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INTRODUCTION

In the 1960’s America's environmental problems 

were becoming obvious and threatening.  Iconic 

events, such as Love Canal, Three Mile Island and 

the Cuyahoga River burning all punctuated air we 

could see and rivers and lakes we couldn’t swim 

in.  America then fairly successfully addressed 

those issues.

Until recently, climate change has been an 

abstract, invisible issue for most Americans.  Over 

the past few years the signs of climate change 

have turned visible and have come home; the 

droughts, 

Talking Points

•	 A broad majority of Americans are now concerned 
about climate change, including Republicans (69%), 
and people of color (86% of African-Americans), 
with even a slight majority (58%) of Tea Party 
supporters. Rather than a fringe issue with limited 
understanding, belief in and concern about climate 
change has now reached the mainstream in 
America. (see pages 17 and 8) 

•	 Urgency about climate change is trending up (45%), 
as is a recognition that the effects are already 
happening (54%). (see pages 8 and 7)

•	 The economic vs. environment tradeoff argument 
is weakening.  88% of Americans are willing to 
assume various levels of economic cost to address 
climate change.  (see page 12)

•	 Moral arguments seem to have the most support 
(93%) in swaying public opinion.  (see page 15) 

 

•	 Growing majorities of Americans believe climate 
change should be addressed with collective solu-
tions via government, and support many of the 
public policy options currently on the table. 74% 
think the federal government should take action, 
and 82% think municipalities and states should 
take action. (see page 18)

•	 Americans would rather prepare (86%) than adapt 
(68%) to climate change.  60% of Americans feel that 
climate change preparedness efforts would create 
jobs.  (see pages 21 and 15) 

New Realities in Climate Change

Americans are noticing.  President Obama seizes the moment.  
Are we close to a tipping point for action?

floods, and new and dramatically iconic 

events such as Superstorm Sandy, are increas-

ing awareness and concern.

This year, looking at factors from awareness to 

responsiveness to solutions, ecoAmerica has 

noted some signs that Americans are nearing 

a tipping point.
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Fact: 

•	 69% say there is solid evidence that the average global temperature has 
been rising for a few decades. (Pew, March 2013.)

•	 62% percent of Americans say there is already scientific consensus for 
climate change. (Gallup, March 2013)

Myth: Climate change is 
only the concern of a  
small group of Americans. 
Most Americans don’t 
understand it – it’s too 
technical and scientific.

1. GENERAL TRENDS:

CLIMATE CHANGE  
AWARENESS AND ATTITUDE

The Reality of Climate Change Returns

Source: Pew6, U. Mich7,  Yale/GMU16

For a Slight But Growing Majority, The Future is Here
Most Americans Think Global Warming Has Already Started

Source: Gallup3, 2013

% of Americans Who Believe Climate Change is Real

% of Americans Believing Climate Change Has Started, Is In the Future, Will Never Happen
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A Sense of Urgency Increases

Fact: Belief in climate change is at high levels in all 
regions of the country. 

Broken down by state, Americans believe climate change is human-

caused at levels of 66% to 99% – the lowest state still showing 

two-thirds agreement for this idea. (Jon Krosnick, 2011 presentation, Stanford 

Woods Institute)

People of color are more concerned about climate than whites, by 

double-digit margins: 86% of African Americans said they wanted 

the President to take “significant steps” to address climate change 

now. So did 76% of Latinos, compared to 60% of Caucasians.  

(NLCV poll, Feb. 2013) 

Even a National Wildlife Federation poll in August 2012 found  

that almost 70 % of hunters & fishers wanted America to cut its 

carbon emissions.

Myth: Climate change is 
a concern in only certain 
groups: the liberal East and 
West coasts, or just with 
white environmentalists.

Source: Yale/GMU11, 2012

Attribution to Humans is in Mixed, On the Upswing

Source: Pew6, Yale11, Gallup3, Rassmussen15, U. Mich7

% of Americans who feel concerned or alarmed about climate change. % of Americans who believe climate change is caused mainly by humans
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Renewed Interest, 
But Still Low in 
Priority
Survey of National Priorities

2. AMERICAN PRIORITIES:

CLIMATE VS. OTHER 
NATIONAL PRIORITIES

When asked about in Pew's 

annual survey of national priori-

ties, climate change typically 

ranks low.  In 2013, however, 

there was an uptick in priority.  

