policies to address climate change. 

 

H02a: There is no association between the 

issue saliency of climate change and national 

policies to address climate change. 

 

 H2b: There is a positive association between 

public opinion in favour of immediate action 

to tackle climate change and national policies 

to address climate change. 

 

H02b: There is no association between public 

opinion in favour of immediate action to 

tackle climate change and national policies to 

address climate change. 

 

Because the causal effect of public opinion on 

general policy has recently been taken as a 

certainty, there are numerous studies assessing 

public opinion around climate change (Lester, 

1995, p.64), but very few on proving its effect 

on climate policy specifically. This study is 

expected to start filling the gap by providing 

evidence for the often assumed association 

between public opinion and climate policy. 

However, it will be left to future studies to 

prove rather than assume that public opinion is 

a cause of climate policy, not merely correlated 

with it. 

II.c. Confounding factors 

Given that our countries are vastly different, we 

must consider that other factors across which 

the countries differ influence the level of 

national regulation when coding the effect of 

climate risk and public opinion on climate 

policy. We therefore control for the country’s 

dependence on polluting industries (measured 

through GHG emissions), the country’s GDP 

(Gross Domestic Product) and its HDI (Human 

Development Index). The way that we expect 

these three factors to skew the results is further 

explained. 

 

As recognised by international legislation, 

developing countries have less ability to pass 

climate regulation than developed countries 

given the traits of their economies (Stiglitz, 

2011, p.25; Ari and Sari, 2017, p.175). As 
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such, we control for the main differing traits 

across developing and developed countries. 

 

Firstly, the amount of Greenhouse Gas 

emissions (GHGs) reflects a country’s 

industrial output that is dependent on polluting 

industries. The higher a country’s economic 

dependence on polluting industries, the higher 

the economic price it has to pay for 

transitioning to a greener economy (Barbier, 

2016). High levels of GHG emissions are 

therefore expected to be a predictor of poor 

climate regulations given the assumption that 

governments act rationally. For this, we 

extracted the latest data (which is from 2018) 

from the World Bank indicating the level of 

CO2 emitted by 187 countries (The World 

Bank, 2022). The second influencing factor is 

GDP. We assume that larger economies tend to 

be more developed countries that are better 

equipped  to tackle climate change (Barbier, 

2016). However, GDP is not perfectly 

correlated with development, as big economies, 

such as China are still classified as developing 

(Song et al., 2020). To address this weakness, 

we control for a third confounding factor: the 

Human Development Index (HDI). This 

indicator incorporates population health, 

knowledge, living standards and gross net 

income per capita across 187 countries in 2020 

(Baumann, 2021). As such, highly developed 

countries can afford to invest in climate change 

policies because governments do not need to 

tackle the urgency of poverty and economic 

insecurity. Once we control for these factors on 

the level of climate regulation, we expect to be 

able to explain a large portion of the variation 

between countries using this study’s 

independent variables: climate risk and public 

opinion.  

 

III. METHODOLOGY 

III.a. Constructing Dataset 

 
We extract and synthesise data from Climate 

Watch, The Peoples’ Climate Vote, the World 

Bank and the HDI, to produce a new, 

multivariate data set which can be found below.



113  

 
Variable 
Name 

Description 

risk The extent of climate risk faced by the country, Climate Watch, 2022 

policy Policy coverage where 1 indicates very poor and 5 indicates very good from 
countries included, NewClimate Institute, 2021 

hdi The Human Development Index score of each country, 2020 

ghg.percent Carbon Dioxide emissions as a percentage of global greenhouse gases 

ghg Kilotons of Carbon Dioxide emitted by each country, The World Bank, 2022 

gdp The Gross Domestic Product of each country The World Bank, 2022 

country Countries included, NewClimate Institute, 2021 

cc.salience 
Public belief in the climate emergency, by country, The Peoples’ Climate Vote 
2021 

cc.opinion 
Proportion of Respondents by country who say we should do everything 
necessary, urgently in response, as a subset of those people who believe in the 
climate emergency, The Peoples’ Climate Vote 2021 

 
 

III.b. Statistical analysis 

Using the data detailed above, we used the R 

programming language to conduct a simple 

linear regression analysis and multiple linear 

regression analysis for each of the Hypotheses. 

For the multiple linear regression analysis, all 

of the hypotheses were controlled for HDI, 

GDP and GHG, in order to understand the 

confounding effect of these variables. Given 

this, each of the Hypotheses has two models –  

 

 

Model 1 represents the simple linear regression 

analysis where no variables have been 

controlled and Model 2 represents the multiple 

linear regression analysis where three 

confounding variables have been controlled. As 

such, each of the models and hypotheses can be 

divided into the following: 
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Hypothesis 1 Model 1 (H1.M1)-> association 

between policy and risk without controlling for 

confounders. 

Hypothesis 1 Model 2 (H1.M2)-> association 

between policy and risk while controlling for 3 

confounders. 

