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Abstract
Austria is a corporatist country, meaning that the four big social partners (the

Chamber of Labor (AK), Economic Chamber (WKO), Chamber of Agriculture (LK), and

Austrian Trade Union Federation (ÖGB)) are an essential element of Austrian politics. These

four social partners have a crucial influence on all areas of policy, including climate policy. To

identify how they try to influence public discourse on the climate, we conducted a discourse

analysis of their press releases from 2023. We employed a largely deductive framework

analysis, building on the discourses of climate delay described by Lamb et al. (2020), to

identify types of discourse used by each social partner that delay climate action.

Indeed, the social partners have several avenues of influence on political

decision-making, including informing and participating in political discussions and

participating in the implementation of policy. Much of how the social partners employ their

power is not public, meaning that past research has largely been informed by interviews.

Though, the social partners also have a very public presence, so we focus on the way they

use their influence to affect public discourse by looking at their press releases. Our analysis

builds on Lukes’ (2004) conceptualization of power, which includes the influence of

discourse on desires and preferences to secure hegemony.

The existing literature has identified that the social partners “have repeatedly

weakened, delayed, or entirely prevented progress in climate policy” (Steurer et al., 2023, p.

389, own translation) and contributed to an overall lack of climate action in Austria. Our

analysis shows that especially the WKO and LK, but also the AK and, to a lesser extent, the

ÖGB pursue narratives that cause delays of transformative climate policy. The specific

discourses used by the social partners differ significantly, but the social partners use these

discourses mostly to advocate for the economic interests of their respective target groups.

We find that communications by the social partners include examples of all four main

categories of discourse of climate delay described by Lamb et al. (2020): surrender, redirect

responsibility, push non-transformative solutions, and emphasize the downsides. We



identified examples of narratives that fit these main categories but also defined new

sub-categories not included in the framework. We define additional discourses pushing

non-transformative solutions: free-market optimism, market-based incentive solutionism,

biomass/biogas solutionism, and animal-based agriculture solutionism, as well as additional

discourses emphasizing the downsides of climate policy: claim ineffectiveness, appeal to

tradition, and appeal to maintaining competitiveness.

Although this analysis cannot identify to what extent each discourse of climate delay

may be (un)justified in each case, it corroborates the previous literature assigning

responsibility for the delay of climate policy in Austria to the social partners, especially the

WKO. We conclude that a reform of the corporatist system could be useful to reduce

structural barriers to climate action.

Key References

Brand, U., & Niedermoser, M. K. (2019). The role of trade unions in social-ecological
transformation: Overcoming the impasse of the current growth model and the imperial
mode of living. Journal of Cleaner Production, 225, 173–180.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2019.03.284

Brand, U., & Pawloff, A. (2014). Selectivities at Work: Climate Concerns in the Midst of
Corporatist Interests. The Case of Austria. Journal of Environmental Protection,
05(09), 780–795. https://doi.org/10.4236/jep.2014.59080

Hermann, A. T., Hogl, K., & Pregernig, M. (2017). Science–policy interactions in Austrian,
Dutch, and Swiss climate policy: A comparative account. Journal of Environmental
Policy & Planning, 19(2), 168–182. https://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.2016.1180238

Hermann, A. T., Pregernig, M., Hogl, K., & Bauer, A. (2015). Cultural Imprints on Scientific
Policy Advice: Climate science–policy interactions within Austrian neo-corporatism.
Environmental Policy and Governance, 25(5), 343–355.
https://doi.org/10.1002/eet.1674

Hochgerner, J., Dobner, S., Feichtinger, J., Haas, W., Hausknost, D., Kulmer, V., Niederl, A.,
Omann, I., & Seebauer, S. (2016). Grundlagen zur Entwicklung einer Low Carbon
Development Strategy in Österreich.

Jessop, B. (2005). Critical Realism and the Strategic-Relational Approach. New Formations,
56.

Lamb, W. F., Mattioli, G., Levi, S., Roberts, J. T., Capstick, S., Creutzig, F., Minx, J. C.,
Müller-Hansen, F., Culhane, T., & Steinberger, J. K. (2020). Discourses of climate
delay. Global Sustainability, 3, e17. https://doi.org/10.1017/sus.2020.13

Lukes, S. (2004). Power: A radical view (2nd ed.). Palgrave Macmillan.



Steurer, R., Buzogány, A., Scherhaufer, P., Clar, C., & Nash, S. L. (2023). Governance und
politische Beteiligung. In C. Görg, V. Madner, A. Muhar, A. Novy, A. Posch, K. W.
Steininger, & E. Aigner (Eds.), APCC Special Report: Strukturen für ein
klimafreundliches Leben (pp. 389–402). Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-662-66497-1_16

Tálos, E., & Hinterseer, T. (2019). Sozialpartnerschaft: Ein zentraler politischer
Gestaltungsfaktor der Zweiten Republik am Ende? Studien Verlag.
https://www.studienverlag.at/buecher/5992/sozialpartnerschaft-2/

Wieser, H., & Kaufmann, P. (2023). Die Versorgung mit Gütern und Dienstleistungen. In C.
Görg, V. Madner, A. Muhar, A. Novy, A. Posch, K. W. Steininger, & E. Aigner (Eds.),
APCC Special Report: Strukturen für ein klimafreundliches Leben (pp. 413–436).
Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-662-66497-1_18


