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The Political Divide
on Climate Change:

by Riley E. Dunlap, Aaron M. McCright, and Jerrod H. Yarosh

The November 2008 
election of Barack Obama 
as 44th President of the 
United States created great 
optimism among support-

ers of many progressive causes, includ-
ing environmental protection and ac-
tion on climate change. Obama’s victory 
marked the end of the George W. Bush 
Administration, widely viewed as the 
most anti-environmental administration 
in our nation’s history,1 based in part on 
its record of denying the significance of 
human-caused climate change and block-
ing federal action to deal with it.2 It also 
coincided with growing societal attention 
to climate change.

Al Gore’s movie An Inconvenient 
Truth, released in 2006 and published in 
book form the following year, received 
considerable attention, and its message 
was buttressed by the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) 2007 
Fourth Assessment Report proclaiming 
that the evidence for global warming was 
“unequivocal” and that it is “very likely” 
due to human activities. The impact of 
both was heightened in 2007 when An 
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Inconvenient Truth won the Academy 
Award for Best Documentary Film, and 
Gore and the IPCC shared the Nobel 
Peace Prize. By the following year pub-
lic concern about global warming rose 
to levels not seen since the late 1990s—
prior to 9/11 and the Bush Administra-
tion’s “war on terror.”3

Political scientists Deborah Lynn 
Guber and Christopher J. Bosso cap-
ture the situation when stating, “The 
year 2007—with its unlikely fusion of 
science, politics and old-fashioned Hol-
lywood glamour—had seemed to mark 
a long-awaited tipping point for climate 
change,” a window of opportunity rein-
forced by growing corporate acceptance 
of the necessity of limiting greenhouse 
gas emissions and a multitude of climate 
actions plans passed at the regional, 
state, and local levels.4 They continue, 
“Thus it was, for a fleeting moment that 
American environmentalism stood at a 
crossroads, burning with the momen-
tum needed to enact change in U.S. 
energy and climate policies. And, yet, 

two short years later, the pendulum had 
swung back with stunning speed and 
brutal force.”5 Similarly, after also not-
ing the optimism prompted by Obama’s 
election, another political scientist, the 
late Judith Layzer, noted, “Almost im-
mediately after Obama’s election … the 
prospects for climate change legislation 
began to deteriorate.”6

Many autopsies of the death of federal 
legislation aimed at limiting greenhouse 
gas emissions have been written, high-
lighting the Obama Administration’s 
initial failure to prioritize it, national en-
vironmental organizations’ reliance on 
partnering with corporate leaders rather 
than building grass-roots support, an 
upsurge in organized climate change 
denial, and of course the declining sa-
lience of climate change and most other 
issues in the face of our nation’s severe 
economic recession.7 But another criti-
cal factor was the growing degree of par-
tisan polarization in the United States, 
a phenomenon that escalated signifi-
cantly in response to Obama’s election.8 

Indeed, we now know that during the 
evening of Obama’s inauguration, Re-
publican leaders were strategizing over 
dinner about how best to undermine his 
administration, in retrospect making 
his early overtures for bipartisanship 
both futile and naive.9

The Escalation of Partisan 
Polarization in the 
United States

Partisan polarization had been build-
ing in recent decades, leading Christo-
pher Hare and Keith T. Poole to ar-
gue, “Even the most casual observer 
of American politics cannot help but 
notice that partisan conflict has grown 
sharper, unrelenting, and more ideolog-
ical over recent decades.”10 This has re-
sulted from both political elites and—to 
a lesser but noticeable degree—much of 
the public viewing a growing number of 
issues along a single liberal-conservative 
continuum, and from this ideological 
axis becoming increasingly aligned with 
partisan identification.11 While politi-
cal scholars are debating the degree to 
which this is a top-down process, in 
which elites provide cues that party fol-
lowers adopt, or a bottom-up process, 
in which party activists and primary 
voters push candidates and elected of-
ficials to adopt more extreme views, the 
result has clearly been increased “party 
sorting” in which voters are falling into 
ever-more-distinct partisan camps.12

Lilliana Mason recently suggested 
that partisan polarization has been 
strengthened by the growing tendency 
of individual Americans to treat party 
identification as a “social identity,” 
whereby being Republican or Democrat 
is increasingly important in how they 
see themselves.13 As partisan and ideo-
logical identities become aligned (pro-
ducing conservative Republicans and 
liberal Democrats), the effect of political 
identity becomes stronger. “Partisans … 
do not need to hold wildly extreme issue 
positions in order to be biased against 
and angry with their opponents,” notes 
Mason, “They simply need to hold 
aligned partisan identities.”14 This line 
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of argument is complemented by the no-
tion of “negative partisanship” put forth 
by Alan I. Abramowitz and Steven Web-
ster, who argue that “supporters of each 
party have come to perceive supporters 
of the opposing party as very different 
from themselves in terms of their so-
cial characteristics, political beliefs and 
values and to view opposing partisans 
with growing suspicion and hostility.”15 
The result is that “the greatest concern 
of party supporters is preventing the op-
posing party from gaining power.”16