Hypothesis 2a Model 1 (H2a.M1) -> 

association between policy and climate saliency 

without controlling for confounders. 

Hypothesis 2a Model 2 (H2a.M2)-> association 

between policy and climate saliency while 

controlling for 3 confounders. 

Hypothesis 2b Model 1 (H2b.M1)-> 

association between policy and public opinion 

without controlling for confounders. 

Hypothesis 2b Model 2 (H2b.M2)-> 

association between policy and public opinion 

while controlling for 3 confounders. 

 

In order to test the statistical significance of 

each model, we use a two-tailed t-test at a 95% 

confidence level. Given that the variables are 

continuous and not categorical, an ANOVA 

test and an f-test are less fit than a two-tailed t-

test to confirm statistical significance. All 

codes were programmed on R Project and can 

be found on the github URL: 

https://github.com/NinaRenata/there_is_no_pla

net_B 

 

IV. RESULTS & INTERPRETATION 

IV.a. Hypothesis 1 

For Hypothesis 1, Model 1 (H1.M1) considers 

the association between climate risk and 

climate policy without controlling for 

confounding variables. The resulting t-value is 

-1.961, therefore  we can reject the null 

hypothesis with 95% certainty that climate risk 

has no effect on climate change regulations. 

This means that there is a negative association 

between climate risk and the number of climate 

policies adopted. This negative association is in 

line with previous findings that countries with 

more climate risk have higher levels of 

corporate emissions (Ren et al., 2022). To that, 

the regression analysis on this sample enforces 

the logical link that this is owed to less 

regulation, namely, less climate policy 

coverage. 
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However, the p-value of 0.051 indicates that 

this conclusion is not statistically significant, 

meaning that it is likely to be owned by chance 

and be false in real life. Therefore, we can not 

confidently reject the null hypothesis that 

climate risk has no effect on climate change 

regulation as we have not accounted for 

external confounding factors. 

 

In Hypothesis 1 Model 2 (H1.M2) where we 

control for the 3 external confounders 

mentioned (GHG, GDP and HDI) a t-value of -

1.27, which is within the 95% confidence 

interval, indicates we fail to reject the null 

hypothesis that climate risk has no effect on 

climate change regulations with 95% 

confidence. This result is statistically 

significant as the p-value is <0.001. Hence, the 

negative correlation between climate risk and 

climate policy found in Model 1 becomes less 

significant after we control for HDI, GDP and 

GHGs. 

The counterintuitive finding of a strong 

negative association before accounting for 

confounders goes against our expectations that 

more risk determines more policies. The most 

likely explanation is that the confounding 

factors have a greater effect on climate policy 

than risk, causing the change to a weak 

negative correlation when information on 

confounders is added. Graph 1 concurs with 

this - the slope of H1.M2 is less steep than that 

of H1.M1, supporting the claim that the 

correlation becomes less significant when more 

confounding factors are accounted for.
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The result that the effect of other factors on 

climate regulations is much stronger than that 

of climate risk is supported by correlating 

subsections of the data in the Human 

Development Index (HDI) and climate risk 

with climate regulation. Specifically, both very 

high development countries (countries with an 

HDI >= 0.8) and low development countries 

(countries with an HDI <= 0.5) have a climate 

risk greater than the average of all countries 

(91.04), 98.40 and 92.26 respectively. Yet, very 

highly developed countries have a climate 

policy coverage of 2.25, which is above the 

average climate policy in all countries (2.13) 

while low developed countries have a climate 

policy coverage of 1.67, below the average of 

all countries. In line with previous studies, and 

supporting our statistically significant results 

above, this data indicates that countries may 

fail to prioritise the implementation of climate 

policy despite facing severe climate risk as they 

might instead support alternative policies in 

order to raise their GDP and corresponding 

Human Development (Stiglitz, 2011, p.25; 

Barbier, 2016).  

 

The fact that climate risk largely does not 

explain the variation in national climate 

policies is also supported by the respective r-

squared values of H1.M1 and H1.M2. This is 

because the r-squared of H1.M1 is 0.02, hence 

explaining only 2% of the variation in the data 

while the adjusted r-squared in H1.M2 is 0.17, 

explaining 17% of the variation in the data. 
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Thus the variation in the data is better 

explained with the addition of confounders. 

Future literature could benefit from untangling 

the multitude of other factors influencing 

climate regulation to determine the true 

influence of climate risk on regulation. 

 

Now that we have established that climate risk 

acts as a poor determinant of climate policy, we 

assess whether public saliency of climate 

change and worry about climate change play a 

greater role in influencing climate policy.  

