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Political myths in climate leadership: The case of Danish climate 

and energy pioneership   
 

 

 

Abstract:  

Climate leadership is important for the transition to a low carbon economy, where some countries are 

seen as leaders because of their ambitious climate and energy policies. Yet, climate leadership is 

dynamic and evolves over time to become a political myth, which governments use in their policy 

strategies. Changes in governments lead to new climate and energy strategies that affect the country’s 

leadership position. This article links the growing literature on environmental/climate leadership and 

the literature on political myth. Specifically, the article draws on the environmental/climate leadership 

framework to analyse the connection between political myths and governments’ climate and energy 

policy strategies to understand how the changing interpretation of the political myth influence 

leadership. The article uses the case study of Denmark because of the consensus in the literature that 

it is a pioneer in climate and energy policies. This article analyses how Danish governments interpret 
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the political myth of Danish climate and energy pioneership and how their policies influence 

Denmark’s leadership position. The case study finds that the continued reinterpretations of the 

political myth of leadership do not always reflect the original myth, yet the myth remains important 

for governments’ claim to leadership.  

 

Keywords: climate leadership, energy policy, climate policy, Denmark, political myth, pioneership 
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Introduction 
Leadership is crucial for achieving societal change. This is particularly important for climate change, 

where the latest UN IPCC report (2018) shows the need for urgent actions. Leaders influence the 

speed and direction of the transition from a fossil fuel economy to a low carbon economy (Oberthür 

and Kelly 2008; Parker et al 2012), and they have a vital role in pushing others (Karlsson et al 2011).  

Over time, the story of leadership is told and re-told, this evolving narrative can create a political 

myth for example the myth of a Green Europe (Lenschow and Sprungk 2010). Similar governments 

use these political myths to legitimise their actions (Sala 2010). Nevertheless, governments have 

different interpretations of the political myth which influence both the country’s leadership position 

and the political myth. It is, therefore, important to understand how governments use political myths 

to position themselves as leaders.   

Previous studies of environmental leadership (Andersen and Liefferink 1997; Gupta and M. Grubb 

2000; Liefferink and Wurzel 2017) have focused on climate and environmental leadership in foreign 

policy actions (Oberthür and Kelly 2008; Wurzel and Connelly 2011; Torney 2015) and in domestic 

policies (Andersen and Liefferink 1997; Börzel 2002; Wiering et al 2019). Leadership positions are 

dynamic (Liefferink et al 2009 and Tobin 2017) and change over time due to endogenous changes in 

the political system, e.g. elections and public opinion, and exogenous shifts in the broader political 

agenda at the EU and global levels. Crucially, governments use established political myths as basis 

for their policy strategies (the Government 2007, 2013 and 2018). This self-perspective is important 

for understanding the connection between the political myth and leadership.   

This article offers a different perspective on climate leadership by analysing how governments 

interpret the political myth of climate leadership to pursue their policy agendas. The article 

demonstrates how policies influence leadership position thereby potentially creating a discrepancy 

between the original myth and reality. This leads to the following research questions: How do 

governments interpret the political myth of pioneership in their climate and energy policies? How do 

these policies influence climate leadership position? Thus the article aims to understand the relation 

between the political myth and climate leadership. Here, Denmark is an interesting case because it 

started its energy transition in the late 1970s, it became a pioneer in the 1980s and a pusher in the 

1990s (Andersen 1997; Börzel 2002; Dyrhauge 2017).  Moreover, Denmark continues to have higher 

climate and energy policy objectives compared to other EU member states (European Commission 

2014; Jänicke and Wurzel 2019: 27). This policy legacy has contributed to the political myth of 
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climate and energy leadership, which is widely used in domestic policy debates. Crucially, this story 

of climate and energy leadership remains central to Danish politics (Ege 2009; Andersen and Nielsen 

2017), and is used by governments to pursue their political agendas (Government 2011, 2015, 2016 

and 2018). Governments’ policies differ, which have implications for both the political myth and 

leadership position.  

The article contributes to the environmental leadership literature (Young 1991; Wurzel and Connelly 

2011; Liefferink and Wurzel 2017) by analysing governments’ leadership positions (i.e. symbolic 

leader, pioneer and pusher) through the lens of political myth. The article adds new insights into the 

relationship between political myths and climate leadership to understand how governments use the 

political myth of leadership in their political agenda, thereby also contributing to the political myth 

literature (e.g. Sala 2010; Lenschow and Sprungk 2010). Specifically, the analysis challenges the 

myth of Danish climate and energy pioneership. The article argues that changing governments have 

moved Denmark from a pioneer to a symbolic leader position thereby moving away from the political 

myth of pioneership. Moreover, the article reveals that policy focus has shifted from domestic climate 

and energy policy ambitions to industrial policy especially export of green energy technology. The 

study draws on a qualitative case study using semi-structured interviews and documents to analyse 

the Thorning-Schmidt and the Løkke Rasmussen governments’ climate and energy policies. 

