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Three Questions about Climate Change

in 2010, Carsey institute researchers began including 
three new questions about climate change on the Granite 
state Poll, which surveys new Hampshire residents four 

times each year. We also started using these questions on the 
Community and environment in rural america (Cera) 
surveys being conducted in selected rural areas around the 
united states.1 alongside many other questions concerning 
people’s lives and opinions, the climate questions ask how 
much people feel they understand about global warming 
or climate change; whether they personally believe that it is 
happening now and, if so, why; and whether they think most 
scientists agree. The questions are neutrally worded, concern 
beliefs about present facts rather than possible future events, 
and are designed around the central point made in state-
ments by scientists.

each telephone interview for these surveys lasted around 
10 to 20 minutes. Questions covered opinions on a variety of 
topics, along with respondent background information. The 
Granite state Poll traditionally focuses on politics and elec-
tion issues, such as the state’s famous presidential primaries. 
Cera surveys are not political but ask people about their 
views concerning family, community, and local environment. 
Both provide insights on the range of opinions held by people 
with different backgrounds, situations, and outlooks.

an earlier Carsey brief presented results from the first 
new Hampshire poll to carry the three climate questions.2 
results from later new Hampshire polls and regional Cera 
surveys were compared in a subsequent issue brief.3 in au-
gust 2011, we conducted a fifty-state national survey called 
nCera that asked about climate along with other Cera 
questions, creating benchmark data for national–regional 
comparisons. in this brief we compare the nationwide 
climate change answers with those from new Hampshire. 
state and national responses turned out broadly similar, but 
with some differences in the details.

•	  

 Key Findings
•	 More than half the respondents on both surveys 

agree that climate change is currently happening, 
caused mainly by human activities. Substantial 
minorities, however, believe instead that climate 
is changing because of natural forces. Only a few 
believe that climate is not changing.

•	 Similarly, more than half the respondents on both 
surveys think most scientists agree that human-
caused climate change is happening.

•	 Most people on both surveys feel that they 
understand either a great deal or a moderate 
amount about global warming or climate change.

•	 Deep partisan divisions affect both personal 
beliefs about climate change and perceptions 
of agreement among scientists. Democrats are 
much more likely to state they believe that climate 
change is happening, caused mainly by human 
activities. Republicans are much more likely to 
say they believe either that climate change is not 
happening, or that it is, but for natural reasons.

•	 a large majority of Democrats think that most 
scientists agree climate is changing due to human 
activities, but a majority of Republicans think there 
is little agreement among scientists on this point.

•	 a series of similar polls in New Hampshire show 
little change over the past two years. Democrats 
and Republicans who are most confident in their 
understanding of climate change stand the farthest 
apart, both in their personal beliefs about climate 
change and in their perceptions about scientists.

•	 This partisan division among respondents who 
feel they understand the issue suggests that they 
are getting information from different sources. 
Nationally, most Democrats, but only a minority of 
Republicans, say they trust scientists as a source of 
information about environmental issues.

Do you Believe the Climate is Changing? 
answers From new survey research
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How much Do you understand?
our first climate question asks whether people feel they 
understand a great deal, a moderate amount, only a little, or 
nothing at all about global warming or climate change. Figure 
1 charts new Hampshire and national results. most respon-
dents express confidence that they understand either a great 
deal or a moderate amount. new Hampshire respondents are 
slightly more confident (78 versus 72 percent), and less likely 
to say they understand little or nothing (23 versus 28 percent).

change is happening now, caused mainly by human activities. 
However, substantial minorities (35 percent in new Hamp-
shire or 39 percent nationally) believe that climate change is 
happening but caused mainly by natural forces (Figure 2). 
Thus, we see about 90 percent agreement that climate change 
is happening, but substantial disagreement on why.

Figure 1. How much do you understand about 
global warming or climate change issues? Re-
sults from New Hampshire (top) and national 
(bottom) surveys conducted in summer 2011.

as we see later, more confident respondents tend also 
to be more polarized, which relates to another difference 
between new Hampshire and u.s. results. The most striking 
message from Figure 1, however, is not the small difference 
between new Hampshire and the united states, but rather 
the large similarity: most people feel that they understand 
this challenging topic.