 IV.b. Hypothesis 2a 

In Model 1 of Hypothesis 2a (H2a.M1), we 

find a t-value of 3.62 at a 95% significance 

level allowing us to reject the null hypothesis 

and showing a positive association between the 

saliency of climate change and national climate 

policy. Moreover, as the p-value is <0.001, this 

result is statistically significant. When taking 

into account the three confounding variables in 

Model 2 of Hypothesis 2a (H2a.M2), despite a 

slight reduction in the t-value to 3.02, it is still 

not within the critical range and has a p-value 

of <0.001 making it statistically significant and 

indicating that there is a non-zero positive 

association between saliency of climate change 

and climate policy. Moreover, with the addition 

of information on our three confounding 

variables, our adjusted r-squared value changes 

from 0.25 to 0.30, showing that adding 

information on confounders can explain 5% 

more of the country level differences in climate 

policy, with an increase from 25% explanatory 

power to 30% of climate policy.  
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Graph 2 shows that with the addition of 

information on confounders, the slope of line 

H2a.M1 does not change significantly, 

compared to the slope of the line of H2a.M2. 

This indicates that with the addition of 

information on confounders, there continues to 

be a strong association between saliency and 

climate policy, therefore reinforcing previous 

literature proving that issue salience affects 

public policy (Burstein, 2003). 

IV.c.  Hypothesis 2b 

In Model 1 of Hypothesis 2b (H2b.M1), at a 

95% significance level, a t-value of 3.88 also 

allows us to reject the null hypothesis. A p-

value of <0.001 shows that this value is 

statistically significant, indicating that there is a 

non-zero association between public opinion on 

climate change and climate policy. Similarly, 

when including data on our 3 confounding 

variables in Model 2 of Hypothesis 2b 

(H2b.M2), despite a t-value reduction to 3.19, 

it is still outside the critical range, so we can 

reject the null hypothesis. This also has a p-

value of <0.001, meaning that the t-value is 

statistically significant, allowing us to safely 

reject the null hypothesis and conclude that 

there is a strong positive correlation between 

public opinion and climate policy. Moreover, 

the adjusted r-squared changes from 0.29 to 

0.35 with the addition of information on the 

confounding variables, showing that this 

addition increases the explanatory power of 

Hypothesis 2b by 6%, from 29% to 35%.  
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Graph 3 reinforces the idea that there is a 

strong association between public worry about 

climate change and climate policy - as the slope 

of H2b.M2 is steeper than the slope of 

H2b.M1. This shows that the relationship 

between public opinion and climate policy 

became stronger with the addition of 

information on confounding variables.  

 

Finding strong positive relationships of both 

issue salience and public opinion with national 

climate policy reinforces studies showcasing 

the importance of public opinion in 

policymaking and confirms its democratic 

applicability to national climate regulation 

(Page and Shapiro, 1983; Burstein, 2003). 

Besides the contribution of applying a general 

theory to a niche policy area, these results also 

have implications beyond climate policy. Given 

that most of the countries in our data set are 

autocracies, this data contributes to a growing 

strain of literature arguing for the importance of 

public opinion for policies designed by 

authoritarian states (Crespi, 1997; Lagerkvist, 

2005; Dimitrov, 2014). 

V. CONCLUSION 

This study finds that climate risk has an 

insignificant association with climate policy. 

On the other hand, issue saliency and public 

opinion have a significant positive association 

with climate policy. Therefore, based on our 

models, our predictive analysis suggests that 

the adoption of greater climate policy will 

continue to be seen in countries that have high 

public worry about climate change, rather than 

in those that face climate risk. Hence, to 

encourage greater climate coverage and climate 

policy adaptation, policymakers must increase 

efforts in creating public awareness of climate 

change. Future research must consider the 

extent to which climate policy coverage is 

translated to climate policy implementation. 

Moreover, future literature will also benefit 

from untangling and controlling for additional 

factors that could influence climate policy such 

as the extent of international aid received, the 

role of the media and the influential role of 

non-governmental organisations (Anderson, 

2016). This study therefore sets the precedent 

for future research to prove rather than assume 
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that public opinion is a cause of climate policy 

based on their correlation. 
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EVALUATING FLYGSKAM 

HAS THE FLIGHT SHAMING MOVEMENT SUCCEEDED IN 
EUROPE? 

 
 
 
ABSTRACT 

The Flight Shaming movement came to global 

prominence in 2019, calling for people to fly 

less out of concern for the climate. This paper 

attempts to evaluate its impact in Europe by 

looking at whether it has led to a decline in air 

travel or changed attitudes to make people 

more aware of the environmental impacts of 

flying. Data suggests that the Flight Shaming 

Movement’s impact on air travel is mixed and 

that, at most, its impact was limited to reducing 

flight passenger growth. Results of the 

movement show that  it has raised awareness 

about the environmental impacts of flying, but 

this has not translated into significant changes 

in flying behaviour. These observations are 

then explained by the persistence of an attitude-

behaviour gap in environmental issues, the 

profile of passengers using air travel and the  

 

characteristics of successful social movements. 

