
 

Predictors of climate change awareness and
risk perception vary around the globe
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Using data from the largest cross-sectional survey of climate change
perceptions ever conducted, researchers writing in Nature Climate
Change today report the first global assessment of factors underlying
climate change awareness and risk perception. They say results indicate
that to be most effective, climate-related messages must be tailored to
public awareness and perceptions specific to each nation.

Co-author Anthony Leiserowitz, director of the Yale Project on Climate
Change Communication (YPCCC), says, "Overall, we find that about 40
percent of adults worldwide have never heard of climate change. This
rises to more than 65 percent in some developing countries, like Egypt,
Bangladesh and India. There is still a critical need for basic climate
literacy in many countries."

Ezra Markowitz at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, with Tien
Ming Lee of Columbia University, Anthony Leiserowitz of Yale and
others at Utah State University, say that worldwide, education level is the
single strongest predictor of climate change awareness and that
understanding the human causes of climate change is the strongest
predictor of risk perception, "particularly in Latin America and Europe,
whereas perception of local temperature change is the strongest
predictor in many African and Asian countries," they write.

The researchers analyzed data from nationally representative samples of
119 countries collected for the Gallup World Poll conducted in 2007 and
2008.

Markowitz, an assistant professor in the environmental conservation
department at UMass Amherst, says, "It was interesting to uncover these
differences across countries, but in some ways one of the most insightful
outcomes is the reminder that what motivates one person to engage with
this issue is not necessarily the same as what motivates the next person."
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He adds, "Although this is not a revolutionary insight, it is important for
communicators and others to keep in mind. Advocates would love a one-
size-fits-all approach to climate communication because it would be
easier and cheaper, but it is not the most effective strategy; people are
too diverse in what connects them to this issue. For communicators this
is an important message."

The huge data set included several questions about awareness of climate
change and perceptions of how serious a threat it is to respondents and
their families. The researchers analyzed responses in relation to such
variables as gender, age, religion, education, geographical location,
finances, well-being, beliefs about climate change, civic engagement,
media habits and satisfaction with local air and water quality. They
divided respondents into those "aware" or "unaware" of climate change
and call the contrast between developed and developing countries
"striking." In North America, Europe and Japan, more than 90 percent
of the public is aware of climate change, but in many developing
countries relatively few are aware of the issue, though many do report
having observed changes in local weather patterns.

Markowitz points out that the team used statistical techniques not usually
applied to social science research to allow them to conduct a powerful
two-level analysis that yielded the most predictive variables by country.
Using non-metric multidimensional scaling plus a conditional inference
classification tree model allowed them to see the diversity of predictors
by country, he adds, and "missing data is less of a problem using this
approach. You get to keep more variables for more countries in the
analysis, providing a more complete picture of what's going on."

"This allowed us to see, for example, that the most important predictors
in China are not the same as in the United States," Markowitz says.
Among the factors most important for predicting Americans' awareness
of climate change was civic engagement, more access to media and
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higher education, while in China the strongest predictors were education,
urban rather than rural residence and household income, the team
reports.

For risk perception, among the strongest predictors in the U.S. were
beliefs about human influence on the climate, perception of whether
local temperatures have changed and attitudes to government
involvement in environmental preservation. In China, among the
strongest predictors of concern was dissatisfaction with local air quality.

  More information: Predictors of public climate change awareness and
risk perception around the world, Nature Climate Change, DOI:
10.1038/nclimate2728
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