Similarly, there was a spike in 

priority of the environment 

over the last two years. This 

is a good sign for American 

awareness and public will for 

solutions, and a useful set of 

data for engagement: many of 

the highest-scoring priorities 

such as health and the economy 

can be linked in outreach efforts 

to climate change.

Source: Pew5, 2013
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Environment Slowly Rebounding vs. Economy

Fact: Although pollsters commonly pit the economy 
and the environment against each other, the truth 
is that for many Americans, the environment is 
the economy. 

When asked if the U.S. should do something about climate change 

even if it has economic costs, 88% of Americans say yes. (Yale, 2012) 

That includes a plurality (44%) that approve of a moderate action 

with moderate costs, and another 24% who want large-scale action 

even if the economic costs were great.  

Addressing climate change is beginning to be seen as an opportu-

nity. Many Americans see benefits in working together on climate: 

42% said that preparing for climate change will help the U.S. 

economy (Stanford Woods, 2013).

Myth: With the economic 
downturn, climate change 
is no longer a priority. 

Personal Experience Trumps Glaciers
Lived experiences with weather change and warmer temps are the primary reasons that Americans 
believe climate change is happening.

Source: U.Mich NSEE13

3. TIPPING POINT:

THIS TIME, 
IT'S PERSONAL

The primary factor that has caused you to believe that temperatures on Earth are increasing

% of Americans believing environment is more important than economy (or vice versa)
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Growing Belief That Media is Understating Impacts

Source: Gallup3, 2013

Reasons to Act: Morality and Economy

4. IMPLICATIONS & IMPERATIVES

POSSIBLE PATHWAYS TO 
SUPPORT

Do Americans have a moral obligation to future 
generations to leave a planet that is not polluted 
or damaged? 

Would preparing for climate change create jobs?

Source: Benenson/LCV1, Source: Stanford/Woods9

% that believe the media reports of climate change are correct, underestimated, or exaggerated
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The Partisan Divide is Strong But, There is Growing Salience Among Republicans

% of Republicans who believe in climate change

Fact: Not only does a growing majority of 
Republicans express concern about climate change, 
but so do even larger majorities of independent 
voters, who are the critical swing voters in many 
states. 

•	 92% of Democrats think climate change is a serious threat

•	 85% of Independents think the same, as do

•	 69% of Republicans. (Duke, January 2013)

A 2012 Zogby poll showed that a slight majority (58%) of Tea Party  

sympathizers are concerned about climate change. 

 

Myth: Climate change is 
only an issue for liberal 
Democrats.

Source: Pew4, 2013
Source: U. Mich/NSEE7, 2013

%  by political affiliation who believe there is solid evidence that the earth is warming                                                                                                      
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Who Should Act?

82%
think 
states

74%
say that  
Hurricane Sandy 
had made them 
more sure that  
President Obama 
should act.**

65%
support the  
President  
taking 
significant 
steps.***

61%
of likely voters 
think it’s  
somewhat or very 
important that 
Congress pass 
legislation this 
year to deal with 
global warming.****

50%
of Americans 
support new  
federal policies  
to address  
climate change, 
with 36%  
against, and 
14% stating no 
opinion.*****

82%
think 
local 
government

80%
think 
businesses

74% 
think the 
federal 
government*

Source:  *Stanford/Woods14, 2013; **United Technologies8, Nov 2012; ***Benenson/LCV1, Feb 2013;  ****Rasmussen14, Feb. 2013; *****The Washington 
Post10, Feb. 2013

5. AMERICAN PUBLIC SUPPORT

COLLECTIVE SOLUTIONS

Source:  Yale/GMU13

What Do Americans Support?

Myth: Americans don’t 
want government regula-
tion, and don’t understand 
complex energy policy.

Fact: In poll after poll, majorities of Americans 
express support for collectively dealing with 
national challenges: government action.
 