In particular, the attitude-behaviour gap 

highlights that more action must be taken to 

promote more environmentally-friendly 

alternatives to flying. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

On the 28th of August, 2019, environmental 

activist Greta Thunberg arrived in New York 

City on a racing sailboat to address the US 

Congress and deliver remarks at an upcoming 

UN Climate Action Summit in September 

(BBC News, 2019). Taking a sailboat instead 

of an aeroplane was a notable demonstration of 

flygskam–the flight-shaming movement calling 

people to fly less out of concern for the climate. 

 
The flygskam movement originated as early as 

2017 in Sweden, it was brought to the world 
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stage by Fridays for Future and Extinction 

Rebellion protests in 2018 and 2019 where 

it  received global media attention (Gössling, 

Humpe and Bausche, 2020). Catalysed by 

Greta Thunberg’s activism, the flight-shaming 

movement emphasised personal and moral 

responsibility, asking people to fly less and 

consider environmentally-friendlier alternatives 

like taking the train. The movement also used 

social media as a means of disseminating its 

message by having people in Europe “train 

bragging”: sharing pictures of themselves 

taking the train when they otherwise would 

have been on the plane (Quick, 2019). 

 
However, has the flight-shaming movement 

succeeded? This paper will analyse its success 

in Europe, given it is where the movement 

originated from and where its impact would be 

most easily measurable. The first part of the 

paper evaluates the movement’s success in 

Europe by looking at flight data to analyse 

behavioural changes and flight use survey data 

to analyse possible changes in attitudes because 

of the movement. The second part of the paper 

will then consider possible explanations for the 

patterns observed, drawing on a wide range of 

literature regarding the nature of flying and the 

factors behind successful social movements, 

which flygskam qualifies as in addition to being 

an environmental movement.  

 

1. THE IMPACT OF THE FLIGHT 

SHAMING MOVEMENT 

1.1 Flying behaviours in Europe 2017-2019 

Between 2017 and 2018, annual flight 

passenger numbers in Europe increased by a 

median of approximately 9.61% (EUROSTAT, 

2022, check ‘Appendix A’, page 17). 

 
Between 2018 and 2019, however, the median 

increase for flight passenger numbers in Europe 

was only around 4.28% (‘Appendix B, page 

18). Global flight passenger numbers had 

averaged 5% growth for the 2010 decade, and 

Europe averaged a growth rate of around 

4.95% before 2019. 4.28% passenger growth in 

Europe can thus be considered a mild 

slowdown, but not one that significantly 

deviates from the long-run average growth rate. 

What is notable, however, is the sharp 

difference in air passenger growth rates in the 
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years 2017-2018 (9.61%) compared to 2018-

2019 (4.28%). This warrants further analysis. 

 
Looking through the data, the lower figure of 

4.28% air passenger growth can partially be 

explained by passenger growth slowdowns in 

various countries. For example, while 

Lithuania had approximately 19% passenger 

growth between 2017 and 2018, it only had a 

4% increase in passenger numbers between 

2018 and 2019. More notable in explaining the 

growth slowdown is a decrease in passenger 

numbers, observable in Sweden, Slovenia and 

Bulgaria. 

 
The three countries that do not fit this trend are 

Portugal, Austria and Serbia. Portugal 

experienced a similar passenger growth rate 

(7.02% growth between 2017 and 2018, 7.82% 

growth between 2018-and 2019). On the other 

hand, Austria and Serbia experienced stronger 

passenger growth in 2019 (14.47% growth in 

2018-2019 versus 9.92% in 2017-2018 for 

Austria, and 16.83% growth in 2018-2019 

versus 14.35% growth for Serbia). 

 
Nonetheless, every other European country 

either had a growth slowdown or a decrease in 

passenger numbers, suggesting a broad trend of 

passenger growth slowdown for the continent 

in 2018-2019 compared to 2017-2018. There 

was no major geopolitical or economic event 

during this period that could explain these 

flight passenger numbers: no major war, 

terrorist attack, volcanic eruption, etc. The 

overall data suggest that the Flight Shaming 

movement may have had an impact on 

reducing flight passenger growth in Europe, 

although not necessarily deviating too much 

from the historic trend. 

 
However, the data above includes flight 

passengers on international and domestic 

flights. Therefore, the data could paint a 

misleading picture of the Flight Shaming 

movement’s impact on Europe if foreign 

travellers drive up passenger numbers. Thus, 

this paper will analyse domestic flight data to 

focus exclusively on flight passengers from 

Europe. Comparatively, the dataset is much 

more limited. Not all European governments 

collect data on domestic flights. Due to some 

countries’ size and a well-established European 



127  

train network, some governments may have 

deemed their domestic flight markets too 

insignificant to collect data about it. 

Nonetheless, this paper will make do with 

European domestic flight data which is 

available.   

Where the data exists, it paints a similar picture 

of the Flight Shaming movement’s impact. 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources : Statistics Denmark, 2022, Ministères de la Transition Ecologique, 2019, Transport 
Styrelsen, 2019, Uk Civil Aviation Authority, 2019. 