The political scientists just described 
and other analysts indicate that the Re-
publican (GOP) shift to the right has 
exceeded the Democratic shift leftward, 
and thus contributed disproportionately 
to this polarization.17 This tendency 
became especially apparent as the Tea 
Party-led anti-Obama backlash, funded 
by conservative elites such as Charles 
and David Koch, helped push Republi-
cans further rightward.18 Indeed, Theda 
Skocpol and Alexander Hertel-Fernan-
dez document how a network of con-
servative mega-donors (led by the Koch 
brothers) has created a shadow GOP, 
reducing the influence of the Republi-
can National Committee by funding a 
wide array of organizations (including 
Americans for Prosperity, a major force 
behind the Tea Party) that both sup-
port Republican candidates and push 
them to endorse extremely conservative 
views.19

Regardless of the specific mecha-
nisms responsible, it is clear that the Re-
publican Party has moved significantly 
to the right, and its recent electoral vic-
tories in Congress and state legislatures 
have enabled successful opposition to 
the fleeting Democratic command of 

Congress in 2009 and most Obama Ad-
ministration policies since then. In the 
process the GOP has quashed the opti-
mism that backers of progressive causes 
held at the end of 2008, including the 
hope for federal action to reduce green-
house gas emissions.

Escalating Polarization on 
Environmental Protection and 
Climate Change

The growing partisan polarization 
has been especially evident on environ-
mental protection, an issue that histori-
cally enjoyed a fair degree of bipartisan 
support.20 As the Republican Party has 
moved rightward, especially in terms 
of opposing governmental regulations 
in principle, environmental protection 
measures and the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency in particular have 
come under increasing attack by Repub-
licans.21 The result has been a dramatic 
increase in partisan polarization among 
both political elites, such as members 
of Congress, and the general public.22 
The former is evident in Figure 1, which 
shows the environmental voting scores 
compiled by the League of Conserva-
tion Voters (where 100 represents a 
perfect record of pro-environmental 
votes on legislation) for members of the 
two parties in both the U.S. Senate and 
the U.S. House of Representatives from 
1970 through last year.23 What was once 
a modest tendency for Congressional 
Republicans to be less pro-environmen-
tal than their Democratic counterparts 
has become a chasm—with Republicans 
taking near-unanimous anti-environ-
mental stances on relevant legislation in 
recent years, especially 2015.

Not surprisingly, given its backing 
from the Koch Brothers and others pro-
moting an intense anti-regulatory ideol-
ogy, the Tea Party readily incorporated 
anti-environmentalism and climate 
change denial into its agenda.24 In fact, 
studies show that those who identify 
with the Tea Party hold substantially 
more skeptical views of climate change 
than do typical Republicans in the gen-
eral public.25 Perhaps more important 

are the astroturf campaigns (named for 
their pseudo-grass-roots nature) against 
climate legislation mounted by Tea Party 
groups. As Jane Mayer puts it, “As pro-
testers erupted in generalized rage in the 
spring and summer of 2009, Americans 
for Prosperity, FreedomWorks, and the 
other secretly funded Tea Party groups 
succeeded to a remarkable extent in 
channeling the populist anger into the 
climate fight.”26

The Tea Party thereby joined an 
already active “denial countermove-
ment”—consisting of fossil fuel corpo-
rations and business allies like the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce, conservative 
think tanks and their funders, con-
servative media, and a large support-
ing cast of front groups, bloggers, and 
contrarian scientists—energized by 
Obama’s election and fearful that his 
leadership combined with the (tem-
porary) Democratic majority in both 
houses of Congress would result in na-
tional legislation and U.S. agreement to 
international treaties to reduce green-
house gas emissions.27 Their success-
ful efforts not only helped to block na-
tional legislation and to limit Obama’s 
ability to commit the U.S. to inter-
national agreements, but they led to 
skepticism and even denial of human-
caused climate change becoming nor-
mative among Republican elites and 
activists. This has produced a Repub-
lican Congress that provides a sturdy 
legislative wall against Obama Admin-
istration climate change initiatives, and 
in general does its best to undermine 
growing evidence of the seriousness of 
climate change.28

Contemporary Polarization 
on Climate Change in the 
American Public: 
The Current Study

To what degree has this intense parti-
san polarization on climate change been 
mirrored within the general public? In 
a 2008 article in this journal we dem-
onstrated a growing level of partisan 
polarization among the general pub-
lic from 1997 through that year,29 and 

The growing partisan 
polarization has been 

especially evident 
on environmental 

protection, an issue 
that historically 

enjoyed a fair degree 
of bipartisan support.



SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2016	 WWW.ENVIRONMENTMAGAZINE.ORG	 ENVIRONMENT     7

subsequent studies suggest the possibil-
ity of further growth in polarization.30 
As we near the end of the Obama era, 
it is time for an update that provides an 
in-depth examination of what has hap-
pened over the last eight years, a time 
of heightened political polarization in 

general and a period in which public 
concern for climate change has fluctu-
ated considerably due to the economic 
downturn,31 an upsurge in organized 
denial in response to proposed national 
legislation and international treaties,32 
and varying levels of media attention 

generated by political elites, Pope Fran-
cis’s encyclical on climate change, and 
abnormal weather conditions.33

The Gallup Organization has been 
using several items on “global warming” 
on an increasingly regular basis since 
2001 in their annual environment poll, 

Figure 1.  League of Conservation Voters’ environmental voting scores 
U.S. Congress – by chamber and party
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although they included some in 1997 in 
response to the attention generated by 
the Kyoto Protocol.34 The environment 
poll is conducted each March on nation-
ally representative samples of 1,000 to 
1,060 adults, and the regular inclusion 
of global warming items yields the most 
extensive body of trend data on Ameri-
cans’ views of climate change available.35 
By examining partisan differences in 
views of global warming since 1997, we 
can not only compare patterns during 
the Obama Administration with ear-
lier eras, but provide an unprecedented 
analysis of partisan polarization on cli-
mate change within the American public 
over the past two decades. We compare 
the responses of self-identified Repub-
licans and Democrats with those of the 
total public, the latter to demonstrate 

the long-term fluctuations in climate 
change views within the American pub-
lic at large.36

Trends in Partisan Polarization

Gallup employs a half dozen items 
dealing with basic findings from climate 
science, perceptions of media cover-
age and of scientists’ views of climate 
change, and personal concern about cli-
mate change. We begin with two deal-
ing with fundamental aspects of global 
warming well established by climate sci-
ence, but still frequently challenged by 
the organized denial campaign.37

Is Global Warming Occurring?

The scientific evidence for warming 
of the earth’s atmosphere and oceans 
continues to grow, leading the IPCC’s 
Fifth Assessment Report to again say that 
global warming is “unequivocal.” None-
theless, many Americans do not yet 
accept the reality of global warming—
apparent from the results in Figure  2. 

Asked when the effects of global warm-
ing will begin, 61 percent of respondents 
said “they have already begun” in 2008, 
a figure that declined to 49 percent in 
2011, and rose to 59 percent this year—
back to the high levels of 2006 to 2008 
prior to Obama’s election.38

The partisan divide in this response 
has been striking since 2008, when it 
reached a 34 percentage point differ-
ence, with 76 percent of Democrats but 
only 42 percent of Republicans saying 
global warming has already begun. The 
views of both Republicans and Demo-
crats tended toward greater skepticism 
in 2009 and 2010, and have continued to 
fluctuate noticeably. While the resulting 
partisan gap has also fluctuated over the 
last eight years, reaching 41 percentage 
points in both 2010 and 2015, this past 
year it was back to 34 percentage points 
due to a noticeable rise in Republicans 
saying global warming has already be-
gun. Clearly there is no overall trend to-
ward reduced polarization, and the now 
eight-year gulf between Republicans and 
Democrats makes the 1997–2002 era of 
limited partisan differences seem like a 

Figure 2.  Respondents saying that the effects of global warming 
have already begun, by party
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distant memory. While approximately 
three-fourths of Democrats currently 
agree with the scientific consensus that 
global warming is already occurring, in 
recent years often barely one-third of 
Republicans express agreement.

Human-Caused or Natural Change?

From the early emergence of global 
warming as a scientific and then public 
issue there have been claims that while 
the earth may be getting warmer, it is 
due to natural variability rather than 
human activities. Although the IPCC’s 
Fifth Assessment Report concludes that it 
is “extremely likely” that human activi-
ties are the dominant cause of observed 
warming since 1950, natural variability 
continues to be promoted by those op-
posed to reducing greenhouse gas emis-
sions.39 The second Gallup item, first 
used in 2001, deals with the issue of hu-
man causation versus natural change.40 
As shown in Figure 3, while 61 percent 
of the public saw global warming as be-
ing mainly due to human activities that 
year, by 2010 only 50 percent did so. The 
percentage of Americans attributing 
warming mainly to human activities has 

slowly risen since then, until a notable 9 
percent rise this year brought the figure 
up to a record 65 percent.

