
Public Opinion and Climate Change
Summary of Twenty Years of 

Opinion Research and Political Psychology



Today’s Presentation

1. How has public opinion evolved1. How has public opinion evolved
2. What dynamics drive and 

constrain public opinion
3. A new way forward?



Question: 
How has public opinion evolved

over the last two decades?over the last two decades?

Answer:
Not very much.



Strong Majorities of Americans 
Have Agreed that Global Warming 
Was Occurring Since At Least the Was Occurring Since At Least the 

Mid-90’s



Public attitudes

Steady Belief in Global Warming
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Public attitudes

When will global warming occur?
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Strong Majorities Of Americans 
Have Accepted That Global 

Warming Is Anthropogenic Since Warming Is Anthropogenic Since 
At Least The Mid-90’s



Public attitudes 

Cause of Global Warming

Gallup Poll, 2003-2008, telephone surveys of 1,000 Americans, MoE  ���� 3%.



Data On Acceptance Of Scientific 
Consensus Is Mixed



Public attitudes 

Acceptance of Scientific Consensus

Gallup Poll, 1998-2009, telephone surveys of 1,000 Americans, MoE  ���� 3%.
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Acceptance of Scientific Consensus

Ohio State University Survey Research Unit Global Warming Survey [September, 1997], survey of 688 Americans, MoE � 4%



…But Appears To Have Little Impact 
On Acceptance That Global 

Warming Is Occurring Or Support Warming Is Occurring Or Support 
For Action



Public attitudes

Support For Government Action
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Associated Press/Media General Poll [1989 and 1990], survey of 1000 Americans , MoE � 3%.
Ohio State University Survey Research Unit Global Warming Survey [September, 1997], survey of 688 Americans, MoE
� 4%
Ipsos-Reid Survey of Canadians and Americans [April, 2005], survey of 1000 Americans, MoE � 3%



However…

Concern About Global Warming 
And Support For Action Is Broad And Support For Action Is Broad 

But Not Deep
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Worry About Global Warming “A Great Deal”

70%

80%

90%

100%

���
���

���

���
���

���
���

���
��� ��� �	�

�	�
�
�

��� ���

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

1989 1990 1991 1997 1999 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Gallup Poll, 1989-2009, telephone surveys of 1,000 Americans, MoE  ���� 3%.



Public attitudes

Consider Global Warming “A Serious Personal Threat”
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Gallup Poll, 1997-2006, telephone surveys of 1,000 Americans, MoE  ���� 3%.
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Global Warming Will Pose A Serious Threat To You In Your 
Lifetime

Gallup Poll, 1998-2009, telephone surveys of 1,000 Americans, MoE  ���� 3%.
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Ranking of Global Warming as Important Issue
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Percentage saying global warming is "very important" or that it should be a “top priority"

2006 Question:
As I name some issues that are in the 
news these days, please tell me how 
important the issue is to you personally. 
Is global warming an issue that is very 
important, somewhat important, not too 
important, or not at all important to you?

Pew Charitable Trusts, 2006-2009, Princeton Survey Research Associates International, Telephone survey  of 1,128Americans, MoE  ���� 3%  (���� 4% split 
samples).
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important, or not at all important to you?

2007-2009 Question:
I’d like to ask you some questions about 
priorities for President Bush and 
Congress this year. As I read from a list, 
tell me if you think the item that I read 
[Dealing with global warming] should be 
a top priority, important but lower priority, 
not too important or should it not be 
done? 



Public attitudes 

Ranking of Global Warming as Important Issue
Issue Ranking, Pew, January 2009, by percentage of those saying issue is “top priority” 
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Pew Charitable Trusts, Jan 7-11 2009, Princeton Sur vey Research Associates International, Telephone su rvey of 1,128Americans, MoE  ���� 3%  (���� 4% 
split samples).

� "�������	 ������	������� � )��������	 ��
��
���	��	����
���� %%���������	 ����
����
#	
�
��� ��

� ��
#���	(���	���
#	���
*��(� �$ ��
#���	(���	������	� ���#��
 %% "�������	������	������� ��

� ��������	'����
�� &� ��������	'����
�� %� "�������	��
# ��	�
��	��
�
 �!