Do you Believe the Climate  
is Changing?
a central point of statements on climate change made by the 
major scientific organizations has been that climate change is 
happening now, caused mainly by human activities. Without 
identifying the source, we included this point as one of three 
choices in asking people what they believe personally. a 
majority selected that option: 55 percent of new Hampshire 
respondents, and 52 percent nationally, believe that climate 

Note: All percentages are weighted.

Figure 2: What do you personally believe about 
climate change?

This disagreement falls largely along party lines. The 
upper plot in Figure 3 divides new Hampshire responses 
according to whether people consider themselves to be a 
Democrat, independent, or republican. The lower plot 
shows the same breakdown for the national survey. Deep 
partisan divisions appear on both. The division is deepest in 
new Hampshire, where the Democrat–republican gap is 51 
points: 82 percent of Democrats but just 31 percent of re-
publicans believe climate is changing due to humans. on the 
national survey the gap is 39 points (70 versus 31 percent).

on both surveys, independents occupy a middle position 
between Democrats and republicans. in the regional Cera 
studies we see a similar Democrat–independent–republican 
gradient on nearly all environment-related questions, from 
big issues such as renewable energy to local problems such 
as beach pollution.4 regarding climate change, independents 
split between human and natural causes.

small minorities on either survey believe that climate is not 
changing. although small, these minorities are mostly repub-
lican. among national respondents, 9 percent of republicans 
and 2 percent of Democrats believe that climate change is not 
happening. The new Hampshire survey finds a similar ratio, 5 
percent of republicans and 1 percent of Democrats. The low 
levels in new Hampshire, also seen on other surveys, might 
reflect awareness of the tangible evidence for climate change 

Note: All percentages are weighted.
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in that state. This evidence includes such things as increasingly 
frequent mild winters, earlier ice-out dates on the big lakes, and 
seasonal shifts causing trouble for maple syrup production.5

Do you Think That most  
scientists agree?
all the major organizations of scientists with relevant ex-
pertise in the united states, along with many others abroad, 
have published statements expressing their views on climate 
change. For example, the statement by the american asso-
ciation for the advancement of science (110,000 members) 
reads in part: “The scientific evidence is clear: global climate 
change caused by human activities is occurring now, and it is 
a growing threat to society.”6

The american Geophysical union (50,000 members) 
states, “many components of the climate system...are now 
changing at rates and in patterns that are not natural and are 
best explained by the increased atmospheric abundances of 
greenhouse gases and aerosols generated by human activity 
during the 20th century.”7

similar statements have been endorsed by the american 
statistical association, american meteorological society, 
and many others.8 They have also been made by national 
academies of leading scientific nations,9 and appear with more 
detail in international assessments of research results.10 Further 
evidence of the consensus comes from a 2008 survey of more 
than 3,000 earth scientists, which found 90 percent agreement 
that mean global temperatures have generally risen compared 
with pre-1880s levels, and 82 percent agreement that human 
activities are a significant contributing factor to temperature 
change. among scientists who actively publish research in any 

field, agreement on the second question approached 90 percent, 
and over 96 percent among climatologists publishing on climate 
change.11 in may 2010, 255 members of the u.s. national acad-
emy of sciences wrote in an open letter published in Science, 
the leading interdisciplinary journal: “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.”12

a central point of agreement found in each of these 
statements is that climate is changing now, caused mainly 
by human activities. one of our questions focuses on this 
scientific agreement. We ask respondents which state-
ment they think is more accurate: “most scientists agree 
climate change is happening now, caused mainly by hu-
man activities,” or “there is little agreement among sci-
entists whether climate change is happening now, caused 
mainly by human activities.” as Figure 4 shows, majori-
ties on both surveys recognize that most scientists agree.

Figure 3: Personal belief by political party.

Note: All percentages are weighted.

Figure 4: Do you think that most scientists agree, 
or is there little agreement among scientists?

Note: All percentages are weighted.