The first section conceptualises the Danish political myth of pioneership. The second section outlines 

the analytical framework of environmental leadership. The third section explains the development of 

Danish climate and energy policy. The fourth section analyses the Thorning-Schmidt and the Løkke 

Rasmussen governments’ climate and energy policies to show how their interpretation of the political 

myth influenced Danish leadership position. The fifth section discusses the role of political myth in 

climate leadership. Finally, the conclusion proposes avenues for further research into the relation 

between climate leadership and political myth.  

  

Conceptualising political myth of Danish pioneership   
Stories are told and re-told thereby creating a narrative based on past events and actions, over time 

this narrative can turn into a myth. Here “political myths ... provide a narrative from a fact to make 

sense of why political authority is being used. One of the central purposes of political myth then, is 

to generate legitimacy for particular rule” (Sala 2010: 5). For example, the functional myth of a Green 

Europe reflects the performance in this policy field, and it is rooted in real world facts that are 
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important for the survival of the myth (Lenschow and Sprungk 2010: 147). Moreover, “the continuing 

legitimacy of the environmental leadership role of the EU internationally of course depends on the 

EU’s capacity to fulfil its own commitments” (ibid p. 149). Thus, internal policy objectives and 

actions provide legitimacy for the political myth and claims of leadership. Both leadership and 

political myth are built on past actions, which governments use as legitimacy for their policy 

narratives.  

However, myths cannot be left to institutional actors, like governments, instead they need to adjust 

to social structures, as such “myths need social actors to bring them to life and ensure that they can 

continue to tell a story that resonate” (Sala 2010: 8). Thus, the wider society needs to accept and 

support the myth in order for the myth to survive in the long term. Indeed, social acceptance enables 

the myth to thrive and develop. Similar, societal actors, e.g. businesses, green NGOs or the 

opposition, can challenge the authorities’ narrative of the political myth or push the government to 

change its policies to align them closer to the original political myth. In short, a societal consensus 

surrounding the myth is important for its continued existence and legitimacy.  

The story of the Danish climate pioneership started in the 1970s oil crises, where grass-root 

movements, academics and wind energy entrepreneurs successfully pushed for an alternative energy 

policy agenda, which was adopted by the government in the early 1980s. This initial energy 

transformation was facilitated by a windmill industry cluster (Eikeland and Inderberg 2016: 167). In 

the 1980s, Danish governments had established high domestic environmental standards, which they 

wanted to protection against EU environmental policies and Denmark developed a defensive position 

at the EU level (Börzel 2002). In the 1990s, the Social Democratic coalition governments, especially 

the minister for environment and energy Svend Auken, focused on developing ambitious domestic 

environmental and energy policies, mainly investments in windmills. These policy actions led to an 

unintentional exemplary leadership (Andersen and Nielsen 2017), a forerunner position (Andersen 

1997) and pioneer position (Börzel 2002) in environmental policy and energy policies. Together the 

high domestic environmental standards and energy policies created the political myth of climate and 

energy leadership, understood as pioneership. Overall, Denmark’s pioneership resulted in high 

domestic climate and renewable energy objective for 2020 compared to other EU member states, 

except for Sweden, Latvia and Finland (European Commission 2014).  

These past climate and energy policy actions form the basis of the political myth that Danish policy-

makers and green energy stakeholders use today. Similar to the myth of a green Europe (Lenschow 
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and Sprungk 2010), the Danish environmental leadership myth is built on facts, more specific, its 

early energy transition and high domestic climate and energy policy objectives. This pioneership acts 

as legitimacy for the Danish myth of climate leadership today. Furthermore myths also create 

expectations of future behaviour (Lynggaard 2017: 1410). Indeed, this article shows how the political 

myth has been important for subsequent governments and, the article uses governments’ 

interpretations of the political myth as an explanatory factor in identifying Danish climate and energy 

policy leadership position to understand how the political myth changes with different government. 

 

Conceptualising climate leadership  
Leadership demands actions by an actor, in this case a government, both in terms of domestic policies 

and foreign policies (Liefferink and Wurzel 2017). Leadership is analysed through different 

perspectives for example polycentric governance (Liefferink and Wurzel 2018), which focuses on the 

interconnectivity between different levels of governance from transnational to the local level, other 

perspectives on leadership are interpreted through Europeanisation (Börzel 2002, and Solorio and 

Jörges 2017). Importantly, climate leadership (Torney 2015: Tobin 2017) and environmental 

leadership (Liefferink and Andersen 1998: Börzel 2002) draw on the same conceptual understanding 

of leadership (Young 1991: Underdal 1994: Burns 1978). Moreover, governments adopt policy 

strategies to achieve their political goals, and these strategies represent one of the three leadership 

positions; pioneer, symbolic and pusher (table 1). The article analyses governments’ climate and 

energy policy strategies and central policy initiatives to identify their leadership positions. 

