
 

On environment, Republicans closer to
Independents than Tea Party, study says
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This graph shows science, environmental and climate perceptions by political
party identification: Democrats, Independents, Republicans and Tea Party
supporters. Credit: Lawrence Hamilton/University of New Hampshire

Environmentalists dispirited by the Republicans' dominance of the
recent midterm elections can take heart: non-Tea Party Republicans'
views on science and environmental issues are closer to those of
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Independents than to Tea Party supporters. That's the primary finding of
new research by University of New Hampshire sociologists, published
this week in the journal Environmental Politics.

"Across a range of science and environmental issues, non-Tea Party
Republicans are more similar to Independents than they are to Tea Party
supporters, and those divisions are surprisingly stable over the last four
years," says UNH professor of sociology Lawrence Hamilton, first
author of the paper, titled "A four-party view of US environmental
concern."

While researchers - Hamilton a leader among them - have examined the
interplay between education, political party and environmental concerns
in recent years, this is the first study to separate out Tea Party supporters
as a fourth party. Hamilton was surprised to find more significant
divisions between Tea Party supporters and Republicans, and fewer
divisions between non-Tea Party Republicans and Independents, on a
range of questions about science and the environment.

The study also finds that Tea Party supporters with higher levels of
education are less likely to trust scientists or accept scientific consensus
on topics like evolution or climate change, which runs opposite to the
positive effect education has on trust in science among Independents and
Democrats.

Hamilton suggests that's because well-educated individuals actively
acquire information, but they also choose their sources. Those who trust
scientists are more influenced by research findings or major science
organizations, but those who don't trust scientists know where to find
alternative sources that better fit their beliefs. "People with more
education could have greater awareness of their political leaders' and
parties' positions, or take more initiative themselves to acquire
information that reinforces their worldview," Hamilton says. "When it
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comes to climate change, for example, there are many excellent real
science sources, but also many political or pseudo-science sources that
sound convincing to some people."

  
 

  

This graph tracks the percentage who believe that climate change is happening
now, caused by human activities. Broken down by political party: Democrats,
Independents, Republicans and Tea Party supporters Credit: Lawrence
Hamilton/University of New Hampshire

The implications of these findings on politics, particularly within the
Republican Party, are those that some pundits have already noted: "If
you want to win the center, you should be closer to them than to either
extreme," Hamilton says.

For scientists, the finding that non-Tea Party Republicans are more
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receptive to scientific findings is encouraging. Regarding the rejection
of scientific results by others, however, "Public understanding is stalled,"
Hamilton says. "It's a bafflement to scientists, who are speaking as
clearly as they can. But they're seeing that science communication gets
caught up in a political spin cycle that can counter years of data with a
few days of blogging."
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