They want the government to subsidize renewables and stop 

handouts to oil companies.  Even the word “tax,” which may be 

reviled amongst politicians, doesn’t seem to bother a slight majority 

of Americans: 

•	 61% of Americans support a carbon tax on companies.  (Yale, 2013)

•	 68% support the EPA regulating carbon dioxide as a pollutant. (Yale 2013)

When it comes to some policy issues, “mainstream America”  

is moving towards support for climate solutions.
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6. BRICK BY BRICK, TOGETHER

A POSITIVE WAY 
TO CHANGE

POWER 
OUTAGE

Americans’ desire to do something is stymied by 
their belief that they have little agency.

Americans have become less confident that their individual actions 

to save energy will reduce their contribution to global warming: 

•	 32%, down 16 points since 2008 Source: Yale 12, 2012

Americans are also less likely to say that if most people in the 

United States took similar actions, it would reduce global warming 

“a lot” or “some”:

•	 60%, down 18 points since 2008 Source: Yale 12, 2012

Americans need to know their actions count, and 
be inspired to do the many things they can to be 
part of the solution.   

Fact: Even with the downturn, Americans sup-
port using federal dollars to build clean energy 
infrastructure. 

Questions about clean energy almost always show the highest level 

of support of any topic in climate change polling – 87% in favor of 

federal supports for wind and solar companies. (Yale/George Mason, 2013).

Often, support for clean energy polls ten or more points higher than 

belief in climate change itself. This suggests that Americans will 

support these goals for other reasons.

Myth: Renewable energy is 
still a fringe technology; the 
uproar over Solyndra has 
crippled the industry in its 
infancy. 

Americans Want To Prepare

74%
think we should prepare for the damage before 
it happens.

+ 80% of Americans see changes in seasonal weather patterns1

+ 77% say that the weather is getting more unpredictable1

+ 67% of Americans think human activities contribute to changing weather 

= 71% are very or somewhat willing to take action to prepare.

Source: ecoAmerica Climate Impacts2

Preparedness Trumps Other Approaches

Source: ecoAmerica Climate Impacts2

Would take this approach

Preparedness

Protect Health and Safety

Protect Safety

Adaptation

Predictability

Prevention

Reduced Cost

Predictability and Control

Total

85%

82%

82%

69%

68%

66%

65%

62%

Democrats

91%

90%

92%

71%

71%

83%

69%

74%

Independents

69%

70%

57%

59%

55%

52%

60%

41%

Republicans

81%

77%

77%

68%

66%

53%

63%

54%

Approach to Dealing with Climate Change
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We need to remove “adaptation” from messages and focus on: 

•	 Preparing for changes in climate and weather that seem to be already 
happening.  

•	 Taking steps to prevent changes from causing further damage.

•	 Trying to prevent changes and prepare for those that we can’t to help 
protect our safety. 

Preparedness offers concrete and sensible steps that people can do 

themselves. Prevention and protection (read: mitigation) are values-

driven and help buttress preparedness by tying concrete steps to 

outcomes and impacts. They are practical values that are easily 

adoptable for Americans who are not yet completely sure on the 

changes, causes, and scope of the climate problem.  
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Broad Support for Preparedness
Mainstream Americans are ready to be engaged in climate change preparedness - personally and 
politically. Voters in rural areas are the most likely to take action, as are people of color. 
 

Source: ecoAmerica Climate Impacts2

Total

Democrats

Independents

Republicans

Men

Women

Under 50

Over 50

White

Black

Hispanic

Urban

Suburban

Rural

Total

Democrats

Independents

Republicans

Men

Women

Under 50

Over 50

White

Black

Hispanic

Urban

Suburban

Rural

Very Willing Very WillingPersonal: Political:Very + Somewhat Very + Somewhat

33%

39%

31%

27%

28%

37%

35%

30%

30%

42%

43%

35%

29%

43%

71%

80%

71%

62%

65%

76%

74%

69%

68%

79%

83%

66%

71%

84%

24%

36%

15%

13%

22%

27%

26%

21%

20%

35%

39%

27%

21%

31%

57%

71%

47%

44%

56%

59%

60%

53%

52%

73%

75%

60%

54%

62%
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ecoAmerica grows the base of popular support for climate solutions in 
America with research-driven marketing, partnerships, and national 
programs that connect with Americans' core values to bring about and 
support change in personal and civic choices and behaviors.
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