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Do	scientists	agree	about	Climate	Change?		
Public	Perceptions	from	a	new	Hampshire	survey

L a w r e n c e  c .  H a m i L t o n 

a	new	survey	Initiative
Human-caused	climate	change	has	a	dual	identity	as	a	major	
topic	for	scientific	research	and	a	divisive	political	wedge	
issue	among	the	public.	While	research	across	many	disci-
plines	has	built	a	strong	consensus	among	scientists,	surveys	
have	mapped	out	deepening	divisions	in	public	opinion.1	
However,	the	wording	of	survey	questions	often	conforms	to	
popular	rather	than	scientific	concepts,	making	comparisons	
between	public	and	scientific	views	less	clear-cut.	survey	
questions	might	be	vaguely	worded,	for	example,	or	ask	ordi-
nary	people	questions	that	even	top	scientists	cannot	answer,	
such	as	personal	consequences	of	future	climate	change.

Carsey	Institute	researchers,	working	with	the	university	
of	new	Hampshire	(unH)	survey	Center	and	the	university	
Office	of	sustainability,	recently	began	a	new	initiative	track-
ing	public	perceptions	about	climate	change	as	they	change	
over	time.	a	series	of	regional	surveys	designed	for	other	
purposes	now	includes	a	set	of	three	questions	about	climate	
change.	unlike	questions	on	some	earlier	surveys,	the	ques-
tions	in	unH’s	new	survey	initiative	focus	on	the	central	
point	stated	by	scientists	in	a	wide	range	of	scientific	reports:	
what	is	happening	now—not	some	time	in	the	future—due	
to	climate	change.	The	neutral	and	factual	wording	of	the	
questions	focuses	on	what	people	know,	or	believe	they	
know,	about	climate	change	now.

The	first	survey	took	place	in	april	2010	as	part	of	new	
Hampshire’s	Granite	state	Poll.	along	with	other	questions	
on	political	candidates	and	background	factors,	a	statewide	
sample	of	512	residents	was	asked	how	well	they	understand	
the	issue	of	global	warming	or	climate	change,	whether	
they	think	most	scientists	agree	that	it	is	happening	now	
and	caused	by	humans,	and	what	they	personally	believe.	
Our	new	Hampshire	poll	will	be	repeated	quarterly,	with	
the	next	wave	in	summer	2010.	Continuing	results	here	and	

Key	Findings
In April 2010, the Granite state Poll included three new 
questions about climate change on its survey of 512 
New Hampshire residents. Key findings are as follows:

•	 slightly more than half the respondents believe 
they understand “a moderate amount” about 
climate change or global warming. Twenty-nine 
percent believe they understand “a great deal.” 
understanding tends to increase with education.

•	 About half think that most scientists agree climate 
change is happening now, caused mainly by 
human activities. On the other hand, 41 percent 
think there is little agreement among scientists.

•	 similarly, about half personally believe that 
climate change is happening and is human 
caused. Thirty-nine percent believe it is 
happening but with natural causes. Only 4 
percent believe that climate change is not 
happening.

•	 most of those with college or postgraduate 
education believe that climate change is 
happening now, caused by humans, and that 
scientists agree on this point.

•	 sharp polarization exists. While a large majority 
of Democrats believe that climate change 
is happening and is human caused, most 
republicans believe it is a natural phenomenon. 
Three-fourths of Democrats but only one-fourth 
of republicans think that most scientists agree.

•	 There is a strong correlation between personal 
beliefs and perceptions about the scientific 
consensus.
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elsewhere	should	provide	a	“thermometer”	tracking	public	
views	of	climate	change	science,	almost	in	real	time.	This	
collaborative	survey	research	is	part	of	unH’s	commitment	
to	integrating	sustainability	throughout	its	curricula,	opera-
tions,	research,	and	engagement	efforts.2

How	Much	Do	you	understand?
The	first	of	three	climate	change	questions	in	our	telephone	
interviews	asked	respondents	to	rate	their	own	understanding:

next,	I	would	like	to	ask	you	some	questions	about	the	
issue	of	global	warming	or	climate	change.	How	much	
do	you	feel	you	understand	about	this	issue—would	
you	say	a	great	deal,	a	moderate	amount,	only	a	little,	or	
nothing	at	all?