� ��
#���	(���	�##��
#	������
���� &% ��
#���	(���	���� #��
	��	���� %! )��������	��
��
���	��	����
���� �$



 ���������	����
����
#	
�
��� &% )���������	���	������ ����� �& ��
#���	(���	����#��
	��	���� &�


� "�������	��
#��	�
��	��
�
 &� "�������	������	������� �! "�������	����� &�


� "�������	����� & "�������	����#�	�#


	�
+�
 &� "����� ��	����#�	�#


	�
+�
 &�


� "�������	���#�����	��	#�����
�
 �� "�������	����� &� �� 
#���	(���	�##��
#	������
���� &!


� ��
#���	(���	����#��
	��	���� �& ��
#���	(���	���
#	� ��
*��(� &% "�������	���#�����	��	#�����
�
 &!


	 "�������	����#�	�#


	�
+�
 � �
������ ��!�������� ������ �� )���������	���	����������� & 


� ��
#���	(���	�#��
#	��
�� !� �������������	���	��#��
 �� �� �������������	���	��#��
�� & 


� )��������	��
��
���	��	����
���� !� ��
#���	(���	�##� �
#	������
���� �& ��
#���	(���	���
#	���
*��(� &$


� )���������	���	����������� !$ ��
#���	(���	�#��
#	��
 �� �� ��
#���	(���	�#��
#	��
�� �!

�� �
������ ��!�������� ������ 
	 "�������	���#�����	��	#�����
�
 �$ �
������ ��!�������� ������ ��



Public attitudes 

Ranking of Global Warming as Important Issue

Pew Charitable Trusts, Jan 7-11, 2009, Princeton Su rvey Research Associates International, Telephone s urvey of 1,503 Americans, MoE  ���� 3%  (���� 4% 
split samples).



Public attitudes 

Ranking of Global Warming as Important Issue

Pew Charitable Trusts, Jan 7-11, 2009, Princeton Su rvey Research Associates International, Telephone s urvey of 1,503 Americans, MoE  ���� 3%  (���� 4% 
split samples).
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Policy Preferences
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Policy Preferences
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Policy Preferences
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So What Has Changed?



Partisan Polarization Has GrownPartisan Polarization Has Grown



Public attitudes

Partisans Diverge On Whether Effects Have Already 
Begun

Gallup Poll, 1998-2009, telephone surveys of 1,000 Americans, MoE  ���� 3%.



Public attitudes

Partisans Diverge On Whether Seriousness Is 
Exaggerated

Gallup Poll, 1998-2009, telephone surveys of 1,000 Americans, MoE  ���� 3%.



Public attitudes
Partisans Diverge On Whether Global Warming Is Serious Issue (‘06)/Top 
Priority (’07-’09) 
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how important the issue is to you 
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Pew Charitable Trusts,2006-2009, Princeton Survey R esearch Associates International, Telephone survey of 1,000 Americans, error plus or 
minus 3 percent.

that is very important, somewhat 
important, not too important, or not at 
all important to you?

2007-2009 Question:
I’d like to ask you some questions 
about priorities for President Bush 
and Congress this year. As I read 
from a list, tell me if you think the item 
that I read [Dealing with global 
warming] should be a top priority, 
important but lower priority, not too 
important or should it not be done? 



Global Warming/Environment Concern 
Rise and Fall Inversely To Concern About  Rise and Fall Inversely To Concern About  

Economy



Public attitudes

Top Issue Priority: 2000 - 2009

Pew Charitable Trusts, Jan 7-11, 2009, Princeton Su rvey Research Associates International, Telephone s urvey of 1,503 
Americans, MoE  ���� 3%  (���� 4% split samples).



Public attitudes

2009: Economic Growth Surpasses Environmental 
Protection For First Time In 25 Years

Gallup Poll, 1984-2009, Telephone surveys of 1,000 Americans, MoE  ���� 3%.



Public attitudes

Environmental Protection Vs. Economic Growth
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ABC News/Planet Green/Stanford University poll was conducted by telephone July 23-28, 2008, among a random national sample of 1,000 adults.



Increasingly Dire And Apocalyptic 
Warnings May Be Driving Rising Public 

SkepticismSkepticism
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Increasing perceptions of exaggeration on global warming

Gallup Poll, 1998-2009, Telephone survey of 1,000 A mericans, MoE  ���� 3%.



