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Introduction

Scanning the last 10 years of  public opinion reveals a changing terrain in the public debate over 
global warming.  Advocates have created notable advances in several key indicators of  opinion 
including concern about global warming, the urgency of  the issue, the assessment that global 
warming has already begun, public perception of  scientific consensus, and so on.  At the same 
time, public priority, personal importance and intensity of  support for action remain worryingly 
low.

Why have significant gains on key indicators not resulted in higher public 
priority for addressing the problem? 

This review of  existing public opinion research is intended to take the first step toward answering 
that question.  Rather than dwell on the successes, this analysis provides a strategic appraisal of  
the hard work that is yet to be done and suggests possibilities for transforming the debate.  

Existing research suggests a number of  possible obstacles blocking the public from engaging with 
this issue.   For example, global warming has been typically categorized as an “environmental” 
issue, which causes the public to think of  consequences for plants and animals, rather than for 
humans and quality of  life. Since global warming is at the intersection of  a number of  issues - 
the economy, energy, health, foreign affairs - the current “environmental impacts” frame may be 
limiting advocates’ ability to engage the public, or may be reinforcing the idea that solutions don’t 
yet exist. Furthermore, a lack of  understanding about the causes of  global warming and how it 
works may prevent the public from fully grasping the appropriate solutions.  Finally, while the 
public supports many solutions to this problem, they reject many others.  This research suggests 
that some of  the proposed policies, particularly those policies that rely upon costs and rewards to 
encourage a market shift, may sound to the public like financial schemes, not solutions. 

While this review can bring new possibilities to light, understanding and developing these 
directions will require original research aimed at unpacking and contending with deep, 
underlying patterns of  public thinking.



A Perspective on Public Opinion

“I have opinions of  my own - strong opinions - but I don’t always agree with them.”
	 	 	 	 	 	 	 George H.W. Bush

Underlying the conclusions and strategic implications of  this analysis is a perspective on public 
opinion and communications informed by cognitive and social science.  A quick review of  key 
elements of  the Topos perspective will help the reader see critical connections and avoid 
common assumptions in the course of  reviewing this analysis.

We study public opinion to lead the public, not follow it.  Some researchers view public 
opinion as a constraint on political discourse; politicians “can” or “can’t” discuss topics based on 
the popular positions dictated by surveys.  Topos takes a very different view, that public opinion 
research is a tool for determining the shape of  public understanding, to lead to strategies that 
transform public understanding.  

How an issue is framed shapes public understanding.  A Frame is a “central organizing 
idea...for making sense of  relevant events, suggesting what is at issue.”  (Gamson/Modigliani)  
The central organizing idea has consequences for how people define the problem and solution, 
and attribute responsibility for addressing the problem. For example, advocates frequently use the 
Sympathy Frame to motivate action on poverty by featuring stories of  hardworking individuals 
who are struggling.  This approach obscures systemic causes and attributes responsibility to the 
individual (who must be failing in some important way, i.e., not getting a good education, or 
making bad choices in life).  Alternatively, poverty can be framed as an economic issue, with 
attention given to the systemic causes and solutions for poverty and the shared economic benefits 
of  reducing poverty.  One task for a strategic review of  existing research is to recognize existing 
frames and hypothesize new, alternative frames for additional research to investigate and develop. 

People do not hold just one view of  an issue.  A common misperception of  public opinion 
is that people hold a single, cohesive, internally consistent view of  an issue.  Typically, people do 
not hold just one view of  an issue; they frequently hold multiple, seemingly conflicting views.  
Sometimes people genuinely hold conflicting views, but frequently inconsistencies can be 
explained. In our research we seek to understand the inconsistencies and uncover the underlying 
beliefs that explain or address the inconsistencies.  For example, majorities of  the public could 
prioritize public education and believe the quality of  public education is poor, yet oppose 
increased funding.  On the surface this appears to be inconsistent, but digging deeper into public 
understanding uncovers that many believe the main problem facing education is not lack of  
finances, it is broken families.  This review reveals a core inconsistency in public opinion 
concerning global warming - that gains on many indicators of  opinion have not led to higher 
priority for public action - and provides several hypotheses for further investigation to explain the 
apparent inconsistency.

Emotional connections are not enough; people need to understand the issue.  Many 
advocacy efforts are unsuccessful because they fail to help people understand an issue in a new 
way.  Instead, most assume successful communications requires simply heightening the emotional 
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power of  a message.  Research clearly demonstrates that an emotional connection is insufficient 
and the wrong kind of  emotional connection can be counterproductive.  In addition to tapping 
emotions, communications must often provide people with a new conceptual picture of  an issue 
(which is not the same as new information) that helps them appreciate the “big picture” and the 
causal dynamics at work in a way they didn’t before. A new grasp of  how a particular problem or 
solution works is empowering, and helps people engage as responsible citizens interested in 
advancing collective solutions, rather than just as self-interested individuals or consumers.

The most effective way to shift public understanding is not necessarily the most 
direct or obvious approach.   Directly refuting a misperception is rarely effective in changing 
public understanding because people quickly revert to their previously-held views.  Instead, 
communicators need to change the terms of  the debate to an entirely different perspective.  For 
example, continuing to emphasize safety and security does not convince Americans to engage in 
multilateral problem-solving for a range of  global issues.   However, a conversation about shared 
fate and our role in the world causes people to think of  themselves as world citizens, ready to 
engage in the world to address a number of  issues.  

The objective is to create the public space that will allow policymakers to act.  On 
many issues, a majority of  the public supports action, but a vocal, persistent minority prevents 
policymakers from taking action (even when policymakers understand an issue well enough to 
know the right solutions).  Topos believes a fundamental objective for communicators is to create 
the environment that allows policymakers to do the right thing, which requires broad-based 
public acceptance of  the proposed policy solutions.  Ballot initiatives frequently require a targeted 
communications strategy, but creating a favorable public environment requires culturally-shared 
understanding.  Therefore, communicators’ first priority should be a common communications 
platform that works across target audiences. 