4	 a	great	deal
3	 a	moderate	amount
2	 Only	a	little
1	 Don’t	know/nothing	at	all

Most	respondents	expressed	confidence	in	their	under-
standing	of	these	complex	issues	(see	Figure	1).	Fifty-three	
percent	felt	they	understood	“a	moderate	amount”	about	
global	warming	or	climate	change,	and	twenty-nine	percent	
said	they	understood	“a	great	deal.”	relatively	few	admitted	
to	understanding	“only	a	little”	(16	percent)	or	“nothing	at	
all”	(2	percent).	Margins	of	error	for	the	overall	percentages	
in	Figures	1,	3,	and	5	should	be	within	+	or	–	5	percent.

topics	such	as	the	greenhouse	effect,	atmospheric	chem-
istry,	and	past	climate	change	involve	technical	knowledge	
outside	most	people’s	experience.	We	found	that	respondents	
with	higher	education	tended	to	have	even	greater	confi-
dence	in	their	understanding.	eighty-four	percent	of	college	
graduates	and	ninety-one	percent	of	those	with	postgradu-
ate	degrees	said	they	understood	“a	moderate	amount”	or	“a	
great	deal”	about	climate	change	(see	Figure	2).

Figure	1.	How	much	do	you	understand	about		
climate	change?
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Figure	2.	How	much	understanding	about	climate	
change,	by	education
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Do	scientists	agree?
Claims	that	scientists	do	not	agree	about	climate	change	
have	been	widely	repeated	by	non-scientists.	In	journals	and	
meetings	where	scientists	address	their	peers,	one	does	in-
deed	see	lively	discussion	and	competing	hypotheses	regard-
ing	topics	such	as	the	impacts	of	climate	change	on	behavior	
of	ice	sheets,	ocean	currents,	and	storms.	Behind	the	un-
settled	frontiers,	however,	stands	a	broad	consensus	on	more	
fundamental	facts.	There	is	little	disagreement	among	active	
scientists	that	concentrations	of	carbon	dioxide	(CO2)	and	
other	greenhouse	gases	affect	the	earth’s	climate,	that	these	
concentrations	are	rapidly	increasing	due	to	human	activities	
and	are	already	reaching	levels	not	seen	in	hundreds	of	thou-
sands	of	years,	that	many	indicators	show	climate	unevenly	
but	clearly	warming	now	as	a	result,	and	that	future	changes	
in	this	direction	present	risks	for	coastal	cities,	agriculture,	
and	other	aspects	of	civilization.	The	consensus	builds	on	
studies	ranging	from	basic	physics	to	indicators	of	ancient	
climates,	satellite	measurements,	and	ocean-atmosphere	
models.	such	research	has	been	conducted	by	scientists	
across	many	different	disciplines,	working	with	many	kinds	
of	data	in	many	different	countries.
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Consensus	views	based	on	this	body	of	research	have	been	
articulated	through	individual	and	joint	statements	by	all	of	
the	major	u.s.	scientific	organizations	with	relevant	exper-
tise,3	in	statements	or	reports	by	the	national	academies	of	
thirteen	leading	scientific	nations,4	and	in	broad	interna-
tional	reviews	of	research	results.7	a	survey	of	more	than	
3,000	earth	scientists	found	that	90	percent	agreed	that	mean	
global	temperatures	have	generally	risen	compared	with	
pre-1880s	levels.	eighty-two	percent	agreed	human	activities	
are	a	significant	contributing	factor	to	temperature	change.	
among	active	climate	researchers	answering	the	survey,	
more	than	96	percent	agreed	on	both	items.6	an	open	letter	
to	the	u.s.	Congress	in	October	2009	noted,	“Observations	
throughout	the	world	make	it	clear	that	climate	change	is	
occurring,	and	rigorous	scientific	research	demonstrates	
that	the	greenhouse	gases	emitted	by	human	activities	are	
the	primary	driver.”	This	letter	was	signed	by	the	presidents	
or	directors	of	eighteen	scientific	organizations,	including	
the	american	association	for	the	advancement	of	science,	
the	american	Geophysical	union,	the	american	Meteoro-
logical	society,	and	the	american	statistical	association.	
similar	points	were	made	in	a	May	2010	letter	signed	by	255	
members	of	the	national	academy	of	sciences	published	
in	the	leading	journal	science:	“The	planet	is	warming	due	
to	increased	concentrations	of	heat-trapping	gases	in	our	
atmosphere	.	.	.	Most	of	the	increase	in	the	concentration	of	
these	gases	over	the	last	century	is	due	to	human	activities,	
especially	the	burning	of	fossil	fuels	and	deforestation.”7

We	designed	the	second	question	on	our	public	opinion	
survey	to	match	the	central	point	made	in	all	of	these	state-
ments	by	scientists:

Which	of	the	following	two	statements	do	you	think	is	
more	accurate?

