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“The strong scientific consensus on the 
causes and risks of climate change 
stands in stark contrast to widespread 
confusion and complacency among the 
public.” 

John D. Sterman, Science (October, 2008) 



Headlines: October, 2009 

 Belief in GW existence 

 Fewer Americans Believe in Global Warming 

 

 Certainty 

 Americans More Confused About Climate 

 

 Concern 

 Concern About Climate Change Waning 

 

 Cute 

 U.S. Belief in Global Warming is Cooling 



December, 2010 

“The number of Americans 
who agree the earth is 
warming because of man-
made activity has been in 
free fall.” 

Bloomberg Businessweek 



February, 2011 

“Why don’t Americans believe 
in global warming?” 

      The Economist 



What Does the Public Believe? 



National Surveys 

• 1997 thru 2011 

• Representative samples of American adults. 

• Interviewed by telephone. 

• Extensive interviewer training and supervision. 

• Unbiased, balanced questions. 

• Surveys not described as about global warming. 



Today 

I:  American Public Opinion on Climate Change:  

  1997-2011 

 

II: Regional Differences? 

 

III: The 2008 and 2010 Elections 

 
 
 



Part I: 
 

A Portrait of Public Opinion 

1997 - 2010 



Know a Lot or a Moderate Amount  
About Global Warming 
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Our Question 

• "You may have heard about the idea that the 
world's temperature may have been going up 
slowly over the past 100 years. What is your 
personal opinion on this? Do you think this 
has probably been happening, or do you think 
it probably has not been happening?" 

 



Has Global Warming Been Happening? 
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Extremely/Very Sure   
Global Warming Has Been Happening 
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Human Action Has Been Causing Warming 
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5 degrees in 75 years would be bad 
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The Federal Government Should Do More  
to Deal with Global Warming 
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The Federal Government: 
A Great Deal or Quite a Bit 
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The Federal Government: 
A Great Deal or Quite a Bit 
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Differences Between States? 



Separate Results by State 

• GW has been happening:        66% to 99% 



66% 



Separate Results by State 

• GW has been happening              66% to 99% 

• Human caused       64% to 99% 



Separate Results by State 

• GW has been happening              66% to 99% 

• Human caused       64% to 99% 

• Government should do more      43% to 92% 



43% 
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High Employment in Coal and Oil Industries 

65% 

86% 



Separate Results by State 

• GW has been happening              66% to 99% 

• Human caused       64% to 99% 

• Government should do more      43% to 92% 

• Limit greenhouse gas emissions   65% to 96% 
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Change:  2010 to 2011? 
 

Massachusetts Only 
 
 

MassINC Polling Group and Stanford 



Has GW Been Happening? 
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Extremely/Very Sure That GW  
Has Been Happening 
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Extremely/Very Sure That GW  
Has Not Been Happening 
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Very or Somewhat Serious  
Problem for the USA 
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Very or Somewhat Serious  
Problem for the World 
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GW Issue Public Membership 
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Change:  2010 to 2011? 
 

The Entire U.S. 

Reuters and Ipsos with Stanford 
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Extremely/Very Sure That GW  
Has Been Happening 
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Extremely/Very Sure That GW  
Has Not Been Happening 
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Human Activity Has Been  
Causing Warming 
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GW Issue Public Membership 
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Change:  2010 to 2011? 
 

The European Union 



Eurobarometer 

• August-September, 2009, vs. June, 2011 

• 27 Countries 

• Probability samples 

• Face-to-face interviewing 

• The European Commission 

• TNS Opinion & Social 

 



How serious a problem do you think 
climate change is at this moment? 

Please use a scale from 1 to 10, 
where 1 would mean that it is not at 
all a serious problem, and 10 would 
mean that it is an extremely serious 

problem. 



Seriousness Ratings 7-10  
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Candidate Choice 

• Memory based evaluation vs. online updating 
 

• Thin slice evaluations of appearance 
 

• Evaluation ingredients 
– Party identification 
– Performance of the incumbent 
– Health of the nation 
– Interests of social groups 
– Perceptions of candidates’ personalities 
– Emotions evoked by candidates 
– Candidate policy positions 

 



Voting Based on Policy Issues 

• Rare? 
– Converse, 1964 
– People lack real preferences on policy issues? 
– Candidates rarely stake out clear positions 
– Candidates often hug the middle 

 
• An alternative theory: Issue publics 

– Converse, 1964 
– A small group of citizens are passionate about each 

issue 
– Issue public members: 

• Pay close attention to candidate statements 
• Infer candidate differences even when not stated explicitly 
• Vote based on the issue 
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Climate Change? 



Doubling of the  
“Issue Public” Since 1997 

(38 million people now) 
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Issue Publics in the United States  

Abortion      31% 

Government Social Services Programs  21% 

Gun Control      17% 

U.S. Military Spending    16% 

Global Warming     15% 

Capital Punishment     14% 

Women’s Rights     12% 

Race Relations     10% 

Unemployment       9% 

 

Other Sources: National Election Studies, General Social Surveys  



          The Issue Public’s Opinions  
 
 
                   2006  2007  2008  2009  2010 
            
Global Warming  
Has Been Happening     94%   94%   94%   92%   88% 
    
Caused by Human Action    88%   97%   91%   77%   88% 
 
Government  
Should Do More         90%   93%   91%   86%   84% 



Did climate change influence 
voting in 2010 and 2008? 



Headlines After the 2010 Election 

• Democrats Who Took Risk and Voted For Climate Bill 
Pay Price 

 

• Cap-and Trade Didn’t Kill the Dems 

 

• It’s Not the Climate Bill, Stupid 

 

• Ignoring Evidence, Politico Spins Climate Vote as 
Electoral Loser 

 

 



What Did the Candidates Say During 
Their Campaigns? 