Scanning the Terrain - Page 3



Issue Landscape

In recent years, advocates have successfully made dramatic advances on a 
number of  key global warming indicators.

Several public opinion indicators have moved in positive directions in recent years, including:  
concern about global warming, the urgency of  the issue, the assessment that global warming has 
already begun, public perception of  scientific consensus, and so on.  

Global warming has become much more visible in recent years.  Advocates have 
successfully increased public attention to global warming.  Fully 89% of  Americans report they 
have heard something about the issue, and 42% have heard “a lot” (up from 65% and 27% 
respectively in 1997).  (CBS News/NYT)

Worry about global warming has increased substantially over the past three years.  
Currently, 41% say they personally “worry a great deal” about global warming, up from 26% as 
recently as 2004.  (Gallup March 14, 2007) While this speaks to the effectiveness of  advocates’ 
communications in recent years, continued vigilance is needed because worry has increased and 
subsequently fallen off  in the past. 
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In addition, a few surveys suggest that global warming has become a top environmental problem.  
When given a series of  problems, more choose global warming as “the most important 
environmental problem facing the world today” (38%) (PSRA/Newsweek), and  when asked to 
name just one top environmental concern, more cite global warming (27%) than any other issue.  
(ACP) 

For the most part, Americans have set aside the scientific debate over whether or 
not global warming is real.  The percentage reporting “most scientists believe that global 
warming is occurring” increased 17 percentage points from 48% in 1997 to 65% in 2006.  
(Gallup 2006)  Fully 70% say there is “solid evidence that the average temperature on earth has 
been getting warmer over the past few decades” (EMC) and 69% believe the earth is “heating up 

Worry About Global Warming
% Great Deal of Worry

Gallup Trend
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in a significant way.” (ACP)  The percentage reporting the effects of  global warming have already 
begun stands at 60%, up 12 percentage points from 1997.  (Gallup March 25, 2007) 

Advocates would be wise to claim 
victory on proving the reality of  global 
warming and move on to other elements 
of  the narrative.  One of  the 
conventions of  journalism is to 
provide equal weight to “both sides” 
of  a debate.  When advocates feature  
“reality” as the central component of 
the global warming story, journalists 
feel compelled to find and include 
global warming naysayers to provide 
“balance.”  Research suggests this 
particular two-sides narrative is very 
damaging to public support for 
global warming.  As noted earlier, 
many survey results suggest that the 
public is ready to believe global warming is real and most scientists say it is real.  However, some 
survey results suggest reason for caution in this area.  For example, when focused on the question 
of  whether or not there is scientific consensus, a majority says “there is a lot of  disagreement 
among scientists on this issue” (56%). (ABC 2007)  It would be more effective for advocates’ 
stories to assume scientific consensus and feature other elements of  the narrative to advance the 
conversation in productive ways rather than be trapped in continually proving the reality of  
global warming. 

Several surveys suggest the public views global warming as an urgent problem to 
address.  Three quarters (78%) say it is necessary to take steps to counter the effects of  global 
warming right away. (CBS)  A majority (57%) says if  nothing is done to reduce global warming, it 
will be a “very serious problem.” (ABC 2007)
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Though trends on some public opinion indicators have moved in the right 
direction, many perceptions continue to demonstrate weak public engagement.

Though advocates have made gains on a number of  fronts, several research findings suggest 
troubling weaknesses on this issue.  Issue priority remains relatively low, very few say global 
warming is personally important, and support for urgent action is soft.  

Compared with a range of  concerns 
facing the nation, global warming ranks 
near the bottom of  the list of  national 
priorities.  Unsurprisingly, the 
economy, terrorism and health 
care costs top the list of  public 
priorities.  In comparison, 
global warming is at the 
bottom of  the list. Interestingly, 
however, the public gives higher 
priority ratings to many of  the issues 
directly related to global warming.  
Only 35% say global warming 
should be a top priority, while 
the environment (56%), energy 
(59%), jobs (61%)and the 
economy (75%) rate far higher. 
(PSRA/Pew)  The implications 
of  these findings are discussed 
in more detail later in the 
analysis.

As noted earlier, a few surveys suggest 
the public now rates global warming as 
a top environmental problem. However, 
other surveys do not support this 

finding.  Typically, global warming is less 
of  a concern for the public than most 
other environmental issues.  With 41% 
reporting they feel a “great deal of  
worry” about global warming, it rates 
higher than only two issues: plant and 
animal extinction (39%) and acid rain 
(25%). (Gallup March 14,2007)

Priorities for President and Congress
% Top Priority

PSRA/Pew, January 2008 
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While ratings have improved significantly, issue importance continues to be 
vexingly low.  Currently, a slim majority rates global warming as “important” but far fewer rate 
it as “extremely important” (52% important, 18% extremely).  This represents a dramatic gain 
from 1997 when half  as many gave these ratings (27% important, 7% extremely). (ABC 2007)

Similarly, intensity of  response is low concerning urgency for action.  While two-thirds 
agree “the U.S. government should take immediate action to reduce global warming,” far fewer 
feel strongly (68% agree, 38% strongly agree).  (EMC)   When given a series of  choices, just one-
third (34%) say immediate action is needed.  This represents an 11 point gain from 1999, but 
continues to be a low level of  support for action.