 

Insert table 1 

 

 

 

A laggard has low ambitions both at domestic level and externally, as such it is more likely to be a 

follower or a brakeman in policy-making and international climate negotiations. By comparison, a 

symbolic leader also has low domestic policy objectives, but it has high external policy ambitions. A 

symbolic leader is likely to use its structural power e.g. military or economic, to pursue its interests 
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abroad instead of pursuing a climate agenda at home. For example, structural power is access to the 

EU single market, where access is only granted if products comply with EU environmental standards 

(Liefferink and Wurzel 2017: 957), therefore the EU can use carrots and stick in order for third parties 

to comply with the Single Market rules (Damro 2015). Importantly, these leaders tend to focus on 

their own, mainly economic, interests instead of reaching agreements that are good for the collective 

(Young 1991: 292-3). Thus, their environmental commitment is symbolic. Nevertheless, a “symbolic 

leader may actually be ‘forced’ (e.g. by the EU) to adopt internal policies that will reduce the 

credibility gap which normally opens up between a symbolic leader’s ambitious rhetoric and its lack 

of actual policies” (Liefferink and Wurzel 2017: 961). This pressure can also come from domestic 

level for example changes in public opinion that forces the government to adopt stronger policies 

than it had intended.  

A pioneer, on the other hand, has high domestic policy goals, and is a pioneer in terms of policy 

development, gaining knowledge of both policy problems and finding policy solutions. Pioneers 

emphasise domestic policy development over foreign policy actions and thereby unintentionally 

serving as example for other countries (Liefferink and Wurzel 2017; 960). There are different ways 

to conceptualise pioneers; for example pioneers often have strong green advocacy coalitions that are 

able to use the political structures to successfully push for ambitious climate actions, both at home 

and abroad (Jänicke 2005). Whereas other pioneers are defensive and want to protect their domestic 

policy and governance models (Börzel 2002) because they see their own models as better than 

alternative models or to protection domestic interests against outside influence. This article sees 

pioneers as intentional exemplary leaders, who wants to share their knowledge, and thus are not 

exclusively focused on the domestic level as suggested by Liefferink and Wurzel (2017).   

A pusher has both high domestic policy ambitions and high external policy ambitions, which enables 

it to use its domestic policy achievements as legitimacy to pursue high policy objectives in external 

climate negotiations for example in the EU or UN. Moreover, a pusher can adopt different strategies, 

for example through cognitive leadership, where the actor conceptualises ideas to define and redefine 

solutions to climate problems in a long term perspective (Liefferink and Wurzel 2017: 961, and 

Liefferink and Wurzel 2018: 144). Moreover, actors try to influence the policy agenda by framing a 

climate issue, in terms of both problem and solution for example from an ecological modernisation 

(Hajer 1995) or sustainable development (Baker 2006) perspective. These cognitive or normative 

strategies can be used to push for high ambitions both at home and abroad. Thus, a pusher wants 

strong climate commitment both at domestic level and externally. 
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This article compares the Thorning-Schmidt governments (2011-2015) and Løkke Rasmussen 

governments’ (2015-2019) climate and energy policies focusing on their interpretations of the Danish 

pioneership myth (Andersen 1997; Börzel 2002; Andersen and Nielsen 2017). The article analyses 

the Thorning-Schmidt and Løkke Rasmussen governments’ climate policies to understand the 

relation between their interpretations of the political myth and their leadership position. The 

subsequent discussion focuses on how the development of the political myth affect climate leadership.  

 

Research methods 
This qualitative in-depth case study uses documents and interviews to analyse government policy 

strategies instead of the impact of individual policy instruments. The policy documents include annual 

energy policy reports from the Danish Energy Agency, political agreements on climate and energy 

policies, government manifestos and relevant government documents to identify the Government’s 

policy strategies and aims. Moreover, I carried out nine semi-structured explorative interviews with 

representatives from Danish industry associations (Danish Wind Industry Association, Danish 

Industry (DI) and Danish Business Association), green NGOs (NOAH) and think tanks (Concito and 

The Ecological Council), one former member of the European Parliament (Britta Thomsen from the 

Social Democratic Party) and two climate and energy ministers (Martin Lidegaard  from the Social 

Liberal Party and Lars Christian Lilleholt from the Liberal Party). The interviewees represent 

different views and interests thereby enabling triangulation of their understanding of Danish climate 

leadership. I used MAXQDA for the content analysis to identify text explaining central keywords 

such as climate leader, green realism and green growth. This content analysis identified the different 

meanings of the keywords and helped answering the research questions outlined in the introduction: 

How do governments interpret the political myth of pioneership in their climate and energy policies? 

How do these strategies influence climate leadership position? 

 

Overview of Danish climate and energy policy 2001-2011 
Leadership depends on government actions, which was evident under the Anders Fogh Rasmussen 

governments (2001-2009). Initially, Anders Fogh Rasmussen did not believe in climate change, and 

he started his first government period by dismantling many advisory bodies, before creating new 

advisory boards, for example the Environmental Assessment Institute headed by the climate sceptic 

Bjørn Lomborg. The institute was tasked with evaluating the effectiveness of environmental 
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initiatives. Moreover, the new government cancelled three off-shore wind parks, abolished energy 

savings schemes and reduced funding for research in renewable energies thereby “causing carbon 

emissions and energy consumption to rise” (Ryland 2010: 81). In other words, the new government 

dismantled existing policies, and destroyed the legacy created by previous governments and 

effectively stopped Danish environmental pioneership (Hvelplund 2005; Meyer 2007 and Andersen 

and Nielsen 2017). This was evident in the 2003 government strategy for the environment: “Green 

Market Economy – environment worth the money” (Government 2003: 7). The strategy is called 

green realism, and emphasises reaping the benefit of previous investments. All interviewees (2016 

and 2017) saw this period in the early 2000s as a turning point in Danish self-perceived pioneership 

because the Fogh Rasmussen Government forced the green energy technology companies to look 

abroad to sell their energy solutions as there were little opportunities at home, thereby starting to 

export Danish green energy solutions.  