This picture sharpens, however, when we break it down 
by party (Figure 5). although a large majority of Democrats 
think that most scientists agree, more than half the repub-
licans instead think that there is little agreement among sci-
entists. independents once again hold the middle position. 
Perceptions about scientists thus mirror personal beliefs, and 
both vary with politics. The Democrat–republican gap re-
garding scientific agreement, 51 points (new Hampshire) or 
31 points (united states), nearly matches what we saw earlier 
regarding personal beliefs.
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Partisan understanding of science
Figure 1 shows that most people feel they have either a great 
deal or moderate amount of understanding about global warm-
ing or climate change. This “understanding” has different con-
tent, however, depending on political outlook. Democrats who 
feel they have great or moderate understanding overwhelmingly 
tend to believe that climate change is happening now, caused 
mainly by human activities, and that most scientists agree on 
this point. By equally great margins, however, republicans with 
similar confidence in their understanding tend not to believe 
climate is changing due to humans, or that most scientists agree. 
in other words, what people mean by “understanding” varies 
with their political beliefs, which lead them to opposite percep-
tions about science. This pattern appears in both new Hamp-
shire and national data, as well as many other surveys.13

Figure 6 shows consistency in this pattern across seven 
Granite state Polls. For this graph, representing more than 3,600 
interviews, respondents were subdivided into four groups. The 
top line tracks the percent believing in human-caused climate 
change among Democrats who say that they have a great or 
moderate understanding. The bottom line tracks this percent-
age among republicans who say they have great or moderate 
understanding. two other lines track Democrats and republi-
cans who say they understand little or nothing. Finally, a thick 
line through the middle shows the overall percent for all parties 
combined. This overall percent does not change much over the 
seven polls. nor do the lines representing Democrats with great 
or moderate understanding (around 80 percent) and republi-
cans with great or moderate understanding (below 30 percent). 
Their co-partisans with little or no understanding, however, 
appear less steady and less far apart.

These patterns suggest that many people derive their 
information and sense of understanding from sources 
chosen to align with their politics. Figure 7 gives results 
from another question on the nCera survey, which asks 
whether people trust scientists as a source of information 
about environmental issues. two-thirds of the Democrats 
but only 42 percent of the republicans say that they trust 
scientists for information.

this question about trust in scientists was asked on 
nCera and some of the regional Cera surveys,14 al-
though not on the Granite state Poll. the Cera surveys 
that carried this question each found patterns consistent 
with the national results in Figure 7. in regional data, 
Democrat–republican differences regarding trust in 
scientists ranged from just 6 points in appalachia to 39 
points in the Pacific northwest, but they all went in the 
same direction: Democrats more often trust scientists for 
information on environment-related topics.

Discussion
responses from new Hampshire residents broadly re-
semble those on our national survey. majorities on both 
express confidence that they understand either a great deal 
or a moderate amount about climate change. majorities 
also believe that climate change is happening now, caused 
mainly by human activities, and majorities think that most 
scientists agree on this point. Deep partisan divisions appear 
on both surveys, but they are deeper in new Hampshire, 

Figure 5:  Do scientists agree? By political party, 
on New Hampshire and national surveys.

Note: All percentages are weighted.

Figure 6:  Percent who believe that climate 
change is happening now, caused mainly by human 
activities, by political party and self-assessed 
understanding. Results from seven New Hampshire 
polls conducted April 2010 to October 2011.

Note: All percentages are weighted.
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Figure 7: Would you say that you trust, don’t 
trust, or are unsure about scientists as a source 
of information about environmental issues?

Note: All percentages are weighted.

where people also feel better informed. Both differences are 
consistent with the state’s relatively high levels of education, 
and with political awareness fueled by its first-in-the-nation 
presidential primary.

at first glance, the partisan divisions in Figures 3 and 6 
might be read as symmetrical bias: Democrats believe one 
thing and republicans another. Figure 7, however, empha-
sizes that the bias is asymmetrical with respect to science. 
Democrats are more inclined to trust scientists, and to 
accept the conclusions of leading scientists and science 
organizations on climate change. a central point common 
to statements by major scientific organizations—such as 
those quoted earlier from the american association for the 
advancement of science, the american Geophysical union, 
and members of the national academy of sciences—is that 
climate change is currently happening, caused mainly by hu-
man activities. our surveys clearly show that most Demo-
crats believe this point, whereas most republicans do not.

Partisan contrasts regarding climate change are espe-
cially pronounced among people who feel they understand 
the issue well. it seems likely that those with high “under-
standing” do indeed have more information, but that such 
information often is acquired selectively, in a manner that 
supports preexisting political beliefs. more detailed inves-
tigation of knowledge, and how people gain it, forms the 
next step in our research.