From what you know about global climate change or global warming, which one of  the following 
statements comes closest to your opinion?  (Hart/McInturff)

Global climate change has been established as a serious  
problem, and immediate action in necessary  	 	 	 34
There is enough evidence that climate change is taking place 
 and some action should be taken             	 	 	 	 30
We don’t know enough about global climate change, and more  
research is necessary before we take any actions            	 	 25
Concern about global climate change is unwarranted        	 	   8

Categorizing the Issue

Global warming is caused by energy choices and has consequences for the global environment, 
human health, quality of  life, the economy and so on.  So is this an environmental, economic, 
energy, health, or foreign policy issue?  How advocates answer this question directs people’s 
understanding of  the costs, consequences and solutions to the problem.  Currently, there is little 
reason to believe people hold the sophisticated understanding that global warming is at the 
intersection of  all these issues.

Advocates may have reached the limit of  what is possible to achieve on this issue 
with an Environment Frame.

Environmentalists have led the charge on global warming so it is most often characterized as an 
“environmental issue.”  Framing global warming as an environmental issue may limit advocates’ 
ability to mobilize public support if  people interpret “environment” to mean plants and animals, 
not humankind.  Indeed, when asked about threats caused by global warming, the public is more 
likely to choose negative consequences for plants and animals than for people in modern 
countries, other Americans or “you personally.”  Adaptation is expected, with few seeing global 
warming as a significant threat to the American way of  life. 
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The public views global warming as a danger 
to the environment more than humans.  When 
asked what is most threatened, people first say 
“future generations,” suggesting a lack of  
urgency, a belief  that global warming will 
be a problem in the future, not now.  The 
next most frequent responses suggest that 
many believe plants, animals and “the 
environment” will be more threatened 
than people, particularly people who live 
in prosperous nations.  More than half  
believe plants and animals (56%) and the 
environment (51%) will be threatened.  
Far fewer believe they or other Americans 
will be greatly threatened (25% and 32% respectively).  The people who are at risk, they assert, 
are poor people in undeveloped countries (51%) not those in modern countries (34%). (ABC 
2006)  In addition, while there has been a 10-point increase since 1997 in the percentage saying 
“global warming will pose a threat to you or your way of  life in your lifetime,” this response is still 
remarkably low, just 35%.   (Gallup 2006)

Majorities believe a number of  impacts will become apparent within the next 50 
years.  Significant percentages now believe 
the world will see a variety of  impacts in the 
near future, including: hurricanes will 
become more powerful (66% within 50 
years, 44% within 10 years), flooding and 

droughts will become more common 
(64%, 38%), ocean levels will rise 
(57%, 23%), and tropical diseases will 
become more prevalent (56%, 29%).  
Fewer believe animal species will 
become extinct (44%, 17%), 
Northern Europe will cool 
dramatically (45%, 18%), or human 
life will cease (10%, 3%). (Gallup 
March 23-25, 2007)

Global Warming Threatens
% A Great Deal

ABC 2006 
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Though majorities believe a number of  
impacts are likely to occur within the next 50 
years, few express serious 
concern.  The public’s level of  
worry is lower than their sense of  
likelihood, with just 34% saying they 
are “very worried” about hurricanes  
becoming more powerful or 
flooding and droughts becoming 
more common.   In no instance does  
more than one-third report they are 
“very worried” about any impact. 

Americans are not convinced the effects of  global warming in the next 50 years will 
be disastrous.  Just one-quarter (28%) believe “there will be extreme changes in climate and 
weather, with disastrous consequences in some parts of  the world,” while 38% say “there will be 
major changes in climate and weather, but most people and animals will be able to adapt,” 19% 
think “there will be minor changes that will have little effect on the way people live” and 11% 
volunteer there will be no changes. (Gallup March 23-25, 2007) That means fully 68% don’t 
think humankind, particularly in developed nations, will be affected in a dramatic way.

Increasingly strident, fearful communications will not necessarily increase action.  
Some advocates and communicators  assume the public’s level of  worry, urgency and motivation 
for action are linked.  They assume the more people worry about a problem, the more likely they 
are to feel a sense of  urgency about it and the more motivated they are to act.  Due to this 
assumption, some are tempted to promote increasingly frightening scenarios to inspire public 
action.  However, this assumed path is not necessarily the course public opinion follows. Just 
because people express low levels of  worry about some of  the likely consequences does not mean 
the appropriate, effective response is communicating more fear and drama.  

Continuing to frame this issue as being about the catastrophic impacts of  global 
warming is unlikely to alter public discourse.

The Impacts Frame has dominated environmentalists’ communications, news coverage and even 
popular science portrayals of  global warming.  In this framing of  the issue, communications 
features the frightening consequences of  global warming, particularly the impacts on 
environmental systems (oceans, weather, animal extinction, etc.).  Even though most Americans 
believe these impacts are likely to occur within the next 50 years, few are very worried about 
these threats, and few believe the consequences will be severe for humankind.  This has been the 
dominant frame for decades, so continuing to emphasize it is unlikely to produce different results.

An Impacts Frame is unlikely to create the needed shifts in public understanding. 
According to one study that compared a control group to a group of  respondents exposed to a 
catastrophic impacts narrative: “Frightening global warming narratives do not increase support 
for action. Telling voters of  the potentially severe consequences of  global warming (e.g., wars 

Global Warming Impacts
% Very Worried

Gallup Feb. 22-25, 2007

34

34

32

31

24

18

16

Hurricanes become more powerful

Flooding and droughts become more common

Ocean levels will rise 

Animal species become extinct  

Tropical diseases become more prevalent...