Anders Fogh Rasmussen later changed his position on climate change. In January 2007, the 

Government published a strategy for long-term energy transition stating that Denmark had to be 

independent of fossil fuels, although without a date for achieving this goal; renewable energies had 

to represent 30 percent of total energy consumption in 2025; there had to be increased energy savings; 

public financing of energy technology research had to be doubled, and the Government wanted to 

invest in wind energy (Government 2007:  46-7). The new policy strategy reversed the previous green 

realism strategy, and there was a consensus among the interviewees (2016 and 2017) that the new 

climate and renewable energy approach was market driven based on the 2003 strategy favouring 

business solutions to protect domestic energy security. 

Simultaneously, Connie Hedegaard (the Conservative Party), Minister for Environment and Energy 

(2004-2009), was instrumental in convincing Anders Fogh Rasmussen to pursue the COP15 

presidency (Meilstrup 2010). However, the COP15 preparation was marred by internal tensions 

within the Government, which intensified when Lars Løkke Rasmussen, who had not shown an 

interest in climate change, took over as prime minister following Anders Fogh Rasmussen’s 

appointment as Secretary General for NATO (Meilstrup 2010). The tensions were not only within the 

Danish Government, but also between the countries participating in the COP15, which influenced the 

outcome of the conference (Andersen and Nielsen 2017: 91). Overall, multiple factors contributed to 

the failure, just as COP15 took place during the economic crisis, where many countries were 

experiencing severe economic problems, including Denmark, and did not prioritise climate policies. 
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During the economic crisis, the Government adopted two stimulus packages (2009 and 2010) aimed 

to generate jobs and economic growth instead of increasing public expenditures on environmental 

policy (Skovgaard et al 2019: 120-1). In other words, the first decade of the 21st century was 

dominated by the Liberal Party in government focusing on business solutions to solve climate and 

energy policy issues, mainly through the ‘environment worth the money’ approach. This green 

realism approach hollowed out the domestic energy transition and stakeholders instead turned the 

attention to export of green energy technology thereby re-interpreting the political myth of 

pioneership as business solutions instead of government policy solutions, which was the case for the 

original pioneership, as discussed earlier in this article.  

 

Danish climate and energy policy strategies 2011-2019 
The climate and energy agenda has increasingly become important at all levels, where mid- and long-

term policy objectives play an instrumental role in structuring policy debates, this is evident in the 

Danish multiannual energy framework agreements that set out mid-term climate objectives, but also 

the long term goal for a zero emission society in 2050 is part of the climate debate in Denmark.  

Similar, energy transition from fossil fuels to renewable energies is integral to these policy debates. 

The following sections focus on the Thorning-Schmidt governments’ (2011-2015) and the Løkke 

Rasmussen governments’ (2015-2019) climate and energy policies, and analyse how they interpret 

the political myth of Danish pioneership, and how their policies influence the Danish leadership 

position.    

 

2011-2015: Thorning-Schmidt governments’ green growth strategy 
The 2011 change in government to a Social Democratic Party, Socialist People’s Party and Social 

Liberal Party coalition government with Helle Thorning-Schmidt as prime minister introduced a 

green growth strategy that represented an ambitious approach to climate and energy policies. This 

strategy was partly contributed to the strong climate agenda pushed by the coalition partners i.e. the 

Socialist People’s Party and the Social Liberal Party. The Socialist People’s Party gained a number 

of new seats in the election, which made it a strong party in the coalition and enabled it to push the 

climate change agenda (Ladrech and Little 2018: 1026). Whereas the Social Liberal Party’s green 

image was “less pronounced in 2011-2015 due to [its] focus on the economic agenda” (Kosiara-

Pedersen and Little 2016: 561) following the economic crises. The new government’s manifesto 

wanted to kick start the economy after the financial crisis by creating jobs, investing in public 
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transport, promoting renewable energies and green companies, and improving environmental 

protection (Government 2011: 6 and 27). This green growth strategy included foreign policy, 

especially exporting Danish green energy solutions. Overall, “the Danish strategy would be to strive 

for a ‘green transition’ that would create jobs whilst also reducing climate gas emissions and other 

environmental pressures, serving as a cognitive and exemplary pioneer” (Andersen and Nielsen 2017: 

87). Thus, the green growth strategy increased the 2020 and 2030 domestic climate commitment as 

well as external climate commitments (interview, Danish Wind Power, 2016). Moreover, the 2013 

growth plan for energy and climate included five focus areas: energy transition, export promotion, 

energy efficient buildings, research and more efficient use of North Sea resources (Government 2013: 

8). The plan explicitly recognised the link between ambitious domestic priorities and external 

reputation (Government 2013: 11, 15 and 41). By adopting a policy strategy that combined both 

domestic and external dimensions the Thorning-Schmidt Government wanted to place Denmark in a 

pusher position. This strategy was evident in the following policy initiatives.  