Democrats have always been more 
likely than Republicans to attribute 
global warming to human activities, 
starting with a relatively modest 17 
percentage point difference in 2001 
that grew to 32 by 2008. The partisan 
gap has fluctuated a fair amount since 
then, reaching 37 percentage points in 
2010 and then 42 in 2013. A notice-
able rise in Republicans endorsing hu-
man activities this year is matched by 
a similar increase among Democrats, 
with the result that the gap remains very 
sizable. A very large majority of Demo-
crats (84 percent), but well under half of 
Republicans (43 percent), currently see 
global warming as largely due to human 
activities.

Republicans’ reluctance to see global 
warming as having already begun 
(found with the first question) and to 
see it as primarily due to human ac-
tivities indicates that a majority of the 
GOP is not convinced by the evidence 
amassed by the scientific community 
and summarized by the IPCC. The next 

two items give some insight into why 
this is the case.

Is Media Coverage Exaggerated?

Most Americans obtain information 
on global warming from various media 
outlets, with online and social media 
making gains over newspapers and tele-
vision in recent years. Even though nu-
merous studies document that the U.S. 
mainstream media tend to give climate 
change limited attention, and often in-
clude skeptical voices in an attempt to 
provide “balance,”41 it is frequently al-
leged that the media exaggerate the 
threat of global warming. The third Gal-
lup item focuses on perceptions of this 
issue.42 As shown in Figure 4, 31 percent 
of the public in 1997 said that the seri-
ousness of global warming is generally 
exaggerated in the news. After fluctu-
ating somewhat, this response rose to 
48 percent in 2010, and then tended to 
level off until it dropped to 34 percent 
this year.

A modest partisan gap of 10 per-
centage points in 1997 grew to 38 in 
2004, and then varied from a low of 35 
in 2005 to a high of 53 in 2014—when 

Figure 3. Respondents saying that the changes in the Earth’s temperature 
over the last century are due to human activities, by party
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70 percent of Republicans but only 17 
percent of Democrats said global warm-
ing was being exaggerated. There was a 
noticeable rise in this response among 
both sets of party identifiers in 2009, 
when the denial campaign was in full 
swing during Obama’s first year. For 
the past several years about two-thirds 
of Republicans compared to less than 
one-fifth of Democrats have said global 
warming is generally exaggerated in 
the news. While this past year has seen 
a decline in this response within both 
camps, the partisan gap remains huge, 
with 59 percent of Republicans and only 
12 percent of Democrats saying the me-
dia exaggerates global warming—five 
percentage points higher than in 2008.

Do Scientists Agree on 
Global Warming?

Although the scientific consensus 
on the basics of global warming, as re-
flected in IPCC reports, grows ever 
stronger, a major thrust of the denial 
campaign has been to promote the no-
tion that there is considerable disagree-
ment within the scientific community. 

They do so by using a small number of 
“contrarian” scientists to attack climate 
science, a tactic aided by mainstream 
media’s commitment to the “balancing 
norm” emphasizing the need to present 
both sides of an issue.43 This tactic has 
had some success, creating the appear-
ance of a scientific controversy in the 
eyes of some policymakers and at least 
a significant sector of the public.44 Gal-
lup began asking Americans whether 
most scientists believe global warming 
is occurring in 1997, when 48 percent 
said they do45 (Figure 5). The figure rose 
to 65 percent in 2006 and 2008, but de-
clined to 52 percent in 2010—once again 
reflecting an overall growth in skepti-
cal views of climate change early in the 
Obama Administration. The belief that 
most scientists think global warming 
is occurring has slowly increased since 
then, and this year once again reached 
65 percent. Nonetheless, it is striking 
that only about two-thirds of Americans 
perceive that “most” scientists believe 
global warming is occurring when the 
actual figure—especially among those 
in fields relevant to climate change—is 
much larger.46

Once again, a modest partisan gap 
of 10 percentage points in 1997 grew 
to 21 in 2008, then to 30 in 2010, 
mainly due to a large decline in Re-
publicans saying that most scientists 
agree global warming is occurring—
down to 38 percent compared to 68 
percent of Democrats giving this re-
sponse that year. While there has been 
a gradual increase in perception of a 
scientific consensus among both sets 
of partisan identifiers since 2010, the 
gap has grown somewhat overall. This 
year 82 percent of Democrats, but only 
47 percent of Republicans, say most 
scientists are in agreement—another 
indication that polarization has not 
declined over the last eight years. In 
fact, over the past two decades Demo-
cratic belief in a scientific consensus 
has risen 30 percentage points (52 to 
82 percent) while among Republicans 
it has only risen five percentage points 
(42 to 47 percent).