Human life will cease to exist on earth

Northern Europe cool dramatically 

Scanning the Terrain - Page 9



over water, deaths from starvation, increased likelihood of  droughts and hurricanes) in a sub-
sample did nothing to increase public support for government action to address the problem.  
Levels of  support of  the sub-sample mirrored support for action from the general 
sample.” (EMC )

Other aspects of  an Impacts Frame that may increase its effectiveness need more 
research.  For a number of  reasons, many advocates continue to believe the impacts approach is 
a critical part of  the narrative, even if  it should not be the dominant frame for the issue.  Most 
often, the Impacts Frame is presented as scary consequences for the environment (seas rising, 
polar caps melting, animal extinctions, etc.) or catastrophic impacts for humankind that 
Americans may associate with third world countries rather than people like them.  There are a 
number of  other impacts-oriented approaches that may prove to be a compelling part of  the 
communications strategy, but that need additional research.  Will it be more effective to:

✦ Connect environmental impacts to American’s personal experiences? Some 
advocates have suggested that localizing the environmental impacts or associating the 
impacts with beloved areas or activities may prove more effective.  

✦ Emphasize responsibility for protecting and maintaining earth systems?  
Faith-based institutions have adopted a Stewardship Frame about taking good care of  
God’s creation and not letting human actions have negative impacts.  

✦ Tie consequences to human impacts and American quality of  life?  With so 
little awareness of  the effects of  global warming on human life and quality of  life, a 
Human Impacts Frame may prove compelling, particularly if  it emphasizes changes in 
American life.  

✦ Shift from impacts to preparedness?  Some have suggested it is time to stop framing 
global warming as a possible problem to be prevented and begin to talk about it as a 
problem that has already started so we have to prepare.  Importantly, this approach 
changes the issue definition in an important way that would have consequences for policy. 
Preparedness shifts attention away from prevention policies (reducing emissions, changing 
energy sources, etc.) and towards adaptation policies (dikes, hurricane-proof  construction, 
etc.).  The Preparedness Frame could shift the debate in ways that undermine critical 
components of  the policy agenda. 

All of  these ideas need more study to determine the opportunities, challenges and unforeseen 
ramifications of  each approach.

The Energy Frame or Energy Independence Frame can mobilize the public to 
action, but each approach can lead to problematic repercussions.

Several advocates suggest that an Energy Frame, or an Energy Independence Frame will be more 
effective in advancing solutions for global warming than the dominant Environmental Impacts 
Frame.  Many researchers come to the same conclusion, but research also hints at likely 
weaknesses in these approaches.  

An Energy Frame is likely to be more motivating than an Environmental Impacts 
Frame, but it can also inadvertently undermine any global warming solutions that 
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increase energy costs.  As noted earlier, energy is a higher priority than global warming (59% 
and 35% “top priority” respectively), which some use as justification for embarking on an energy 
strategy to advance this issue. (PSRA/Pew)   People are worried about energy costs and strongly 
support increasing the use of  alternative energy sources.  Between two choices, far more would 
have the government prioritize developing new energy sources (62%) over protecting the 
environment (21%). (CBS)  This finding points to both the strength and the weakness in the issue 
- the public would rather prioritize energy, so much so that they are relatively unconcerned with 
the environmental consequences. 

While the public is highly concerned about energy, research also suggests its concern is primarily 
driven by cost.  There has been a significant increase in the percentage reporting that gas prices 
have caused financial hardship (63%, up from 35% in 2003). (CNN trend)  The most likely 
change in behavior due to high gas prices, according to the public, is to search harder for an 
inexpensive gas station (72%) rather than consider a more fuel-efficient car (57%) or cut back on 
how much one drives (48%). (Gallup 2005) 

With cost top-of-mind, people reject any policy that results in higher energy costs (see discussion 
of  policy solutions).  By highlighting an Energy Frame, advocates give the opposition an opening 
to undermine any solution that might increase energy costs to benefit the environment.  After all, 
as noted above, far more would have the government prioritize developing new energy sources 
over protecting the environment. 

Terrorism and the occupation of  Iraq have brought American reliance on Middle 
East oil to public consciousness.  While the emotional power of  the Energy 
Independence Frame can mobilize the public, it can also inadvertently increase 
public support for solutions opposed by many environmentalists, such as relaxing 
drilling standards and increasing support for nuclear power.  Due to the politics of  the 
Middle East, several researchers suggest Energy Independence as the most powerful frame for 
this issue.  Certainly there is a great deal of  research suggesting that energy independence creates 
a strong public response.  Coupling global warming with energy independence lifts its priority 
(+7 points) (GQR 2007), and most Americans say the best way to reduce reliance on foreign oil is 
to develop alternative energy sources. (LAT)

However, when independence from foreign oil is top-of-mind there are problematic outcomes.  
When asked the best way to reduce reliance on foreign oil, most (52%) point to alternative energy 
sources, but the next highest response is relaxing environmental drilling standards (20%). (LAT)  
According to qualitative research, emphasizing dependence on foreign oil, “tells them that the 
problem is so large that we must find a solution—any solution—which can address this 
dependence, even one that is short-term and destructive.  The participants in our groups most 
concerned about dependence on foreign oil are also the most willing to accept proposals like 
nuclear power or coastal drilling.” (BRS)  

Some research suggests that an “oil dependence” strategy does not depend on linking the issue to 
foreign oil.  Three-quarters (74%) say making our country less dependent on oil as a source of  
energy should be a priority.  According to Greenberg:  “Our message does not suffer when we 
make it about reducing dependence on oil rather than foreign oil and we are fine if  the 
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environmental community uses “dependence on oil” instead of  “foreign oil.” (GQR 2006.) 
However, it is unclear whether “dependence on oil” continues to be linked to “foreign oil” in 
American minds, making it susceptible to the same dynamics as the Energy Independence 
Frame.     

A New Economy Frame may capture the advantages of  the Energy Frame, 
without succumbing to its weaknesses.