Inspired by the British and Scottish climate laws, the first Danish climate law was adopted in 2014 

by the Thorning-Schmidt Government with support from the Conservative Party, the Socialist 

People’s Partyi and the Red-Green Alliance. The Liberal Party was not part of the climate law 

coalition, although it supports the 2050 low-carbon society goal. The law commits future 

governments to work towards a low carbon society in 2050 (Climate Law 2014). However, the 

climate law is symbolic without any legal requirements for governments to protect the environment 

and implement climate policies, unlike the British and Scottish climate laws, where NGOs have taken 

the UK and Scottish governments to court due to lack of implementation. Instead, the main climate 

legislation remain part of the multi-annual energy agreements (interviews, CONCITO and NOAH, 

2016).  

The Thorning-Schmidt government inherited a proposal for a new multi-annual energy plan from the 

Løkke Rasmussen government. Unsurprisingly, the new government rejected the existing plan and 

instead published its own plan in early 2012. The new Minister for Climate and Energy, Martin 

Lidegaard (the Social Liberal Party) was able to create a fairly ambitious energy agreement for 2012-

2020 that was adopted with support from the Red-Green Alliance, and parts of the opposition (the 

Liberal Party and the Conservative Party) (interview, the Ecological Council, 2017). The agreement 

supports Denmark’s commitment to the EU 2020 climate and energy policy objectives, and it 

increased the Løkke Rasmussen Government’s commitment to the share of renewable energies in the 

final energy consumption from 30 percent to 35 percent in 2020. Current projections show that 
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Denmark will overshoot and reach 42 per cent renewable energies in the final energy consumption in 

2020 (Danish Energy Agency 2018: 16), which is mainly due to the switch from coal to biomass in 

heating. The multi-annual energy agreement also aims to reduce greenhouse gas emission by 34 

percent from 1990 level, and increase energy efficiency by 12 percent compared to 2006 (Government 

2012). Indeed, “the social democratic government in the 1970s supported energy savings and the 

development of alternative energy sources” (Andersen 1990: 187) and energy efficiency has been 

central to Danish energy policy since the 1970s. Overall, the 2012 energy agreement was a more 

ambitious framework compared to the previous government’s proposal. The adopted agreement 

increased the speed of the domestic energy transition and created legitimacy for government’s pusher 

position at the EU level.  

During the EU 2030 climate and energy policy negotiations, the Thorning-Schmidt Government 

wanted strong mandatory national measures, including mandatory target of 40 percent reduction in 

greenhouse gasses, and it favoured targets for renewable energy and energy efficiency (European 

Commission 2014: 207).  However, EU policy-makers could not agree on mandatory targets nor 

national burden sharing, instead member states and the Commission were concerned about the 

potential negative impact these measures would have on industry and competitiveness (Burgin 2015). 

The differences led to weaker goals compared to the 2020 targets, and there was no support for the 

green growth agenda promoted by the Thorning-Schmidt Government, importantly the EU Council 

required unanimity, which placed higher barriers for Denmark and other climate leaders to succeed. 

Indeed, the institutional decision-making procedures are important for climate leaders to succeed. 

The institutional settings for both COP and EU Council require unanimity, which allows the lowest 

common dominator to prevail because veto-player, often laggards, will resist large changes.  

Overall, climate visions were important for the Thorning-Schmidt Governments, which wanted 

Denmark to be a leader in climate and energy technology (Government 2011 and 2013: Interview 

with Martin Lidegaard 2017: interview Danish Wind Power 2016). Domestically and externally the 

Government promoted a green growth vision and its ability to speed up the domestic energy transition 

gave it legitimacy at the EU level. However, the institutional procedures are important for successful 

leadership. At home the government had a majority for its climate law and the 2012 energy agreement, 

but at the EU level the institutional procedures reduced its capabilities to persuade others, mainly the 

laggards and fence-sitters. Nevertheless, the climate and energy policies adopted by the Thorning-

Schmidt governments represented a pusher position, and they supported the original political myth 

of pioneership due to their high domestic policy ambitions.   
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2015 -2019: Løkke Rasmussen governments’ return to green realism  
The Liberal Party regained power in the 2015 election with Lars Løkke Rasmussen as prime-minister 

in a minority government. In 2016, Lars Løkke Rasmussen invited the Conservative Party and the 

Liberal Alliance to join the Government. The Conservative Party sees itself as the green party right-

of-centre, and has outside government “directed their attention to a ‘green’ approach and the party 

claims to be ready to pursue environmental legislation without consent of the Liberal Party” (Kosiara-

Pedersen and Little 2015: 563). However, the Conservative Party had lost seats in both the 2011 and 

2015 elections, which reduced its power as a climate actor (Ladrech and Little, 2019: 1027) and thus 

its power in the coalition Government. Whereas the Liberal Alliance does not have a green profile 

and instead focuses on reducing market regulations and energy taxes. The Løkke Rasmussen 

Governments reintroduced green realism, and emphasized that Denmark again had to reap the 

benefits of previous investments (interview with Lars Christian Lilleholt 2017 and Government 2015 

and 2016). The Governments’ manifestos (2015 and 2016) focus on economic efficiency, reducing 

energy taxes, removing subsidies for renewables, and emphasising that climate and energy policies 

should not damage industrial competitiveness. Simultaneously, a strong export oriented green energy 

technology strategy aimed to promote Danish industries abroad and it was rooted in the political myth 

of pioneership interpreted as green energy technology, which originate from the final years of the 

Fogh Rasmussen governments.   