• Content analysis of campaign websites. 

 

• Green?  Not-green?  Nothing? 
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Democrats - House 
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Republicans - House 
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Did Climate Strategy Correlate with 
Victory Rates? 



Percent of Democrats Who Won 
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What Caused What? 



A Survey Experiment 

• National RDD Telephone Survey 
 

• All Respondents 
 
– Hypothetical candidate running for Senate 

 
– Quotes on two or three issues 

 
– How likely are you to vote for/against the 

candidate? 



Control Group (one-third of respondents) 

 
– Quotes on two issues 

• E.g., terrorism, the economy 

 

– Do you mostly agree or mostly disagree? 

 

– Now, based on all the things that you have 
heard the candidate say: 
• Definitely would vote for 

• Probably would vote for 

• Probably would vote against 

• Definitely would vote against 



Green Group (one-third of respondents) 

 

Like most Americans and most of the residents of our great State, 
I believe that global warming has been happening for the last 
100 years, mainly because we have been burning fossil fuels 
and putting out greenhouse gasses.  Now is the time for us to 
stop this by ending our dependence on imported oil and coal to 
run our cars and heat our houses.  We need to begin using new 
forms of energy that are made in America and will be 
renewable forever.  We can build better cars that use less 
gasoline.  We can build better appliances that use less 
electricity.  And we can make power from the sun and from 
wind.  We don’t have to change our lifestyles, but we do need 
to reshape the way our country does business.  We need to 
end our long-term addiction to polluting the environment and 
instead let American genius do what it does best – transform 
our outdated ways of generating energy into new ones that 
create jobs and entire industries, and stop the damage we’ve 
been doing to the environment.  



Not Green Group (one-third of respondents) 

 

There isn’t any real science to say we are changing the climate of 
the earth.  The science on global warming is a hoax and is an 
attempt to perpetrate a fraud on the American people. Climate 
science is junk science, and global warming is a manufactured 
controversy. I don’t buy into the whole man-caused global 
warming, man-caused climate change mantra, and I believe 
that there’s not sound science to back that up. We must spend 
NO effort to deal with something that is not a problem at all.  
Yet that’s exactly what’s happening with the cap and trade bill 
that Congress has considered.  I oppose the cap and trade bill. 
Cap and trade is a job killer and damages our economy. We 
should not invest in windmills and solar panels as alternative 
energy sources. Instead we should continue to focus on our 
traditional sources of energy: coal, oil, and natural gas. We 
should expand energy production in our country, including by 
continuing to mine our coal and doing more drilling for oil here 
at home.  
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Percent Would Vote For the Candidate: 
Democratic Voters 
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Percent Would Vote For the Candidate: 
Republican Voters 
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Percent Would Vote For the Candidate: 
Independent Voters 
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Differences:  +18% -22% 
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Same Finding on Green 
Statement: 

 
State Surveys in  

 
Florida, Maine, and 

Massachusetts 



2008 U.S. Presidential Election 

















October 7, 2008 Debate 

• Question: 

 

• I want to know what you would do within the 
first two years to make sure that Congress 
moves fast as far as environmental issues, like 
climate change and green jobs?” 



Mr. McCain 

• Look, we are in tough economic times; we all know that. 
And let's keep -- never forget the struggle that Americans 
are in today. 

• But when we can -- when we have an issue that we may 
hand our children and our grandchildren a damaged planet,  

• I have disagreed strongly with the Bush administration on 
this issue. I traveled all over the world looking at the effects 
of greenhouse gas emissions, Joe Lieberman and I. 

• And I introduced the first legislation, and we forced votes 
on it. That's the good news, my friends. The bad news is we 
lost. But we kept the debate going, and we kept this issue 
to -- to posing to Americans the danger that climate change 
opposes. 
 



Mr. Obama 
• And it is absolutely critical that we understand this is not just a 

challenge, it's an opportunity, because if we create a new energy 
economy, we can create five million new jobs, easily, here in the 
United States. 

• And we can do it, but we're going to have to make an investment. The 
same way the computer was originally invented by a bunch of 
government scientists who were trying to figure out, for defense 
purposes, how to communicate, we've got to understand that this is a 
national security issue, as well. 

• And that's why we've got to make some investments and I've called 
for investments in solar, wind, geothermal.  

• It's easy to talk about this stuff during a campaign, but it's important 
for us to understand that it requires a sustained effort from the next 
president. 







2008-2009  
Face-to-Face Recruited  

Internet Survey Platform (FFRISP) 



“Next, we’d like to ask whether you favor, 
oppose, or neither favor nor oppose a series of 
ways that the federal government might try to 
reduce future global warming. Power plants put 
gases into the air that could cause global 
warming.  Do you favor, oppose, or neither favor 
nor oppose the federal government lowering the 
amount of these gases that power plants are 
allowed to put into the air?”  
 

“Do you favor (oppose) that a great deal, 
moderately, or a little?” 



Outcomes 

• Vote for Mr. Obama 

 

• Vote for Mr. McCain 

 

• Vote for someone else 

 

• Not vote 



Predictors 

• Proximity on power plant emissions regulation 

• Ideological proximity 

• Party ID 

• Approval of George W. Bush 

• Health of the economy 

• Interest in Politics 

• Demographics 



Estimation Methods 

• Multinomial Logistic Regression 

 

• Multinomial Probit Regression 

 

• Euclidian distance 

• City Block Distance 

• Directional Correspondence 





Issue Public 

• Members 

 
– b = -.34, p=.005 

 

• Non-members 

 
– b = -.01, p=.89 

 

  



Conclusions 

• America remains largely green 

 

• Taking green positions helps candidates 

 

• Taking not green positions hurts candidates 

 

• Impact is concentrated among issue public 
members 