One question for further investigation is whether a New Economy Frame (transitioning from an oil 
and coal based economy to the new, clean economy) driven by the severity of  global warming (we need to 
make the transition before the impacts are irreversible) could advance this issue in a way that the 
Environmental Impacts and Energy frames have not.  If  positioned as a costly sacrifice, the 
public is currently not likely to accept this course of  action.  If  positioned as an inevitable shift 
that Americans can either lead (and have the economic benefits of  leading) or be left behind, the 
public might be willing to go along.   Existing research hints at this course of  action, but it has not 
been fully explored.

Several researchers have suggested a Jobs or Innovation Frame (investing in innovative energy creates 
new jobs).  This approach cuts against the perception that environmental action harms the 
economy and builds on people’s interest in strengthening the economy. However, “jobs” may be 
too narrow to carry this important issue since “clean energy jobs” would compete for attention 
with “jobs” generally.  When the focus is “more jobs” the result is likely to be support for a variety 
of  jobs, not just green jobs.  Furthermore, a jobs message might heighten people’s economic 
insecurities and undermine policies that lead to higher taxes or energy costs.  

While none of  the research reviewed for this analysis isolated and investigated a New Economy 
Frame, some studies tested elements of  the idea.   For example, one study found 84% support, 
46% strong support for the Apollo Energy Act (which included job creation, new energy 
industries, but also foreign oil dependence).  Even after attack, a majority (54%) supports the 
proposal.   In contrast, only 62% support, 22% strongly, the Global Warming Act, described as a 
cap on carbon emissions, and after attack a majority (52%) shifts to opposition. (EMC)

While research hints at the possible force of  a New Economy Frame, there are many unexplored 
elements of  this strategy:
 

✦ When people think about transitioning from an oil and coal based economy to a new, clean 
economy, what  steps do they believe are necessary and what benefits do they see?

✦ What is the best way to link the New Economy conversation to the urgency of  global 
warming? 

✦ Is it strongest to position the New Economy in forward-thinking, opportunistic ways, such 
as an inevitable shift, an economic opportunity, American innovation or world leadership? 

✦ Alternatively, is it stronger to position an Economics Frame based on a costly warning, 
such as the economic ramifications of  environmental impacts, i.e., freshwater scarcity will 
drive up the price of  water, or the costs of  inaction?

✦ How does it compare with other frames in building public support for the right policy 
solutions?

Scanning the Terrain - Page 12



 

Issue Understanding

Building public support for solving global warming requires the public 
understand the issue well enough to recognize the right solutions.  Research 
indicates that people’s continuing lack of  understanding about what global 
warming is, what causes it, and how it works may limit progress in building 
support for policy solutions.

If  a person at risk of  developing Type 2 diabetes does not understand what it is and why it 
develops, he or she is unlikely to take the dietary steps to prevent it.  Similarly, if  the public does 
not understand what causes global warming and how it works, it is unlikely to recognize the right 
policy solutions.

Much of  the national conversation concerning global warming has emphasized environmental 
impacts to create an emotional connection, heighten concern and motivate action.  While an 
emotional connection with an issue is important, emotion alone is insufficient to motivate the 
correct public action. If  the public does not understand the issue well enough, it is unlikely to 
recognize the right solutions and resist opposition propaganda.  Without understanding the role 
of  fossil fuels in creating global warming, for example, global warming may sound inevitable, 
unsolvable or God’s will, which inhibits citizen action and support for policy solutions.  Patterns 
in survey response suggest Americans may not have a 
clear grasp of  this issue.

Self-professed understanding has increased 
since the early 1990s, but few claim they 
understand the issue very well.   Some surveys show 
high levels of  self-professed understanding of  global 
warming.  For example, 82% of  Americans assert they 
know what climate change is and how it is affecting the 
environment. (ACP)  However, other surveys indicate 
public understanding is shallow. Three-quarters (76%) say 
they understand global warming well, but most of  those 
(54%) report they understand it “fairly well” and only 
22% understand it “very well.”  (Gallup March 14, 2007)  While most state they could explain 
global warming if  asked, few feel strongly about their ability to do so.  Two-thirds (67%) agree 
with the statement, “If  I had to, I could explain global warming to someone I meet” but only 
35% say they “mostly agree” with that statement. (GSS)  Only 11% assert they know “a lot” 
about global warming (+6 percentage points from 1997).  (ABC 2007) According to one 
segmentation analysis, less than 15% of  the American public understands the causes and severity 
of  global warming. (eco-America)

Responses concerning the role of  human activity and fossil fuel use in creating 
global warming are inconsistent, further suggesting a lack of  understanding of  the 
causes of  global warming.  Several surveys show majorities stating human activity is 
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responsible for global warming.  Two-thirds (68%) of  Americans believe “human activity” is 
responsible for global warming. (ACP)  Most (61%) believe global warming is due to “the effects 
of  pollution from human activities,” a response that has been fairly constant since 2001. (Gallup 
March 14, 2007)

At the same time, other surveys show little certainly about the role of  fossil fuels in creating global 
warming.   Only 10% say “human activities such as driving cars and burning fossil fuel are the 
single most important cause of  global warming” while 51% say it is one of  several causes. (ABC 
2005) Another recent survey shows less than half  stating “global warming is mostly caused by 
emissions from cars and industrial facilities such as power plants and factories” (42%)  while 10% 
say it is “mostly caused by natural changes that have nothing to do with industrial facilities” and 
38% say global warming is not yet proven. (CNN Jan. 2007)  One survey even shows a decline in 
the proportion of  the public blaming human activity — in 2001, 60% said global warming is 
caused by “human activities, such as driving cars and burning fuel” while only 20% said it is 
“caused more by natural changes in the climate.”  By 2006, the percentage blaming human 
activities dropped 13 points to 47% while the percentage blaming natural causes increased 12 
points to 32%.  (LAT)  Again, the problem may be a lack of  understanding how global warming 
works and the role of  fossil fuels and CO2 in creating global warming, not that people are 
questioning the science and need more scientific “proof ” that global warming is real.