This interpretation of climate leadership as supporting industrial competitiveness is evident in the 

2018 proposal for a multi-annual energy framework, where the Government highlighted that 

Denmark is number one in several 2017 international league tables, i.e. the world’s best energy 

system (World Energy Council), the world’s best investment conditions (the World Bank) and the 

world’s best green entrepreneurship (The Government 2018: 5). Yet these positions represent market 

positions instead of climate leadership, which is understood as high domestic climate and energy 

policy objectives (Knill et al 2012 and Tobin 2017). The proposal stated that the energy transition 

should be cost effective, and the Government wanted to reduce energy charges for households and 

businesses (Government 2018: 5). Moreover, the plan had two overarching targets: minimum 50 

percent renewable energy in 2030 and cheaper energy (Government 2018: 6). The energy plan was 

widely criticised by the opposition and green stakeholders alike, who spent most of spring 2018 

lobbying for more ambitious domestic goals. Just before the summer recess the opposition and the 

Government reached a political agreement.  
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The opposition successfully pushed the Løkke-Rasmussen Government towards a more ambitious 

energy agreement. The political agreement set new targets for 2030 with 100 percent renewable 

electricity, 55 per cent renewable energies of total energy consumption, and at least 90 percent of 

heating should not come from fossil fuels (Government 2018a). There is no target for energy 

efficiency instead the agreement aims to reduce energy charges, which support the Løkke Rasmussen 

government’s emphasis on cutting energy prices (ibid). This was not the first time a centre-left 

opposition was able to secure a more ambitious energy agreement. This was also the case under the 

Fogh Rasmussen liberal-conservative governments (2001-2009) (Seeberg 2016). Several actors 

highlighted the lack of climate targets, which the Government wanted to leave for its autumn 2018 

climate plan, and to negotiate as individual policy agreements instead of a collective package like the 

energy agreement. However, the Løkke-Rasmussen Government lost the 2019 spring election before 

it was able to finalise the negotiations. 

The price of energy is an important factor for energy consumption. The Løkke Rasmussen 

Government prioritised reducing energy prices especially for energy intensive businesses, for 

example by scrapping the public service obligation (PSO) in electricity, where revenues from the 

PSO charge supported development of new energy technologies. The PSO discussion had started 

during the Thorning-Schmidt Government and the European Commission had criticised the Danish 

PSO charge, which gave the Løkke Rasmussen government a window of opportunity to remove the 

controversial charge, which will be phased-out by 2022, and will instead be internalised in the annual 

budget. 

Several actors, including the Climate Council, argued that the PSO charge could be amended to 

comply with EU rules instead of abolishing it completely (Energi, Forsynings- og Klimaministeriet 

2016: 22). Whereas, industry actors argued that the PSO constrained their competitiveness and 

restricted green transition (interview, DI 2016). This perspective was supported by Lars Christian 

Lilleholt, who argued that removing the PSO charge would make electricity cheaper and benefit both 

businesses and households, just as cheaper electricity would promote a climate friendly transition 

(Energi, Forsynings- og Klimaministeriet 2016: 22). However, the 2018 Energy Outlook showed that 

the new data centres (Apple, Google and Facebook) will increase electricity demand from 2021, and 

make it difficult for Denmark to achieve its 2030 climate and energy targets (Danish Energy Agency 

2018). Moreover, the Government’s energy and climate plans did not incorporate structural changes 

needed to facilitate the energy transition in non-quota sectors such as transport. Overall, electrification 

of transport and the new data centres will increase demand for renewable electricity thereby challenge 
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the energy efficiency principle that has been central in Danish energy policy since the 1970s. Similar, 

energy efficiency is an important element in EU mid-term climate and energy policy objectives. 

Policies that prioritise cost efficiency over energy efficiency might increase energy consumption and 

challenge the Danish leadership position, especially as electrification requires structural changes to 

the energy system. 

