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What do Americans think 
about climate change?



Source: Ballew et al (2024)
https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/ccam-explorer-2023/ 



Source: Poushter & Clancy (2024)
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2024/04/23/what-are-americans-top-foreign-policy-priorities/



Variation within parties



Source: Funk & Tyson (2020)
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2020/06/24/millennial-and-gen-z-republicans-stand-out-from-their-elders-on-climate-and-energy-issues/



Source: Smeltz et al (2023)
https://globalaffairs.org/research/public-opinion-survey/race-ethnicity-and-american-views-climate-change



Implications of Demographic Divides
• Important to consider which audiences matter for a given 

message/vote/policy/infrastructure discussion
• For any particular development, left/right divides may matter 

less than the makeup of that community or audience



Americans underestimate 
Americans’ climate 
concerns



Source: Pearson et al (2018) 
https://www.pnas.org/doi/full/10.1073/pnas.1804698115



Sources: Sparkman et al (2022); Dixon et al (2024)
https://www.pnas.org/doi/full/10.1073/pnas.1804698115; https://www.nature.com/articles/s43247-024-01240-x 



Source: Geiger & Swim (2016)
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S027249441630038X



Implications of this underestimation 
(Pluralistic Ignorance)
• Some inaction and political polarization on climate change 

could be driven by Americans (especially Republicans) 
underestimating other people’s concerns

• Providing accurate information about US climate concern/policy 
support could shift discussion/action toward the majority view

• Could work both by encouraging concerned to speak up/act/support 
policies and by discouraging minority from doing so



Polarization may be about 
the solutions, not the 
problem



Source: Drummond et al (2017)
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.1704882114



Source: Campbell & Kay (2014)
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0037963



Source: Gillis et al (2021)
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2214629621000402



Implications of Solution Aversion
• “Belief” in climate change may instead reflect acceptance of 

policies/actions to address it
• Providing more education and facts about climate change is 

important but will only go so far
• If the goal is to adopt climate policies, need to start by 

identifying policies/actions that can garner widespread support 



Source: Leiserowitz et al (2023)
https://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/climate-change-in-the-american-mind-politics-policy-fall-2023/



Summary
• US public is polarized on climate change and there is 

substantial variation within parties, not just between them
• But, despite our (incorrect) perceptions, most Americans are 

concerned about climate change and support a variety of 
climate policies

• However, people’s acceptance of specific solutions might 
matter more than their beliefs about the problem
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