Curiously, damage to the earth’s ozone layer rates 
slightly higher as a worry than global warming (43% 
and 41% respectively), and concern about ozone has 
increased in recent years at a pace second only to the 
increased concern for global 
warming (+10 and +15 percentage 
points respectively).  Why would 
concern about the ozone layer 
increase in priority and compete 
with global warming when there has 
been relatively little media attention 
to ozone?  Research has suggested 
that people (even highly educated 
ones) commonly confuse global 
warming with the thinning of  the 
ozone layer.  Continuing concern over the ozone layer is yet another indication that people do 
not really understand what causes global warming and how it works.

Research suggests that an explanatory model, a concrete analogy, can help a lay-
person quickly understand what global warming is and what causes it.  The 
“greenhouse effect” was designed to be such an analogy, but it is ineffective in large part because 
people do not think of  a greenhouse as a heat-trapping building.  One rigorous review of  
explanatory models found that a “carbon dioxide blanket that surrounds the earth and traps in 
heat” is most effective.  (Aubrun & Grady)  When exposed to this explanatory model, 
respondents’ priority for government action to reduce global warming jumped by 11 percentage 
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points. (GQR 2002) While environmentalists have begun to use this model, it needs much more 
consistent visibility to become common knowledge.

Responsibility, Action and Solutions

By large percentages, Americans say they want government action and are 
willing to take personal responsibility for this problem. 

Americans want action, but may not not fully understand how much action will be 
needed to tackle this problem.  Two-thirds  believe the federal government should do more 
than it is doing now to try to deal with global warming (69%, 49% “much more”). (ABC 2007)  
However, many Americans may not fully understand how much action will be necessary.  Just 
over one-third (39%) says reducing the effects of  global warming will require major sacrifices, 
while 23% say technology can solve the problem without major sacrifice, and 22% think it is not 
possible to reduce the effects of  global warming. (PSRA 2006)  A modest majority (58%) says 
“more drastic measures will be needed” while 30% say “the effects of  global warming can be 
controlled if  most people take steps such as driving less, recycling and turning down the 
thermostat.” (Gallup Mar 23, 2007)

On the one hand, the public claims to be 
willing to take personal responsibility for 
action on this issue.  Fully 81% agree (55% 
”mostly agree”) “it is my responsibility to 
help reduce the impacts of  global 
warming.” (GSS) Two-thirds (67%) say 
people like themselves should be doing 
more to help reduce global warming while 
only 29% say there is not much 
individuals can do. (PSRA/Pew Jan. 2007)  
Most report that they have taken 
consumer action for the environment, but 
fewer have taken political action. (See 
graph) 

On the other hand, the public is likely overstating its willingness to take individual 
action.  While most have a favorable assessment of  their own efforts to protect the environment 
(59%), few give themselves an “excellent” rating (7%) (Gallup Mar. 23 2007) and few think very 
much about their personal impact on the natural environment (16% say they thought about it “a 
great deal” in the past year). (ABC 2006) Finally, few (17%) say the issue of  global warming is 
“extremely important to you personally.”  (ABC 2006)

There is some question about how much the public thinks can be done to address global warming.  
Has a lack of  public debate over solutions resulted in a public that believes solutions don’t exist?  
Relatively low percentages (27%) say a “great deal” can be done to reduce future global warming 
or the effects of  global warming on people and the environment (25%). (WP )  Few (27%) report 
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that “people like me” can do a lot, though more (40%) believe the federal government can do a 
lot about global warming. (CBS 2007)   

Americans strongly support a wide range of  solutions.  They are particularly 
enthusiastic about incentives and innovation, but they are also willing to place 
strict regulations on business.  However, any proposal resulting in increased 
costs for consumers receives far lower levels of  support. 

Americans are ready to invest in innovation and energy leadership, and they are ready to enforce 
strict standards and regulations on business.  However, Americans do not support carbon taxes, 
increased energy costs, or auctioning off  the right to pollute.  Some of  this opposition is likely 
due to self-interested motivations since the public is currently very cost sensitive.  However, some 
opposition may also be due to a lack of  clarity about how these measures solve global warming.  
Even if  the public understands the need to reduce fossil fuel use, if  there is no other energy 
source to take its place then energy taxes just punish consumers without addressing the problem.

As illustrated in the table below, large percentages of  Americans favor strict environmental 
standards and regulations for business, as well as investment to develop alternative energy.  When 
given a choice between “requiring” and “encouraging,” a slim majority (52%) say they would 
rather the federal government require companies and individuals to do things to reduce global 
warming rather than offer tax cuts to encourage these things, but not require them (38%). (ABC 
2006) 

Favor Government Actions
% Favor 

Gallup March 14, 2007
Spending government money to develop  alternate sources of  fuel for 
automobiles
Setting higher emissions and pollution standards for business and industry

More strongly enforcing federal  environmental regulations

Spending more government money on developing solar and wind power

Setting higher auto emissions standards  for automobiles
Imposing mandatory controls on carbon dioxide emissions/other greenhouse 
gases
Expanding the use of  nuclear energy  

Opening up the Arctic National Wildlife refuge for oil exploration 

86

84

82

81

79
79

50

41
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As they consider actions government should take, strong majorities believe government should 
invest in developing new energy and support converting government buildings to renewable 
energy even if  it increases taxes.  However, support falls for surcharges, banning low-mileage 
vehicles, very tough restrictions that harm business, and anti-sprawl efforts.

