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Political polarization in views on climate change
After increasing from the late 1990s though much of this decade, Americans’ concern about global
warming has fallen substantially in recent years. Using data from the Gallup Organization’s annual Earth
Day Poll from 1997 through 2010, we document trends in public perceptions of (1) the onset of global
warming, (2) whether the media exaggerates the seriousness of global warming, (3) the degree of
consensus among scientists over global warming, (4) humans’ contribution to global warming, and (5) the
degree of threat posed by global warming. We then compare the views of global warming held by selfidentified Republicans and Democrats, and find that the former are vastly more skeptical of global
warming than are the latter. In fact, the substantial decline in public concern about global warming in
recent years is disproportionately due to huge declines among Republicans. We also demonstrate that
the correlations between party affiliation and perceptions of global warming are much stronger than those
for demographic characteristics, and that the former are not affected by controlling on characteristics such
as age, gender and education. Finally, we show that the correlations between partisan identification and
views of global warming are stronger among those who believe they understand global warming
reasonably well than among those their counterparts. This severe partisan polarization over global
warming has important implications for policy-making.
A pilot study on inducing acceptance of an increase in the gasoline tax
A two-phase study was conducted on undergraduate students at Michigan State University. In phase 1,
(n=36) subjects were told that a 60 cent per gallon increase in the federal gasoline tax has been
considered as a way of substantially decrease America’s consumption of gasoline. Only 11% supported
while 78% opposed this proposal. Respondents were also asked to explain their view and to evaluate
some variants of the tax proposal. These responses were used for specification of the phase 2 tax
proposal and persuasive arguments.
Phase 2, five weeks later, (n=43) presented an argument either a) for reducing fuel consumption in order
to prevent major environmental damage from climate change OR b) for using less gasoline and more
renewable energy in order to protect America’s economic and military security.
The questionnaire then asked respondents to consider an increase in the gasoline tax which was phased
in gradually, and in which half the additional revenue is used to reduce other taxes while the other half is
used to improve public transportation and alternative energy technology. It then presented gasoline prices
in Europe, followed by an argument as to how increasing the tax on gasoline would reduce consumption.
The mean acceptable tax increase went from 12.9 cents per gallon in phase 1 to 47.2 cents per gallon in
phase 2. Being given the average gasoline price in W. Europe increased the estimate of a reasonable
price by 55 cents per gallon. This increase was associated with a 16.3 cent per gallon increase in the
acceptable tax.
The color of confusion
The power of images to convey information about complex Earth systems is of central importance in
sharing climate change with the general public. At the same time, the potential for mis-interpretations to
unintentionally arise from seemingly simple depictions cannot be underestimated. We report on an eye
tracking- and interview-based investigation of expert-novice interactions with climate-related data,

revealing striking perceptual and cognitive differences as a function of color palette and expertise level.
Other studies of climate understanding are mostly qualitative or utilize standard assessment instruments,
while eye-tracking research has not yet fully ventured into analysis of interactions with authentic climate
data. This study bridges cognitive and climate sciences, and illustrates the influence experience and color
palette can have on observations and interpretations of climate data. Heat maps and gaze plots for n=29
subjects sampled from across the expert-novice continuum reveal striking expertise-related differences
between both what subjects attend to and how subjects generate map preferences. Both eye-tracking
and interview data indicate that: 1) experts and novices attend to different aspects of maps; 2) color
palette influences areas of maps that attract attention or are ignored; 3) climate novices rarely attend to
map legends unless prompted; and 4) maps utilizing reds and blues to represent hot and cold are both
incongruously more confusing and preferred by participants. These findings suggest that the color palette
utilized for representation of climate data can have significant influence on both what is perceived and
how data are interpreted and understood.
Co-authors: S.K. Clark (Department of Geological Sciences and Center for Research on College Science
Teaching and Learning, MSU), R. Simmons (NASA Earth Observatory)
Understanding public opinion formation: Why do people reject or support climate change
policies?
Using data collected from on-line and mail surveys of the general public, I present an analysis of the
discursive arguments utilized for supporting or rejecting a number of policies that could be implemented
to meet GHG reductions. Analyses of the relationships between respondents’ rationales, social
psychological and demographic characteristics, and policy support will also be provided. Based on
questions raised by this analysis and theories in science & technology studies, environmental sociology
and political sociology, the presentation will conclude with a proposed theoretical model of and future
research agenda for studying the social processes involved in climate change policy support formation.
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