Is Global Warming a Threat?

A key problem for those promot-
ing action to reduce greenhouse gas 

Figure 4.  Respondents saying that the seriousness of global warming 
is generally exaggerated in the news, by party

 

  

37
41

45
49

59

50 52
56

59

68
72

67 66 66
70

65

59

27

20
17

20 21
15 14 14

17

24 25 22 21
18 17

22 12

31
30

31 33
38

32 30
33 35

41

48
43 42 41 42 42

34

 -

 10

 20

 30

 40

 50

 60

 70

 80

1997 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Pe
rc

en
t

Figure 4. Respondents saying that the seriousness of 
global warming is generally exaggerated in the news, 

by party

Republican Democrat Total Public
Source:  The Gallup Organization



SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 2016	 WWW.ENVIRONMENTMAGAZINE.ORG	 ENVIRONMENT     11

emissions is that global warming seems 
to be a distant problem, not a personal 
threat, for many Americans. The next 
Gallup item focuses on this issue by 
asking respondents whether they think 
global warming will pose a serious 
threat to them or their way of life in their 

lifetime (Figure 6).47 The percentage of 
Americans responding affirmatively 
grew from 25 to 40 from 1997 to 2008, 
and then declined for the next two years 
and has only come up to 41 percent 
this year. Despite the accumulation of a 
wealth of evidence on the threats posed 

by global warming over the past two de-
cades, still well under half of Americans 
believe it poses a serious threat to them 
personally.

The percentage of Democrats saying 
that global warming will pose a serious 
threat rose steadily from 1997 through 

Figure 5.  Respondents saying that most scientists believe 
global warming is occurring, by party
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Figure 6.  Respondents saying that global warming will pose a serious 
threat to them or their way of life in their lifetimes, by party
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2008, reaching 49 that year, dipped a tad 
for the next two years, and since then 
has slowly if irregularly risen, reaching 
56 percent this year. The percentage 
of Republicans seeing global warming 
as a threat peaked at 26 in 2008, then 

declined to 16 by 2010, and now stands 
at 23—essentially staying flat over the 
past two decades. The result is that the 
partisan gap that grew from 11 to 23 
percentage points from 1997 to 2008 
now stands at 33 percentage points, 

with more than half of Democrats but 
less than a quarter of Republicans see-
ing global warming as a threat to their 
way of life. Once again, we see evidence 
of continuing polarization on a crucial 
view of climate change.

February 17, 2013: 35,000 people journey to the nation’s capital to participate in the 
largest rally on global warming in U.S. history.
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Personally Worry About 
Global Warming?

The last Gallup item on global warm-
ing, first used in 2001 and always ap-
pearing earlier in the interview than 

the ones already discussed, comes from 
a question asking respondents to indi-
cate how much they personally worry 
(from “not at all” to “a great deal”) 
about a list of environmental problems. 
Global warming typically comes in at or 

near the bottom of the list, well below 
items dealing with air and water pollu-
tion. Here we focus on respondents who 
indicate they worry a great deal about 
global warming.48 Americans’ level of 
personal worry about global warming 
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has fluctuated considerably over the 
years: one-third worrying a great deal 
in 2001, followed by a decline, a rise to 
41 percent in 2007 (coinciding with the 
attention given An Inconvenient Truth), 
and then a fall to 25 percent in 2011 
(likely reflecting the predominance of 
economic worries), before reaching 37 
percent this year (Figure 7). The mod-
est proportion of the public worrying a 
great deal is consistent with that seeing 
global warming as a threat.

The partisan gap in personal worry 
was sizable in 2001 (22 percentage 
points), and then grew substantially 
in 2006 and 2007, as the percentage of 
Democrats expressing a great deal of 
worry rose rapidly. Despite a decline 
in worry among both Republicans 
and Democrats since that year, a large 
partisan gap has persisted—with some 
lessening from 2011 to 2013—and 
now stands at 35 percentage points, 
compared to 29 in 2008. Once again, 
there is no evidence of decreased po-
larization as we reach the end of the 
Obama era.

Overall Trends in Polarization

To help clarify the overall pattern of 
long-term trends in partisan polariza-
tion, as well as the trend over the eight 
years of the Obama era, Table 1 shows 
the percentage difference in Democratic 
and Republican responses to the six 
items for 2001 (the first year all six were 
used, and the beginning of the George 
W. Bush Administration), 2008 (eight 
months before Obama’s election), and 
this year (Obama’s last in office), as well 
as the bivariate correlation coefficients 
between partisan identification and the 
full range of responses to each global 
warming item.49

Partisan polarization is apparent for 
all items from 2001 to 2008, as in every 
case the partisan gap in responses indi-
cating belief in and concern about global 
warming increased substantially, as did 
the correlations between party identifi-
cation and these responses. From 2008 
to this year the partisan gap, despite be-
ing substantial at the outset, continued 
to increase for every item except one. 