Support for Government Actions
% Government Should Do

Gallup, Mar. 23-25, 2007
Starting a major research effort costing up to $30 billion per year to develop new 
sources of  energy
Requiring government office buildings to use renewable energy sources of  energy 
such as solar and wind power, even if  it results in higher taxes

Requiring a surcharge on the utility bills of  home and business owners that exceed 
monthly limits on energy usage
Banning vehicles that do not average at least 30 miles per gallon 

Imposing restrictions on U.S. industries and utilities that are so tough it would put 
some of  them out of  business

Setting strict land-use policies to discourage suburban sprawl and encourage people 
to live in more densely populated areas 

65

60

46

44

38

36

The following series of  policy proposals suggests some clear divisions in public response.  
Americans are highly enthusiastic about measures to research and develop new energy 
technologies, even when described as “massive” efforts.  Americans are ready to invest in 
innovation and energy leadership.  

At the other end of  the spectrum, Americans do not 
support carbon taxes, increased energy costs, or 
auctioning off  the right to pollute.  All the policy 
solutions that create a new monetary structure for 
energy use or recommend higher energy costs, are 
the least popular policies. Clearly, some of  this 
opposition is due to a reluctance to increase costs to 
consumers when the public is already feeling 
economically stretched.  However, it may also be that 
the public opposes these kinds of  measures because the public does not understand how these 
measures will fix global warming.  If  people do not understand the relationship between fossil 
fuel use and global warming, they are unlikely to understand why energy taxes would be relevant.  
Even if  they understand the objective is to reduce fossil fuel use, if  there is no obvious alternative 
energy source, an energy tax is likely to appear to be punitive or a money-raising scheme, not a 
solution to global warming.  

If there is no obvious alternative 
energy source, an energy tax is 
likely to appear to be punitive or 
a money-raising scheme, not a 
solution to global warming.

Scanning the Terrain - Page 17



Support for Policy Proposals 
EMC Research and American Environics

September 2007

Making clean energy sources such as solar and wind energy 
cost less 
Funding a massive federal research and development effort 
to develop new clean energy technologies that can meet our 
energy needs without polluting

Funding a massive federal research and development effort 
to develop new energy technologies that will get us off  oil 
once and for all

Requiring American industries to reduce their carbon 
emissions
Providing federal subsidies to clean energy producers
Making businesses and industries that emit carbon into the 
atmosphere pay for the right to pollute 

Requiring American consumers to reduce their carbon 
emissions 
Making energy sources that pollute the atmosphere, such 
as gasoline, home heating oil, and coal-burning power 
plants cost more

Establishing a carbon tax on electricity, gasoline, and other 
products

Changing the way that Americans pay their taxes so that 
they would pay through a tax on carbon emissions instead 
through the current payroll tax

Abolishing the payroll tax for all Americans and replacing 
it with a tax on carbon emissions

Auctioning off  the right to emit carbon into the atmosphere 
like we auction off  the right to use the airwaves for radio 
and television broadcasting

% Support % Strongly 
Support

92 68

83 56

84 54

81 51

74 38
63 38

67 37

46 18

37 13

33 13

32 11

31 9
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One set of  proposals tested in 2007 provides the clearest indication that the public’s resistance to 
costly policy proposals may have more to do with the appearance that the policy punishes people 
rather than solves the problem.  Strong majorities support two proposals that clearly link higher 
costs to energy efficiency and renewable energy: higher fuel efficiency standards even if  it 
increases the cost of  a new car (85% favor, 67% strongly) and requiring utilities to use more 
renewable energy even if  it increases energy costs (82% favor, 55% strongly).  However, proposals 
to increase costs so people use less energy are favored by very few.  

Favor Policy Proposals 
Gallup/Yale University/ClearVision Institute

July 2007

Requiring that any newly constructed home, residential, or 
commercial building meet higher energy efficiency 
standards.
Requiring automakers to increase the fuel efficiency of  
cars, trucks, and SUVs to 35 miles per gallon, even if  it 
meant a new car would cost up to $500 more to buy.

Requiring electric utilities to produce at least 20% of  their 
electricity from wind, solar, or other renewable energy 
sources, even it if  cost the average household an extra $100 
a year.
Agreeing to an international treaty that requires the United 
States to cut its emissions of  carbon dioxide 90% by the 
year 2050.
Increasing taxes on gasoline so people either drive less or 
buy cars that use less gas.

Increasing taxes on electricity so people use less of  it.

% Favor % Strongly 
Favor

89 64

85 67

82 55

68 42

34 18

29 11

The “2% Solution” concept may be one helpful element in a broader narrative, 
but it is insufficient.

Several organizations are advancing a “2% Solution” strategy to build public support for global 
warming solutions.  This call-to-action has several benefits.  First, research suggests that people 
generally understand the concept of  reducing carbon emissions by 2% a year for 40 years, and 
they see it as a reasonable and attainable goal. (Shugoll)  Furthermore, it accomplishes the very 
important task of  conveying the message that Americans need to start now and stop postponing 
action on global warming. (ICR) 

However, “2% Solution” is a goal, not a solution.  If  used in combination with specific 
recommended solutions, it is likely to be a very helpful way to keep Americans focused on 
accountability and progress measurement.  Absent specific solutions, the “2% Solution” is likely 
to fall short and do little to address the cost concerns noted above that undermine support for 
solutions.  Furthermore, many are likely to interpret it as a call for individual sacrifice rather than 
a call to engage as citizens to force policy change. 
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It is critical to determine the most effective way to communicate solutions and to handle the 
public’s cost concerns.  Key questions to answer include:

✦ Is the public sensitive to any cost, simply due to current economic anxieties?
✦ Is cost sensitivity alleviated by tying higher costs to solutions that clearly address the 

problem (i.e., by encouraging renewable energy use)?  
✦ If  so, how can advocates effectively promote solutions grounded in financial markets (i.e., 

cap and trade)?