 

 
The data suggests that the Flight Shaming 

movement had the most pronounced impact in 

Denmark and Sweden, two “Nordic” countries 

where the political culture may be more 

receptive to environmental issues (Dunlap and 

McCright, 2015). The UK did not experience a 

decrease in domestic flight numbers until 2019, 

probably because the Flight Shaming 

movement experienced more widespread news 

coverage (Hook, 2019). Interestingly, France, 

which continued to experience a growth in  

 

domestic passenger flight numbers, also 

experienced a passenger growth slowdown. 

Although it is difficult to use the four countries 

above to support the proposition that Europe 

experienced a passenger growth slowdown in 

2019, anecdotal evidence from airports in 

various countries reported lower numbers than 

usual (Martín, 2020). Conversely, railway 

operators reported higher demand for train 

tickets than usual.  

 
 

Country Annual percentage change in flight 
passenger numbers, 2017-2018, % 

Annual percentage change in flight 
passenger numbers, 2018-2019, % 

Denmark -2.21 -6.46 

France 3.10 2.00 

Sweden -3.63 -8.96 

United 
Kingdom 

0.94 -3.38 
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Overall, data on flight passenger numbers 

suggests that the Flight Shaming movement’s 

impact in Europe was mixed. It appeared 

particularly effective in reducing flight 

numbers in certain countries like Sweden. In 

other countries, its impact was limited to 

reducing the growth of new flight passengers 

or, in rare cases, did not prevent increased 

passenger growth. The air passenger growth 

rate for Europe as a whole was slightly lower, 

but not far off the historic average. This 

suggests that while potential new passengers 

were discouraged from flying, frequent flyers 

continued.  

 
To further confirm this proposition, this paper 

will investigate whether attitudes changed in 

Europe because of the flight-shaming 

movement and whether these attitudinal 

changes (if any) were enough to affect people’s 

behaviours.  

1.2 Attitudes in Europe towards flying 

Flying has historically been glamorised. 

Initially only accessible to the very wealthy, 

flying has been further glamorised in the age of 

social media, celebrating mobility-focused 

identities(Gössling, Humpe and Bausche, 

2020). This may explain why, as late as 2006, 

surveys demonstrated that holidaymakers failed 

to register the environmental impact of their 

flight vacations (ibid.). If the Flight-Shaming 

movement had been successful in Europe, it 

would have challenged these social norms and 

led people to question their flying habits. 

 
There is evidence to support that this has 

happened. In the European Investment Bank’s 

(EIB) annual Climate Survey starting from 

2018, data shows that Europeans became more 

willing to fly less (especially in 2019, at the 

height of the Flight Shaming movement).  
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Question 2018 2019 2020 

Percentage saying that they will travel less often by plane (or 
equivalent) 

11% 63% 74% 

Percentage saying that they will travel less often by plane, or intend to 
do so (or equivalent) 

Not 
applicable 

75% 83% 

 

However, there is an attitude-behaviour gap 

between those who say they will travel less by 

plane and those who intend to do so. Although 

the gap narrows (9% in 2020 vs 12% in 2019), 

there is a question of whether the change in 

people’s attitudes translated to genuine 

behavioural change. The evidence to support 

this is somewhat mixed.  

 
Gössling, Humpe and Bausch (2020) document 

how, through an online survey in Germany, 

regression analysis suggested that discussion of 

air transport’s impact on the environment 

heightens awareness. They also observe a 

negative relationship between the number of 

flights an individual takes and whether the 

environmental impact of flying is discussed 

within the individual’s social environment. 

This suggests that the Flight Shaming 

movement could have changed people’s 

attitudes toward flying. 

 
 

However, it is unclear whether the change in 

attitudes leads to a change in behaviour. The 

authors document that the evolution of attitudes 

has not significantly changed flying behaviours 

in Germany. The air passenger growth rate in 

Germany decreased in 2018-2019 (1.95%) 

compared to  2017-2018 (4.72%), suggesting 

an air passenger growth slowdown. 

Nonetheless, it still means that in absolute 

terms, the number of people flying continued to 

increase. An attitude-behaviour gap appears to 

exist here, where changes in attitudes do not 

translate into changes in behaviour. 

  

Similarly, Wild, Mathys and Wang (2021) 

report more mixed results for a case study in 

Switzerland. Participants in a survey were 

asked about their support for political and 

market-based measures (e.g. a flight tax, 

carbon-offsetting measures) to reduce flying 
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and aviation emissions. Although there was 

broad support for various measures such as a 

flight tax (59.5% support), only 27.2% of 

respondents said it would influence their flying 

habits if implemented. From this study, it also 

appears there is a case of an attitude-behaviour 

gap. 