There was sufficient Republican in-
crease in belief that global warming is 
already occurring in 2016 that the gap 
(after having widened for a number of 
years) was back to 34 percentage points. 
For the other five items we see an in-
crease in the partisan gap of anywhere 
from five percentage points (seeing 
global warming as exaggerated in the 
news) to 14 percentage points (saying 
most scientists agree global warming is 
occurring) during the Obama era. Simi-
larly, we see increases in the correlation 
coefficients for all items other than the 
first one during the Obama presidency, 
with the largest increase of 0.12 for be-
lieving that most scientists agree that 
global warming is occurring.50

In short, the results indicate that the 
substantial partisan polarization that 
had rapidly built up in the first eight 
years of the new millennium has not 
abated, but has actually grown, since 
2008. The increased level of political 
polarization in the Obama era is appar-
ent in the area of climate change, with 
already large partisan gaps in views of 

Figure 7.  Respondents saying that they personally worry a great deal 
about global warming, by party
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global warming growing still larger over 
the past eight years. While the gulf be-
tween self-identified Republicans and 
Democrats in the general public may 
not match the chasm between elites in 
the two parties (elected officials, candi-
dates, and activists), it is clearly substan-
tial and shows no signs of diminishing.

Ideological Alignment and 
Partisan Polarization

As noted earlier, political analysts 
attribute growing partisan polariza-
tion among both political elites and the 
general public to the increasing align-
ment between party identification and 
political ideology, with Republicans be-
coming increasingly conservative and 
Democrats increasingly liberal.51 In fact, 
many studies find that political ideology 
(typically measured with a single item) 
is a strong predictor of climate change 
views of the American public, rivaling 

party identification.52 In both cases, 
the shared commitment to an anti-reg-
ulatory view of government, or what 
has been called “market fundamental-
ism,” is assumed to be the crucial mo-
tivator of opposition to recognizing the 
significance of human-caused climate 
change and thus the necessity of devel-
oping policies to lower greenhouse gas 
emissions.53

In fact, we and others have argued 
that the conservative movement, fearful 
of the regulatory implications of climate 
change, and seeking to defend the cur-
rent economic system built on fossil fuel 
use, has been the driving force behind 
organized climate change denial.54 Fur-
ther, to accomplish their goal, conser-
vative activists have managed to elevate 
“climate change to the status of a litmus 
test of cultural politics in the U.S., up 
there with abortion, guns, god, gays, im-
migration and taxes.”55 Their success is 
confirmed by Gary C. Jacobson’s finding 
that climate change (and environmental 

protection) are components of a general 
liberal–conservative dimension differ-
entiating American voters into Republi-
cans and Democrats.56 It is therefore not 
surprising that an increasingly conser-
vative Republican Party has embraced 
denial, at the levels of both elites and—
as we have shown in this article—the 
general public.

We can see the effects of partisan and 
ideological alignment by comparing the 
global warming views of Republicans 
who identify as conservatives and Dem-
ocrats who identify as liberals with the 
2016 Gallup data, a comparison that is 
presented in Table 2.57 In all cases we see 
a substantial rise in the percentage dif-
ference between these two ideologically 
aligned partisan groups compared to 
that between all Republicans and Dem-
ocrats shown in Table  1.58 Indeed, the 
differences are extremely large, rang-
ing from a low of 49 percentage points 
for seeing global warming as posing a 
serious threat in one’s lifetime to a high 

Table 1.  Partisan Gap in Global Warming Views Over Time
Percent Differences Correlations*

2001 2008 2016 2001 2008 2016
Effects of global warming have already begun 12 34 34 0.17 0.39 0.40
Global warming due more to human activities 17 32 41 0.20 0.34 0.45
Global warming exaggerated in the news 21 42 47 0.26 0.43 0.49
Most scientists believe global warming is occurring 10 21 35 0.11 0.28 0.40
Global warming poses serious threat in lifetime 13 23 33 0.15 0.26 0.36
Personally worry a great deal about global warming 22 29 35 0.30 0.44 0.49
*All correlations significant at p < .001.

Table 2.  Global Warming Views of Conservative Republicans and Liberal Democrats 
in 2016 (Percent)

Conservative 
Republicans

(n = 243)

Liberal 
Democrats
(n = 224)

Percent 
Difference

Effects of global warming have already begun 30 89 59
Global warming due more to human activities 29 90 61
Global warming exaggerated in the news 72 7 65
Most scientists believe global warming is occurring 40 90 50
Global warming poses a serious threat in lifetime 17 66 49
Personally worry a great deal about global warming 14 67 53
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of 65 for seeing global warming as ex-
aggerated in the news. The differences 
on the two items tapping belief in basic 
climate science are notable: Nine out of 
ten liberal Democrats but only three out 
of ten conservative Republicans believe 
global warming has already begun and 
is due more to human activities than to 
natural variation.