3	 Most	scientists	agree	that	climate	change	is	
happening	now,	caused	mainly	by	human	
activities.

2	 There	is	little	agreement	among	scientists	
whether	climate	change	is	happening	now,	
caused	mainly	by	human	activities.

1	 Don’t	know/no	answer

In	half	the	interviews,	“most	scientists	agree”	was	the	
first	choice	read	by	the	interviewer;	in	the	other	half,	“there	
is	little	agreement”	was	read	first.	results	from	the	two	
forms	are	combined	in	our	analysis	here	to	offset	possible	
response-order	bias.	about	half	the	respondents	(49	percent)	
understand	that	most	scientists	agree	change	is	happening	
now,	caused	mainly	by	human	activities.	a	large	minority	
(41	percent),	however,	believe	there	to	be	little	agreement	
among	scientists	(see	Figure	3).

Figure	3.	Do	scientists	agree	it	is	happening	now,	
caused	by	humans?
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Figure	4.	Do	scientists	agree	it	is	happening	now,		
by	education
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awareness	of	the	scientific	consensus	varies	sharply	with	
respondent	education,	as	graphed	in	Figure	4.	Fifty-four	
percent	of	college	graduates	and	fifty-nine	percent	with	
postgraduate	degrees	think	that	most	scientists	agree.	re-
spondents	with	a	high	school	education	or	less,	or	technical	
school/some	college,	more	often	believe	that	there	is	little	
agreement	among	scientists.
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What	Do	you	Personally		
Believe?
We	also	asked	respondents	what	they	personally	believe	
about	climate	change:

Which	of	the	following	three	statements	do	you	person-
ally	believe?

4	 Climate	change	is	happening	now,	caused	
mainly	by	human	activities.

3	 Climate	change	is	happening	now	but	
caused	mainly	by	natural	forces.

2	 Climate	change	is	not	happening	now.
1	 Don’t	know/no	answer

similar	to	the	science	question,	we	alternated	the	inter-
view	scripts	so	that	“happening	now,	caused	mainly	by	hu-
man	activities”	was	read	first	half	the	time,	and	“not	happen-
ing	now”	was	read	first	in	the	others.	We	also	alternated	the	
sequence	of	the	science	and	personal	opinion	questions,	so	
each	came	first	half	the	time.	Overall,	51	percent	chose	the	
“now/human”	response	(see	Figure	5).

Polarized	Views	of	science
Breakdowns	in	Figures	2,	4,	and	6	draw	attention	to	the	
influence	of	education	on	what	people	believe	about	climate	
change.	Given	the	polarized	nature	of	political	discourse	on	
this	topic,	it	came	as	no	surprise	to	see	that	political	orienta-
tion	matters	even	more	than	education.	Figure	7	depicts	the	
relationship	between	political	party	identification	(Demo-
crat,	Independent,	or	republican)	and	personal	beliefs	about	
climate	change.	about	three-quarters	of	the	Democrats,	
compared	with	only	one-quarter	of	republicans,	believe	that	
climate	change	is	happening	now,	caused	mainly	by	humans.	
Most	republicans	believe	that	climate	change	is	happening	
now	but	caused	by	natural	forces.	Independents	fit	between	
these	extremes,	with	a	plurality	accepting	“now/human.”

Figure	7.	What	do	you	believe,	by	political	party	
identification
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Figure	5.	What	do	you	personally	believe?
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Figure	6.	What	do	you	believe,	by	education
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The	patterns	of	personal	beliefs	seen	in	Figure	5	resemble	
scientific	agreement	results	in	Figure	3.	Like	other	ques-
tions	on	our	survey,	personal	beliefs	vary	with	education	
(see	Figure	6).	Majorities	of	those	with	college	or	postgrad-
uate	degrees	think	change	is	human	caused	and	happen-
ing	now.	Those	without	college	degrees	more	often	credit	
natural	causes.
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a	political	breakdown	regarding	agreement	among	scien-
tists	yields	similar	results	(see	Figure	8).	Three-quarters	of	
Democrats	but	only	one	quarter	of	republicans	think	that	
most	scientists	agree	that	climate	change	is	happening	now,	
caused	by	humans.	Most	republicans	believe	instead	that	
there	is	little	agreement	among	scientists.	Independents	split	
almost	evenly	between	the	two	choices.

