Climate Change in the American Mind

Anthony Leiserowitz
Decision Research
Support from The National Science Foundation




“Of all the imps that inhabit the nervous
system, that little black box in psychological
theorizing — the one we call meaning — is
held by common consent to be the most
elusive. Yet again by common consent of
social scientists, this variable is one of the
most important determinants of human
behavior’ (Osgood, et al. 1957).
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Interpretive Community:
Naysayers

Flat Denials: “There is no global warming.”

It's Natural: “A natural phenomenon that has been going on for years.”

Doubting the Science: “Bad science, | don’t believe the data can support the
hypothesis that the environment is warming.”

Doubt Based on Personal Experience: “l think it's a myth. Summers are
getting shorter and winters seem to be getting damper and cooler. It seems
to be going the other way.”

Media Hype: ‘It is not as bad as the media portrays.”

Conspiracy Theory: “Fraud. Scientists making up some statistics for their job
security.”
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Risk Perceptions

Global warming: _
» seriousness of current impacts

» threat to non-human nature

» how concerned are you?
Likelihood, worldwide, next 50 yrs of:
» water shortages

» increased rate of disease

» decreased standards of living

Likelihood, where | live, next 50 years, of

> water shortage
» increased chance of disease

» decreased standard of living
How many, worldwide, next 50 yrs:

» will be injured/made ill each year? -

» will die each year?

How many, worldwide, currently:
» injured or ill each year?

» die each year?
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Egalitarian Values
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Individualism Values
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American vs. Activist Negative Affect
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“It's time for us to start talking about
‘climate change’ instead of ‘global
warming.” ‘Climate change’ is less
frightening than ‘global warming.” As one
focus group participant noted, climate
change ‘sounds like you're going from
Pittsburgh to Fort Lauderdale.” While
global warming has catastrophic
connotations attached to it, climate change
suggests a more controllable and less
emotional challenge” (Luntz 2002).

Source: Anthony Leiserowitz, Decision Research, ecotone@uoregon.edu
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Sustainability Values, Attitudes and Behaviors

Declaratory Statements of Values
» U.S. National Academy of Sciences
* UN Millennium Declaration

» Earth Charter

» Johannesburg Declaration on
Sustainable Development

» Global Scenario Group

Public Values and Attitudes
» Economic Development

» Development Assistance
 Human-Nature Relationship
» Environmental Concern

* Environment vs. Economy

» Environmental Policies

» Environmental Behavior

» Population

» Affluence

* Poverty

« Consumption

» Science and Technology

« Equity and Entitlements

* Freedom

« Democracy

» Capitalism

* Globalization

« Shared Responsibility

« Social Change

Source: Anthony Leiserowitz, Decision Research, ecotone@uoregon.edu




Percent of Global Public Calling Environmental

Issues “A Very Serious Problem”
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Percent of respondents

I Somewhat agree . Strongly agree

A: Humans are not part of nature.

B: Humans have the right to subdue and control nature.

C: Humankind was created to rule over nature.

D: Humans should adapt to nature rather than modify it to suit them.

E: Humans have moral duties and obligations to non-living nature.

F: Humans have moral duties and obligations to plants and trees.

G: Humans have moral duties and obligations to other animal species.

H: Nature has value within itself regardless of any value humans place on it.

Source: Leiserowitz (2005)
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The Value - Behavior Gap

Direction, strength, and priority of values and attitudes

Individual barriers (time, money, knowledge, power,
perceived efficacy, habit)

Structural barriers (laws, regulations, perverse subsidies,

infrastructure, available technology, social norms, economic
and political context)

Source: Anthony Leiserowitz, Decision Research, ecotone@uoregon.edu



Summary and Conclusions

The American public perceives climate change as a threat,
and supports action, but little sense of urgency or priority.

Affect and imagery (the unconscious) are critical.

Different interpretive communities require different values,
messages, and messengers.

The global public perceives environmental issues as very
serious and embraces an eco-centric-leaning ethic.

Individual and structural barriers stand between values and
behavior.

Source: Anthony Leiserowitz, Decision Research, ecotone@uoregon.edu