The chasm in views of climate change 
between these two politically aligned 
sectors of the public is especially im-
portant, because research indicates that 
members of these sectors are more likely 
to vote and be politically active, helping 
create bottom-up pressure for partisan 
polarization that complements the ef-
fects of elite cues and other top-down 
pressures.59 In an era of growing ideo-
logical differentiation between the two 
political parties, contributing to ever-
more-effective party sorting, the result 
is likely to be increased pressure for Re-
publican candidates to toe the party line 
on climate change, which currently in-
volves skepticism of climate science and 
denial of the need to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions.

Can Partisan Polarization 
on Climate Change Be 
Reduced Soon?

Can this partisan divide on climate 
change be reduced in the near future, 
especially in view of the strong under-
lying trends toward political polariza-
tion more generally? It has long been 

hoped that more factual information 
about human-caused climate change 
will increase public belief in its reality. 
However, two decades of news cover-
age and educational campaigns since 
1997 have produced only modest in-
creases in Americans’ belief in the real-
ity and human cause of climate change, 
with gains among Democrats often 
offset by declines among Republicans 
(seen in Figures 2, 3, and 5). This raises 
the question: What might strengthen 
Americans’—especially Republicans’—
belief in the reality and human cause of 
climate change? Two possibilities that 
many see as promising include more 
persuasive messaging about climate 
change, and personal experience with 
extreme weather events or increasing 
temperatures.

Since the early 2000s, climate change 
communicators have increasingly advo-
cated for, and often implemented, mes-
saging strategies that attempt to frame 
climate change in ways expected to 
better resonate with the general public, 
and with key sectors such as conserva-
tives.60 Dozens of studies have examined 
the effectiveness of these messaging 
and framing techniques. While several 
find these efforts to have no effect on 
Americans’ climate change views, oth-
ers do find a positive influence—but 
typically only a modest one at best.61 Yet 
almost none of these studies investigates 
how persuasive messages and frames 
perform in the presence of denial mes-
sages, which more closely approximates 
the reality of American media. The one 
study that does so finds that a denial 
message decreases citizens’ belief in 
climate change, while potentially posi-
tive frames (e.g., economic opportunity, 
national security, etc.) have no effect.62 
Further, some studies find that persua-
sion attempts may produce a “boomer-
ang effect” among Republicans—actu-
ally eroding their concern about climate 
change.63 Does any persuasive framing 
strategy hold special promise for pen-
etrating Republicans’ partisan/ideologi-
cal identities? The evidence so far gives 
little basis for optimism.

Other analysts suggest that direct 
personal experience with extreme 

weather events or rising temperatures 
may increase belief in human-caused 
climate change, but a growing num-
ber of studies in recent years provide 
ambiguous results. Analyses investi-
gating whether climate change views 
are influenced by exposure to climate-
related physical risks (e.g., droughts, 
flooding, heat waves) sometimes find a 
small positive effect,64 a small negative 
effect,65 or no effect.66 Analyses inves-
tigating whether climate change views 
are influenced by long-term changes 
in temperature or climate patterns also 
find either a small positive effect,67 a 
mix of positive and negative effects,68 or 
no effect.69 Further, a few studies report 
that strong partisans are less swayed 
by local temperature increases than 
are their less partisan or Independent 
counterparts.70 Can we therefore expect 
exposure to extreme weather events or 
climate extremes to overcome Republi-
cans’ skepticism about human-caused 
climate change? Again, the evidence 
thus far does not provide much support 
for optimism.

A key reason that neither persua-
sive messages nor experiences with cli-
mate change influence citizens’ climate 
change views is motivated cognition, 
the tendency for citizens to selectively 
accept information that reinforces, or 
reject information that opposes, their 
political beliefs or identity.71 The result 
of motivated cognition is clearly vis-
ible in what scholars term the “political 
moderator effect,”72 so called because 
partisan identification statistically mod-
erates the relationship between edu-
cational attainment (and self-reported 
understanding) and belief in climate 
change. Briefly, educational attainment 
and self-reported understanding are 
positively related to beliefs consistent 
with the scientific consensus among 
Democrats, but are negatively or not 
related to beliefs consistent with the sci-
entific consensus among Republicans.73

Our remaining figures illustrate this 
political moderator effect on the rela-
tionships between both educational at-
tainment (Figure  8) and self-reported 
understanding74 (Figure 9) and three cli-
mate science beliefs during the George 