 
This gap is even more apparent when analysing 

the 2021 EIB Climate Survey. The data asked 

Europeans whether they consider climate 

change when choosing their holiday 

destinations. The group with the strongest 

concern was people younger than 30 (69% said 

they consider climate change when planning 

their holiday destination). However, this age 

group was also the most likely to travel by 

plane if COVID were to come under control in 

the summer of 2022 (52%, versus 37% for 

people aged 30-64 years, versus 25% for 

people aged 65 years and more).  

 
In short, there appears to be an attitude-

behaviour gap problem that the Flight Shaming 

movement was unable to overcome and 

translate into behavioural change. This 

observation may partly explain why despite a 

growth slowdown in flight passenger numbers, 

they continued to grow in Europe in 2019.  

 
Overall, the Flight Shaming Movement’s 

impact on Europe was mixed. It appears to 

have reduced flight passenger numbers in some 

countries and led to a slowdown in passenger 

growth, although this did not prevent passenger 

numbers from increasing in some countries. 

More clearly, it has improved awareness about 

the environmental impact of flying but has 

struggled to translate this into behavioural 

change. The next section of the paper attempts 

to explain these observations. 

 

2. EXPLAINING THE FLIGHT SHAMING 

MOVEMENT’S IMPACT ON EUROPE 

2.1 The attitude-behaviour gap 

Despite improving awareness, the Flight 

Shaming movement could not translate more 

pro-environmental attitudes into observable 

behavioural change. The reasons that could 

explain this attitude-behaviour gap are COVID 

fatigue (specifically for 2021) and the 

perceived high costs and disadvantages of not 

flying. 
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It may be possible to explain the attitude-

behaviour gap observed in 2021 due to COVID 

fatigue, where people, frustrated by the 

restrictions in place to tackle the pandemic, 

have a greater desire to return to “normal” 

activities and explore (Krishnan, Rivas and 

Saxon, 2021). One reason young people 

holding more pro-environmental attitudes may 

wish to fly more than any other age group is 

that the COVID crisis has led to increased 

curiosity about travel destinations that require 

flying. This may be especially so when 

considering that young people have had fewer 

opportunities than other age groups to fly (due 

to age, job situation, and lack of time). 

 
On a broader note, the attitude-behaviour gap is 

a widespread phenomenon observed in climate 

change, where people fail to change behaviours 

despite mounting evidence that change is 

needed (Farjam, Nikolaychuk and Bravo, 

2019). The attitude-behaviour gap is prominent 

in ‘high cost’ situations, where the perceived 

cost of changing behaviour is high. It is easier 

to change behaviour in a ‘low cost’ situation. 

The associated sense of achievement from 

making a ‘low cost’ change is enough to deter 

environmentally-conscious individuals from 

taking any further action (ibid.).  

 
Choosing whether to fly or not to fly can be 

said to fit a ‘high cost’ situation because the 

opportunity cost of not flying is high. For 

example, flying is the most viable way to travel 

long distances, so not flying comes with 

increased burdens. This may also explain why, 

in the 2021 EIB Climate Survey, young people 

below the age of 30 who were most likely to fly 

if COVID allows were also most likely to fly to 

a ‘far away country’ out of any of the age 

groups (EIB, 2022). COVID fatigue may have 

accentuated the effect of young people being 

unwilling to bear the high cost of not flying. 

The Flight Shaming movement’s efforts to 

improve awareness thus did not translate into 

behavioural changes because it could not alter 

the perceived ‘high cost’ of not flying. 

 
The attitude-behaviour gap is also pronounced 

when the perceived benefits of a behavioural 

change are low (Wyss, Knoch and Berger, 

2022). Given that climate change is a global 

phenomenon, many dismiss the idea that 



132  

individual action would have a similar effect in 

tackling climate change instead of collective 

action. This was observable in the EIB’s 2021 

Climate Survey. Although 75% of Europeans 

think that individual behaviour can make a 

difference in tackling climate change, only 22% 

think it will make a difference “to a great 

extent” (EIB, 2022). The low perceived 

benefits of individual behavioural change may 

thus explain continued flying despite the Flight 

Shaming movement’s success in improving 

people’s awareness that behaviours have to 

change. 

2.2 Flight passenger profile 

From the flight data, the movement’s impact 

was limited to a growth slowdown in flight 

passenger numbers but it was unable to 

dissuade  frequent flyers from continuing to fly. 

Why this was the case may be due to who uses 

air travel. 

 
People who use air travel tend to be wealthy 

(Gössling and Humpe, 2020). The skew 

towards the wealthy is even more pronounced 

when analysing emissions by income group. 

For example, the emissions contribution of the 

highest income groups is 3.5 times greater than 

the lowest income groups. The top percentile of 

emitters is responsible for 27% of emissions in 

the European Union, suggesting that people 

who use air travel tend to fly long distances in 

addition to flying frequently. 