Self-perception is important for the survival of the political myth of pioneership. Yet the leadership 

position also relies on pull and recognition from external actors (Karlsson et al 2011). The Løkke 

Rasmussen Government continued the export oriented approach initiated by previous centre-right 

governments, and the Thorning-Schmidt Government. The Løkke-Rasmussen Government’s green 

energy technology export strategy aimed to expand Danish market power. In 2015, energy technology 

accounted for 11.1 percent of total Danish goods export (Danish Energy Agency 2015: 3) making 

energy technology an important export. Denmark’s domestic track record has given the country an 

international reputation as a climate leader in green energy technology, thereby contributing to the 

political myth of green energy technology pioneership. Lars Christian Lilleholt (interview 2017) 

highlighted Danish expertise in energy security, which is something many countries are concerned 

about. For example, China is moving towards renewable energies and is looking to other countries 

for solutions, here the Chinese Minister for Energy was on an official visit to Denmark in September 

2017 to gain insights into the Danish energy system and one interviewee explained that “China will 

not visit the third best country”  (interview, the Ecological Council, 2016).  Thus, the push-pull factor 

for climate leadership (Karlsson et al 2011) is important for continued leadership. Although, climate 

leadership comes from the domestic sphere the external recognition is important for leaders as it 

creates legitimacy for its self-perception and claim to leadership.  

The Løkke Rasmussen Government highlighted Denmark’s pioneer position in green energy 

technology markets, where the prioritisation of competitiveness and export demonstrate a trade-off 

position between economic and climate mitigation leading to symbolic leadership. This is evident in 

the interpretation of the political myth as green energy technology pioneership. The weak domestic 

policy ambitions in relation to achieving mid- and long-term climate and energy policy objectives 

together with the market export strategy represents a symbolic leadership position focusing on 

external economic policy actions.   
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Discussion: The political myth of Danish climate and energy leadership 
The empirical data (interviews and government documents) define a climate leader as a pioneer who 

leads by example. According to the literature (Börzel 2002; Liefferink and Wurzel 2017) the domestic 

level is important for pioneership. However, several interviewees emphasised the importance of the 

external dimension as export of Danish solutions (interviews with Martin Lidegaard, Lars Christian 

Lilleholt, DI, Danish Chamber of Commerce, the Ecological Council and Wind Power, 2016-2017). 

This understanding of the external dimension differs from the climate leadership framework’s 

understanding of the external dimension as international negotiations, e.g. COP (Karlsson et al 2011) 

and ICAO aviation emissions (Lindenthal 2014). Thus, much of the climate leadership framework 

understands the external dimension through an international relations perspective, whereas the 

empirical data suggest a more global political economy perspective with focus on export strategies. 

Further research into this perspective would add new knowledge into the role of climate leaders in 

for example trade policies. 

All interviewees identified the 2001 policy dismantling as important for the Danish green energy 

technology sector, because the policy change forced the companies to look for new markets. As 

pioneers, the Danish green energy technology companies have a competitive advantage, which they 

had gained from ambitious domestic policies that enable them to develop their technologies and 

showcase their know-how (interviews, DI and Danish Chamber of Commerce 2016 and 2017). 

Hence, the political myth moved from domestic climate and energy policy objectives to domestic 

industrial policy aimed at furthering the green energy technology sector, this reinterpretation was 

supported  by the industry actors, who subsequent provided legitimacy to the Løkke Rasmussen 

interpretation of the political myth as green energy technology pioneership. Nevertheless, this 

interpretation of leadership is not represented in the climate leadership (Andersen and Nielsen 2016: 

Tobin 2017) and environmental leadership (Andersen 1997) frameworks, except for recent 

polycentric governance interpretations of leadership that look at individual sectors and businesses 

(Dupuis and Schweizer 2019 and Biedenkopf et al, 2019). Indeed the green energy technology 

pioneership dominates the Danish political myth today, although Svend Auken, who contributed to 

the original myth, is still seen as an important historical person that represent the political ambitious 

climate and energy policy in the 1990s. Overall, the industrial focus in the current political myth has 

reframed Danish climate and energy leadership as green energy technology entrepreneurship, which 

contributes to a new understanding of the Danish political myth of pioneership, where the 

environmental protection and climate change becomes secondary to economic policies. By 
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comparison the environmental NGOs and think tanks recognise the new narrative, but they also 

support the original myth of pioneership as domestic policy ambitions. 

The clash between policy priorities is not new (Baker 2007 and Burgin 2015), however the framing 

of economic policies through a climate agenda is new and has become important for Danish climate 

leadership, where both the Thorning-Schmidt and Løkke Rasmussen Governments used the political 

myth of pioneership to advance their climate and energy policy strategies. Nevertheless, there are 

important differences. Thorning-Schmidt Governments’ green growth strategy focuses on ambitious 

domestic and external climate and energy policy objectives, in addition to export and investment in 

green jobs (see table 2). Whereas Løkke Rasmussen’s Governments green realism strategy focuses 

on creating good market conditions for the green energy technology sector, reducing energy prices 

and exporting green energy technology instead of emphasising domestic policy objectives (see table 

2). Thus, the two policy strategies represent different leadership positions. The Thorning-Schmidt 

Government achieved an ambitious climate and energy agreement at home. At the EU level the 

Government aimed to provide leadership and lead by example. Similarly, the Thorning-Schmidt 

Government’s strategy include green energy technology export. Overall, this holistic approach 

represents a pusher position (see table 2). The Løkke Rasmussen Governments’ green realism has a 

narrow market approach to climate and energy policy that emphasised structural market power in 

terms of exporting Danish business solution instead of adopting high domestic climate and energy 

policies, thereby representing a symbolic leadership position (see table 2).  