The Birth Of An Issue Public
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Issue publics are groups of 
people who pay attention to one 
particular issue. They are well 
informed about the issue(s) and informed about the issue(s) and 
also have a very strong opinion on 
it/them. They tend to know more 
about politics than the average 
person, and, therefore, exert more 
influence, because these people 
care so deeply about their 
cause(s) that they donate much 
time and money.
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Growth of Global Warming Issue Public: 1998 - 2006 

ABC News/Time/Stanford University poll was conducted by telephone March 9-14, 2006, among a random national sample of 1,002 adults.



Question: What Are The Dynamics That 
Drive And Constrain Public Opinion 

About Climate Change?About Climate Change?

Answer: Political Psychology And 
Political Economy



global warming attitude formation model
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Political Psychology
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0.7

0.8

Environmental priorities: Percentage who care a "great deal"

Public attitudes

Environmental Priorities
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Gallup Poll, 1989-2007, Telephone surveys of 1,000 Americans, MoE  ���� 3%.
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Political Economy
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Public attitudes

Price Sensitivity and Cap and Trade

ABC News/Planet Green/Stanford University poll was conducted by telephone July 23-28, 2008, among a random national sample of 1,000 adults.
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Percentage who worry a “great deal” about energy prices

Public attitudes

Concern about Energy Prices

Gallup Poll, 2003-2007, telephone surveys of 1,000 Americans, MoE  ���� 3%.
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Percentage saying energy prices have caused financial 
hardship

Public attitudes

Hardship from Energy Prices

ABC News/Planet Green/Stanford University poll, July 23-28, 2008. N=1,000 adults nationwide. MoE � 3%
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Public attitudes

Ways to Reduce Global Warming



A New Way Forward?



Public attitudes

Clean Energy Investment, Emissions Reductions, Tax Shift

EMC Research for Nathan Cummings Foundation, September 2007, telephone survey of 1517 Americans,  MoE � 4%.
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Support For Major Climate & Energy Policy Initiatives

EMC Research for Nathan Cummings Foundation, September 2007, telephone survey of 1517 Americans,  MoE � 4%.
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Public attitudes

EMC Research for Nathan Cummings Foundation, September 2007, telephone survey of 1517 Americans,  MoE � 4%.
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Public attitudes

Support For Higher Spending And Higher Deficits 
Now I’m going to read a number of federal programs where the government might increase spending that w ould 
result in higher deficits. For each, please rate yo ur support or opposition to increased spending usin g a scale 

between 1 and 10, where 1 means you strongly oppose  more federal spending and 10 means you strongly 
support more federal spending, even if that results  in higher deficits.
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student loans

border security

clean energy

health-care

counterterrorism

unemployment benefits

highways, mass transit

high speed internet
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Historical examples generate high levels of support for spending
World War II Example

Let me read you another example from the past.  In order to massively increase production of 
munitions, tanks, ships, and planes, the federal go vernment during World War II ran very large 
deficits, and spent much of the money helping manuf acturers modernize factories and create new 
industries for the American economy.  The amount of  federal spending during that period was 
about forty percent of the entire nation’s economy.

Thinking about how this history might be relevant t oday, do you support or oppose increased 

Public attitudes

Thinking about how this history might be relevant t oday, do you support or oppose increased 
government spending and deficits today to modernize  factories and create new high-tech and 
clean energy industries for the American economy?  (Is that strongly support/oppose, or 
somewhat support/oppose?) 

American Environics and Breakthrough Institute, Fiscal Responsibility Project, March 2009 
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Historical examples generate high levels of support for spending
1950s - 1960s Example

Let me read you another example from the past.  Aft er World War II in the 1950s and 1960s, the 
federal government continued to spend large amounts  of money, and often ran budget deficits.  
This money was spent to build the interstate highwa y system, strengthen public education, and 
develop technologies that would lead to personal co mputers and the Internet.  The amount of 
federal spending during that period was about twent y percent of the entire nation’s economy.

American Environics and Breakthrough Institute, Fiscal Responsibility Project, March 2009 

Thinking about how this history might be relevant t oday, do you support or oppose increased 
government spending and deficits today to build hig hways, strengthen public education and 
develop new technologies?  (Is that strongly suppor t/oppose, or somewhat support/oppose?) 