 
This observation is further supported by the 

fact that the expansion of high-speed rail in 

Europe has not reduced air travel demand at a 

similar rate that low-cost carriers in Europe 

have increased it (Clewlow, Sussman and 

Balakrishnan, 2014). Therefore, it appears that 

air travellers have an urge for longer distance 

travel, for which high-speed rail is an 

insufficient substitute. The persistence of the 

attitude-behaviour gap further explains why the 

Flight Shaming movement did not lead to 

significant behavioural changes. 

2.3 Characteristics of successful social 

movements 

The organisation, structure and nature of the 

Flight Shaming Movement may have limited its 

success in driving changes in flying behaviour. 

 
In analysing the success of the Nazi movement 

in Germany, the sociologist Theodore Abel 
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(1937) identified several criteria behind a 

successful social movement. 

 
Firstly, a social movement must be clearly 

directed towards an issue that it wishes to 

change and promote an alternative goal. The 

issue in question must be a threat to values 

common to many individuals, and personal 

values, like income and social status, must be 

involved. On the other hand, the goal that 

addresses the issue must be seen as being 

linked with the issue and must also appeal to a 

common ideal. 

 
Secondly, the success of a social movement 

also depends on its leader, who has to be 

charismatic enough to elicit a strong emotional 

reaction of dissatisfaction to sustain the social 

movement. 

 
Thirdly, the social movement must hold the 

attention of the community, and win the 

confidence of the masses by justifying clearly 

its claims for leadership. 

 
Based on Abel’s criteria, the Flight Shaming 

Movement was successful in some areas. It 

captured people’s attention (especially in 

2019), made people aware of flying’s 

environmental impact on climate change, and 

had a visible leader in Greta Thunberg. 

Otherwise, the Flight Shaming Movement did 

not fulfil Abel’s criteria. 

Although the movement clearly outlined the 

issue (environmental impact of flying) and 

goals (less flying or alternative modes of 

transport), the issue and the goal did not fit the 

criterion of commonality. As highlighted by the 

EIB Climate Surveys, concern about climate 

change is much greater among the younger 

population and decreases with age. Thus, it is 

unlikely that the goal of flying less fits a 

common ideal, partly because in some 

situations (e.g. long-distance travelling) it is 

impractical.  

 
The Flight Shaming Movement also did not 

manage to designate an object as the scapegoat 

behind the issue of climate change. Fridays for 

Future and Extinction Rebellion (2022) would 

highlight political inaction on climate change 

but avoid blaming specific people. Frequently, 

Thunberg would also lay blame on adults of an 

older generation. However, doing so would 
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have prevented the Flight Shaming movement 

from winning the confidence of the masses or 

from successfully justifying its claim for 

leadership, especially as Thunberg, at times, 

refused to suggest solutions when questioned 

about climate change (Meyer, 2019). 

 
Most importantly, the Flight Shaming 

Movement failed to connect personal values to 

the issue of flying and climate change. The 

Flight Shaming Movement emphasised moral 

and personal responsibility as a reason to 

change behaviour instead of more everyday 

concerns like income and social status.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

After reviewing secondary flight and survey 

data in Europe, the data suggested that the 

Flight Shaming Movement had mixed results in 

achieving its stated goals of getting people to 

fly less and take more environmentally-friendly 

alternatives like the train. 

 
Although at the height of the Flight Shaming 

movement flight numbers were significantly 

reduced in some countries, its overall impact in 

Europe was limited to lowering flight 

passenger growth. Similarly, although the 

Movement raised awareness about the need to 

reduce flying due to its environmental impact, 

it could not translate the improved 

understanding into significant behavioural 

change.  

 
Possible reasons that were considered to 

explain these observations include the 

persistence of an attitude-behaviour gap in 

‘high cost situations’, the passenger profile of 

air travellers and the organisation and structure 

of the Flight Shaming Movement.  

 
In particular, the attitude-behaviour gap 

appears to be only resolvable if the cost of not 

flying was lower, suggesting that better 

alternative forms of transport are needed to 

reduce flying. In the context of tackling climate 

change, this also suggests that governments 

cannot rely solely on individual actions to 

reach their net-zero goals. Significantly more 

measures have to be undertaken to nudge 

individuals in the correct direction, highlighting 

the importance of well-designed government 

policy. 
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Appendix A: 2017-2018 European flight data 
 