Discussion
On	issues	such	as	the	reality	of	climate	change,	scientists	
might	wish	the	public	would	look	to	them	for	explanations	
of	research	results	and	then	form	their	own	opinions.	In	
practice,	however,	most	of	the	public	has	no	contact	with	
the	research	journals	and	professional	meetings	of	scien-
tists.	scientists’	efforts	to	communicate	more	directly	with	
the	public	face	competition	from	other	voices,	often	more	
familiar	to	lay	audiences,	making	conflicting	claims	about	
science.	Higher	education	clearly	plays	a	role,	visible	in	this	
survey	and	others.8	Beyond	their	school	years,	however,	
most	people	acquire	information	about	science	indirectly	
from	non-scientists,	such	as	journalists,	political	commenta-
tors,	activists,	or	bloggers.	These	intermediate	sources	have	
limitations	in	their	own	comprehension	and	may	hold	strong	
biases	about	what	to	transmit.	Moreover,	in	this	new-media	
age	people	increasingly	choose	to	acquire	and	retain	infor-
mation	from	sources	that	support	their	own	prejudices,9	so	
contrary	information	becomes	systematically	filtered	out.	as	
a	result,	people	who	have	never	read	or	listened	to	climate	
scientists	can	nevertheless	believe	they	understand	the	scien-
tists’	research	fairly	well	and	hold	strong	opinions	about	the	
validity	of	this	research.

Improved	science	literacy	among	journalists	would	be	valu-
able,	although	news	media	experiencing	financial	pressures	
sometimes	feel	that	reporters	dedicated	to	science	are	a	luxury	
they	can	no	longer	afford.	One	promising	development	has	
been	the	growing	engagement	of	leading	researchers	in	sci-
ence	blogs,	which	aim	to	make	state-of-the-art	scientific	ideas	
and	discussions	accessible	to	a	much	broader	audience.10	Their	
efforts	might	help	to	counterbalance,	at	least	partly,	some	of	
the	confusion	spread	by	less-informed	sources.

scientific	knowledge	about	climate	change	has	advanced	
substantially	in	the	few	years	since	the	Intergovernmental	
Panel	on	Climate	Change	published	its	Fourth	assessment	
report	(2007).11	However,	while	scientific	understand-
ing	advanced,	understanding	by	the	u.s.	public	seemed	to	
march	in	the	opposite	direction.	several	recent	polls	found	
significant	declines	in	the	proportion	of	americans	who	
believe	climate	change	is	happening	or	is	caused	mostly	by	
humans.12	These	declines	followed	“Climategate,”	the	theft	
in	the	fall	of	2009	of	emails	from	the	Climate	research	unit	
at	the	university	of	east	anglia	and	a	snowy	2010	winter	
in	parts	of	the	united	states.	13	While	their	data	show	that	
global	warming	continues,	many	scientists	are	encountering	
a	severely	polarized	public	response.	

Our	new	Hampshire	poll	will	be	repeated	quarterly,	with	
the	next	wave	in	the	summer	of	2010.	Continuing	results	will	
provide	a	public	opinion	“thermometer,”	tracking	percep-
tions	about	climate	change	science,	almost	in	real	time.
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Of	course,	respondents’	personal	beliefs	and	their	percep-
tions	of	what	scientists	believe	turn	out	to	be	closely	related	
(see	Figure	9).	Those	who	believe	that	the	climate	is	chang-
ing	now,	due	to	human	causes,	overwhelmingly	(82	percent)	
think	that	most	scientists	agree	with	them.	By	almost	as	
great	a	margin,	74	percent	of	those	who	believe	that	cur-
rent	climate	change	has	natural	causes,	or	that	climate	is	not	
changing,	think	that	there	is	little	agreement	among	scien-
tists	on	this	point.

Figure	9.	Do	scientists	agree,	by	what	you	believe

Figure	8.	Do	scientists	agree	it	is	happening	now,		
by	political	party	identification
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