Box 1: New Hampshire and National Surveys

The Granite state Poll has been tracking opinions of 
new Hampshire residents since 2001. Four times each 
year, trained interviewers at the university of new 
Hampshire’s survey Center conduct telephone inter-
views lasting 10 to 15 minutes each with representative 
samples of about 500 state residents. The questions 
cover a variety of topics, including election and political 
issues. The upper plots in Figures 1–5 show results from 
one poll conducted in June 2011. Figure 6 places these 
results in the context of six other polls.

in 2007, researchers at the Carsey institute of the 
university of new Hampshire began a series of regional 
surveys to study Community and environment in rural 
america (Cera). most of these surveys also were 
conducted by interviewers at the unH survey Center. 
Cera surveys are somewhat longer than the Granite 
state Poll, asking a wider range of non-political ques-
tions and lasting about 20 minutes each. more than 
18,000 Cera interviews have been completed since 
2007, in rural regions ranging from southeast alaska to 
northern maine and the Gulf of mexico coast.

For the next step in this research, the Cera team de-
signed a comparable nationwide survey called nCera. 
unlike the rural Cera surveys, nCera aimed for a 
nationally representative sample including both ur-
ban and rural residents, from all fifty states. The unH 
survey Center carried out nCera interviews with 2,006 
people in august 2011. The results provide national 
benchmarks for questions that had also been asked in 
particular geographical regions by Cera or the Granite 
state Poll. The lower plots in Figures 1–5 of this brief 
take a comparative look at some results from nCera.

Both nCera and the Granite state Poll employ 
random sampling and probability weighting methods 
to obtain results that represent u.s. or new Hampshire 
populations, and they check these results against census 
profiles. The margins of error (approximate 95% confi-
dence intervals) for weighted percentages from nCera 
in Figures 1, 2, and 4 are less than plus or minus 3. For 
the Granite state Poll results in Figures 1, 2, and 4, the 
margins are less than plus or minus 5.
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Box 2: Three Questions about Climate Change

since april 2010, three questions about climate change 
have become regular features on the Granite state 
Poll, and have also been carried on the Cera regional 
surveys. The same three questions were included on 
the nCera national survey in august 2011. These 
questions are neutrally worded, and designed around a 
central point of statements made by the major scientific 
organizations. to avoid possible bias the order of the 
second and third questions, and of their responses, is 
rotated in different interviews.

“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?”

a great deal
a moderate amount
only a little
Don’t know/nothing at all

“Which of the following three statements do you per-
sonally believe?

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

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

Climate change is not happening now.”
(don’t know – volunteered) 

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

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

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

(don’t know – volunteered)

Box 3: “Global Warming” or “Climate Change”?

one of our questions asks people how much they un-
derstand about the issues of “global warming or climate 
change.” The others refer only to “climate change.” What 
is the difference between these terms?

scientists view global warming and climate change 
as distinct concepts, with some overlap in practice. 
“Climate change” refers to long-term changes from 
any cause. such changes could be global or regional in 
scale, and include up or down shifts not just in temper-
ature but in storms, precipitation, and so forth. “Global 
warming” is a more specific and recent term, gener-
ally credited to a 1975 paper by geochemist Wallace 
Broecker. it describes an increase in the earth’s average 
surface temperature caused by rising greenhouse gas 
concentrations. Global warming certainly is climate 
change, but its specific effects can differ across regions, 
even cooling some places despite (or because of) rising 
average temperatures.

many scientists prefer to use the more inclusive term 
“climate change,” as in the passages quoted for this brief. 
other examples include the intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (iPCC), founded in 1988 to conduct 
broad interdisciplinary reviews of climate research, and 
the scientific journal, Climatic Change, publishing stud-
ies since 1977. “Global warming” sounds more colorful, 
but has given rise to some public confusion. non-sci-
entists sometimes miss the idea that “global warming” 
refers to an upward trend in the global average, over 
many decades. it does not imply that every place should 
get warmer, or each year should be warmer than the 
last. our two factual questions, like the statements by 
scientists on which they are based, use the term “climate 
change.” respondents could say whether they believed 
climate is changing, and if so whether for human or 
natural reasons.
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Building knowledge for families and communities

The Carsey institute conducts policy research on vulnerable  
children, youth, and families and on sustainable community  
development. We give policy makers and practitioners timely,  
independent resources to effect change in their communities. 
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