Country Annual flight passenger 
numbers, 2017 

Annual flight passenger 
numbers, 2018 

Percentage change, %, 
2 decimal places 

Austria 28,327,279 31,138,417 9.92 

Belgium 33,260,493 34,506,309 3.75 

Bulgaria 11,092,651 12,137,714 9.42 

Croatia 8,843,053 9,731,294 10.04 

Cyprus 10,238,913 10,927,101 6.72 

Czech Republic 16,245,554 17,838,221 9.80 

Denmark 33,261,214 34,701,139 4.33 

Estonia 2,635,145 2,995,528 13.68 

Finland 20,054,947 22,173,530 10.56 

France 154,096,485 161,991,179 5.12 

Germany 212,389,343 222,422,361 4.72 

Greece 50,170,728 54258826 8.15 

Hungary 13,350,029 15,176,493 13.68 

Iceland 8,318,734 10,166,386 22.21 

Ireland 34,271,771 36,345,005 6.05 

Italy 144,306,325 153,352,444 6.27 

Latvia 6,077,854 7,037,070 15.78 

Lithuania 5,246,101 6,254,178 19.22 

Luxembourg 3,554,730 3,988,804 12.21 

Malta 6,007,731 7,037,070 17.13 

Montenegro 2,173,494 2,440,486 12.28 

Netherlands 76,240,304 7,964,4163 4.46 

North Macedonia 1,861,282 2,152,746 15.66 

Norway 38,739,778 40,030,105 3.33 

Poland 37,684,668 43,767,548 16.14 

Portugal 47,673,057 51,018,598 7.02 

Romania 17,934,774 19,809,642 10.45 

Serbia 4,828,171 5,521,250 14.35 

Slovakia 2,402,651 2,794,094 16.29 

Slovenia 1,682,133 1,810,567 7.64 
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Spain 209,824,089 220,611,429 5.14 

Sweden 38,456,213 38,945,096 1.27 

Switzerland 53,564,943 56,139,549 4.81 

United Kingdom 264,629,454 272,190,155 2.86 

European Union (28 
countries) 1,043,072,331 1,105,945,842 6.03 

  
Median percentage 
increase 9.61 

 
 
 

Appendix B: 2018-2019 European Flight Data 
 

 

Country Annual passenger 
numbers, 2018 

Annual passenger 
numbers, 2019 

Percentage change, % 
2 decimal places 

Austria 31,138,417 35,644,188 14.47 

Belgium 34,506,309 35,385,188 2.55 

Bulgaria 12,137,714 11,713,068 -3.50 

Croatia 9,731,294 10,623,239 9.17 

Cyprus 10,927,101 11,261,410 3.06 

Czech Republic 17,838,221 18,832,696 5.57 

Denmark 34,701,139 34,780,127 0.23 

Estonia 2,995,528 3,258,003 8.76 

Finland 22,173,530 23,287,929 5.03 

France 161,991,179 168,726,788 4.16 

Germany 222,422,361 226,764,086 1.95 

Greece 54,258,826 56,088,527 3.37 

Hungary 15,176,493 16,700,750 10.04 

Iceland 10,166,386 7,584,197 -25.40 

Ireland 36,345,005 37,947,510 4.41 

Italy 153,352,444 160,667,939 4.77 

Latvia 7,037,070 7,785,726 10.64 

Lithuania 6,254,178 6,504,685 4.01 

Luxembourg 3,988,804 4,365,569 9.45 

Malta 7,037,070 7,785,726 10.64 
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Montenegro 2,440,486 2,652,801 8.70 

Netherlands 79,644,163 81,192,507 1.94 

North Macedonia 2,152,746 2,353,327 9.32 

Norway 40,030,105 40,348,437 0.80 

Poland 43,767,548 46,942,771 7.25 

Portugal 51,018,598 55,007,894 7.82 

Romania 19,809,642 21,565,865 8.87 

Serbia 5,521,250 6,450,643 16.83 

Slovakia 2,794,094 2,839,787 1.64 

Slovenia 1,810,567 1,719,039 -5.06 

Spain 220,611,429 228,262,372 3.47 

Sweden 38,945,096 37,614,763 -3.42 

Switzerland 56,139,549 57,194,328 1.88 

United Kingdom 272,190,155 277,432,380 1.93 

European Union 
(28 countries) 

 
1,105,945,842 

 
1,146,593,065 

 
3.68 

  Median percentage 
increase 

 
4.28 

 
 

N.B. the use of a median function reduces distortion by outlier data. The calculated overall 

median increase of around 4% in passenger numbers is not affected by the sharp fall in Iceland, 

mainly due to a regional budget airline going bust (Calder, 2019). 
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Appendix C: 2010-2019 European Flight Data

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Total 
numb 
er of 
passe 
ngers 
in 
Euro 
pe 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1,132,74 
2,680 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1,210,21 
4,767 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1,222,17 
9,223 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1,247,82 
1,375 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1,309,06 
1,419 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1,381,08 
5,414 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1,482,15 
9,866 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1,599,44 
4,091 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1,690,82 
3,244 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1,746,81 
6,896 

% 
chang 
e in 
total 
numb 
er of 
passe 
ngers 
comp 
ared 
to 
year 
befor 
e 
(2dp) 

N/A  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6.84 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

0.99 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.10 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4.91 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5.50 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7.32 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7.91 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5.71 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.31 

Aver 
age 
% 
annu 
al 
chang 
e in 
total 
numb 
er of 
passe 
ngers 
(2dp) 

4.95 
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