Climate Change Actors

Since global warming is a problem that crosses issue domains - environment, energy, health, the 
economy, and so on - there are a number of  actors who could be engaged effectively.  Based on 
focus group research, Action Media suggests roles for a number of  actors to support different 
aspects of  this issue:

 On efficiency and innovation – technology and business messengers, including engineers, business and 
educational leaders associated with any high-tech ventures, such as telecommunications, computers, hybrid cars, 
etc. would be especially strong messengers…On global warming, leaders and staff  of  environmental groups and 
scientists can speak credibly to the potential problems, and the need for change… On dirty old coal – health care 
professionals and teachers and others in frequent contact with children make excellent messengers, and inherently 
cue the additional value of  protecting children (talk about epidemic childhood asthma, ozone alerts and closed 
playgrounds). (Action Media)

Views of  environmental organizations are generally positive. 

While few (21%) consider themselves “active on the 
environment,” more are sympathetic (49%).  In fact, 
there has been a slight increase in the percentage 
saying they are active on the environment (up 7 
points from 2006).  Most believe the 
environmental movement has done more good 
(66% “good”) than harm (31% “harm”), 
though few feel strongly about it (22% 
“definitely more good”).  (Gallup March 14, 
2007)

The public expresses middle-of-the-road views 
of  environmentalists:

✦ 56%  I believe much of  what environmentalists have to say. 
✦ 48%  I would describe environmentalists as practical.
✦ 45%  I would call myself  an environmentalist.
✦ 44%  I would describe environmentalists as self-righteous. (eco-America)

Relationship to Environmental Org.
% Active, % Sympathetic

Gallup Trend 

Active Sympathetic

0

15

30

45

60

16 18 19
14 14 16

14 21

55
50 51

47 47 49 48 49

2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

Scanning the Terrain - Page 20



Importantly, views of  environmentalists and the environmental movement have declined in 
recent years.  As noted above, 45% currently call themselves “environmentalist.” (eco-America)  
This represents a dramatic decline from 1989 when 76% considered themselves an 
environmentalist. (Gallup trend)  In addition, the percentage saying the environmental movement 
has done more good than harm is lower than it used to be (-9 points from 2000). (Gallup trend)

Views of  environmental organizations may not be a major obstacle in advancing climate change 
policy, however.  As noted earlier, characterizing global warming as an “environmental” problem 
by using environmentalists as messengers may be the bigger barrier.

Conclusions and Questions for Further Research

What We Think We Know What We Need to Know

Advocates have successfully advanced 
several key indicators of public opinion on 

global warming, but many perceptions 
continue to be persistently low. 

✦ Why have significant gains in concern not resulted 
in higher public priority for addressing the problem?  

✦ Is “urgency” the right way to assess the public’s 
willingness to act and the right way to motivate 
public action?  Is there another model for motivating 
action?

Though most say they are familiar with 
global warming, understanding is shallow 

and inconsistent.

✦ Is a lack of understanding regarding the causes of 
global warming preventing people from supporting 
the right solutions?

✦  If so, is the problem that the explanatory model has 
not been promoted enough, or that it has been 
communicated incorrectly? 

✦ Are there other aspects of the mechanism that are 
important to communicate, such as the nature of 
climate disruption or the locked-in temperature 
increase?

Most Americans recognize global 
warming will lead to serious consequences 

within the next 50 years, but few are 
worried or believe the consequences will 

be catastrophic.

✦ What is the role for a discussion of impacts: local 
impacts, impacts on areas and activities, human 
impacts, a moral call, or a call for preparedness? 

✦ What are the ramifications of each approach? 
✦ Has associating this issue with the environment 

limited public motivation by making it about plants 
and animals, not people?

Continued on next page
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What We Think We Know What We Need to Know

The Energy and Energy Independence 
Frames heighten the priority of the issue, 
but may also increase cost sensitivity and 

build support for any home-grown 
solution for energy, including more 
drilling in the U.S., clean coal, and 

nuclear power.  

✦ Will a New Economy Frame offer the strengths of 
the Energy Frame without the weaknesses? 

✦ Does the current economic climate advantage this 
approach because people are looking for economic 
solutions, or disadvantage it because the public is 
risk-averse? 

✦ Should it be a solutions message of opportunity, or a 
warning about costly consequences?  

✦ If solutions, is it strongest to position this as an 
inevitable shift, an economic opportunity, American 
innovation or world leadership? 

✦ If warning, is it more effective to discuss economic 
ramifications of environmental impacts, i.e., 
freshwater scarcity will drive up the price of water, 
or to communicate the costs of inaction?

Solutions clearly need more visibility in 
public discourse.  The public strongly 

supports a number of solutions, 
particularly those that emphasize 

innovation.  The public is less enthusiastic 
about solutions that lead to higher taxes 

or energy costs.

✦ Are Americans highly cost sensitive or are they 
willing to pay higher costs when they see the 
funding directed toward clean or more efficient 
energy?  

✦ Do current proposals to tax energy, change to a 
carbon tax structure, or auction off rights to pollute, 
sound like schemes, not solutions, to average 
Americans?

✦ How can we communicate financial proposals in 
ways that allow people to see how they work to 
solve global warming?

Founded by veteran communications strategists Axel Aubrun and Joe Grady of Cultural Logic 
and Meg Bostrom of Public Knowledge, Topos has as its mission to explore and ultimately transform the 
landscape of public understanding where public interest issues play out.  Our approach is based on the premise 
that while it is possible to achieve short-term victories on issues through a variety of strategies, real change 
depends on a fundamental shift in public understanding.   Topos was created to bring together the range of 
expertise needed to understand existing issue dynamics, explore possibilities for creating new issue 
understanding, develop a proven course of action, and arm advocates with new communications tools to win 
support.  For more information: 

	 	 website:		 www.topospartnership.com

	 	 email:	 	 team@topospartnership.com 
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