Insert table 2 

Crucially, both Thorning-Schmidt and Løkke Rasmussen’s policy strategies originate in the same 

political myth of pioneership, yet their interpretation and understanding of the myth differs, which 

create diverging leadership positions. Policies are dynamic and changes are normal, but they have 

implication for the legitimacy of the political myth. Here the social actors provide legitimacy to the 

Danish political myth because they use it actively in their policy discourses to argue for strong 

domestic policy ambitions and to support the green energy technology industry.  

Returning to the main research questions (How do governments interpret the political myth of 

pioneership in their climate and energy policies? How do these policies influence climate leadership 

position?). This article has shown that there is a connection between the interpretation of the political 

myth and leadership position. Whilst the analytical framework characterises different leadership 

positions, the concept of political myth adds an explanatory factor to the framework by analysing 
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how the reinterpretation of the original myth is used to legitimise governments’ climate and energy 

policy actions. The narrative of political myth is important for the legitimacy of the leadership claim 

made by governments, especially as governments used the past histories of pioneership in their policy 

strategies, yet the myth of pioneership was subject to different interpretations resulting differences in 

actual climate leadership positions. Moreover, this article has focused on the internal perspective on 

the political myth of Danish climate and energy pioneership, but external actors are also important 

for the legitimacy of both leadership claim and political myth, here it would be interesting to see if 

external actors have similar perceptions of the political myth as the domestic actors. Overall, we need 

to learn more about political myths of climate leadership to understand the wider implications for the 

long term international goals set out in the Paris Agreement and the EU 2050 road map to a low 

carbon economy, especially for governments who claim climate leadership.  

Finally, the institutional setting is important for how self-perceived leaders assert their leadership and 

gain followers. The institutional rules can serve as explanatory factors for leadership or lack of 

leadership (Burgin, 2015). Naturally followers are important for leaders, as followers give legitimacy 

to self-perceived leadership, and COP negotiations have showed how followers change over time, 

which influence self-perceived leaders’ ability to influence the direction of the negotiations (Karlsson 

et al 2011). The main focus in this article has been self-perception of leadership and re-interpretation 

of the political leadership myth among stakeholders in Danish climate and energy policy sphere. 

However, future research on Denmark’s climate leadership as a small country in the global world 

would be interesting with regards to analysing the relation between self-perceived leadership and 

recognised leadership by external actors.  

   

Conclusion 
The political myth of Danish pioneership became institutionalised into government environmental 

and energy policies in the 1990s. The political myth of pioneership remains important today, yet the 

framing has changed from environmental protection and energy policies to include green energy 

technologies and industrial policies. This change is evident in both the Thorning-Schmidt 

Government’s green growth and the Løkke Rasmussen Government’s green realism. Both 

governments re-interpreted the political myth of pioneership thereby altering the original political 

myth to accommodate their political priorities. In short, this evolution and reorientation of the 

political myth have implications for the actual leadership position.   



19 
 

Theoretically, the article has demonstrated that political myths are important for understanding 

climate leadership. Political myths are formulated from an understanding of past policy actions and 

used to assert climate leadership. Both political myths and leaderships are dynamic and change over 

time due to endogenous and exogenous changes that influence policy development. These 

developments have implications for the legitimacy of the claims of leadership and interpretation of 

the original political myth. More research is needed to understand the relation between the two 

concepts, including understanding the role of external actors. This necessitates focusing on external 

acceptance of leadership and external actors’ interpretation of the political myth. Both concepts are 

pertinent for the climate change agenda because political myths shape our understanding of who is a 

climate leader. Moreover, climate change and energy transition have moved up on the political agenda 

at all levels, which increase the tension between economic interests and commitments to climate 

mitigation, here leaders are essential for a successful long-term transition to a low carbon economy.  
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Tables 
Table 1 leadership positions 

External 'face' 

Domestic 'face' 

Low climate policy 

objectives 
High climate policy objectives 

Low climate policy 

objectives 

laggard pioneer 

 

High climate policy 

objectives 

symbolic 

 

pusher 

 

Adapted from Liefferink and Wurzel 2017 

 

Table 2: Danish climate and energy policy leadership 2011-2019 

Policy 2011-2015 2015-2019 
prime 
minister and 
governments 

Helle Thorning-Schmidt 
(2011-2015) – minority 
coalition Social Democrats, 
Socialist People’s Party, 
Social Liberals (2011-2014); 
minority coalition Social 
Democrats & Social Liberals 
(2014-2015) 

Lars Løkke Rasmussen – 
minority The Liberal Party 
government (2015-16);  
minority  coalition  with The 
Liberal Party, Conservative & 
Liberal Alliance (2016-2019) 

climate 
approach 

green growth green realism  

Energy 
policy 

Liberalised market Liberalised market 

Political 
myth 

ambitious domestic energy 
transition and green energy 
technology  

Green energy technology and 
market  

Leadership 
position 

Pusher Symbolic 
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i The Socialist People’s Party left the Thorning-Schmidt government in February 2014 due to conflict over the 
privatisation of the national energy company Dong, but continued to support the government outside of government. 
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