In short, the results 
indicate that the 

substantial partisan 
polarization that had 
rapidly built up in 

the first eight years of 
the new millennium 
has not abated, but 
has actually grown, 

since 2008.
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Figure 8.  Global warming views by party controlling for education and era
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Figure 9.  Global warming views by party controlling for self-reported 
understanding and eraFigure 9. Global Warming Views by Party controlling for Self-Reported Understanding and Era
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W. Bush Administration (the left-hand 
column in each figure) and the Barack 
Obama Administration (the right-hand 
column in each figure).75 Each of the 
12 pairs of bar charts in the two figures 
clearly illustrates the political modera-
tor effect. Moving from the left to the 
right in each shows that greater educa-
tion (Figure 8) and greater self-reported 
understanding (Figure  9) are associ-
ated with substantially greater belief in 
the scientific consensus among Demo-
crats but with only a slight increase, 
no change, or even a slight decrease in 
belief in the scientific consensus among 
Republicans. This pattern, which first 
appeared in the early 2000s, continues 
to the present. The result of this mod-
erating effect is a much larger political 
divide on climate change beliefs among 
partisans who are highly educated or 
more confident in their understanding 
of global warming than among their 
lesser educated and lesser confident 
counterparts.

Focusing on the top two pairs of bar 
charts in Figure 8 helps clarify this pat-
tern seen in both eras. Between 2001 
and 2008, 58 percent of Democrats with 
less than a college degree believed that 
the effects of global warming have al-
ready begun, but only 43 percent of Re-
publicans with less than a college degree 
believed the same. While substantially 
more college-educated Democrats (79 
percent) believed that global warming 
is occurring, only slightly more college-
educated Republicans (49 percent) 
believed the same. The 30-percentage-
point difference between college-ed-
ucated partisans doubled the 15-per-
centage-point difference between less 
educated partisans. As a result of grow-
ing partisan polarization during the 
Obama years, the percentage differences 
between less educated partisans (64 vs. 
35 or 29 percent) and their college-edu-
cated counterparts (81 vs. 36 or 45 per-
cent) are substantially larger between 
2009 and 2016 than in the Bush years. 
Still, the moderator effect remains just 
as strong in the later era as it was in the 
earlier era. The 15-percentage-point di-
vergence between less educated and col-
lege-educated partisans for 2001–2008 

was matched by a 16-percentage-point-
difference between the same for 2009–
2016. In the remaining five pairs of bar 
charts in Figures  8 and  9, the strength 
of the political moderator effect in the 
later era is also approximately the same 
as that in the earlier era.

Overall, then, not only has the gap 
between Democrats’ and Republicans’ 
climate change beliefs increased over 
time, but the political moderator effect 
appears to be holding steady and shows 
no signs of subsiding. This increases 
our sense that persuasive messaging 
and personal experiences with climate 
change are unlikely to have a signifi-
cant effect on college-educated Repub-
licans (especially those confident they 
understand global warming), a crucial 
sector that is especially likely to be po-
litically active and vote—and thus have 
a disproportionate role in ensuring that 
skepticism and denial remain central 
features of GOP identity and candi-
dates’ stances.

Looking Forward: The 2016 
Election and Climate Change

We concluded our 2008 article by 
discussing the imminent election be-
tween Senators Barack Obama and John 
McCain, noting that “it seems certain 
that regardless of who wins the up-
coming election, the United States will 
have a significantly different form of 
leadership on global warming than it 
has had under George W. Bush.”76 We 
argued that McCain was a rare Republi-
can playing a leadership role on climate 
change in the U.S. Senate and that his 
positions on climate and energy were 
not all that different from Obama’s. This 
led us to suggest that a McCain victory, 
and subsequent leadership, might pos-
sibly help reduce climate change skepti-
cism among rank-and-file Republicans. 
We noted that with an Obama victory, 
in contrast, “we could see Republican 
trends toward increased skepticism con-
tinue for the next several years,”77 and of 
course this is what has occurred, as we 
have documented.

Looking to this year’s election, the 
situation is more complicated by the 
growth of overall partisan polarization 
in American politics, and the much 
more prominent role of the U.S. Con-
gress as potential foe of the Presidency 
in climate change matters. As is obvious 
from our present situation, even when 
a President decides to prioritize action 
on climate change—as Obama has done 
over the past couple of years—the effec-
tiveness of that President’s actions can be 
limited by a recalcitrant Congress (espe-
cially if both the House and Senate are 
controlled by the opposing party). Thus, 
although Secretary of State John Kerry 
signed the Paris agreement reached at 
COP21 last December, commentators 
note that the “Paris agreement almost 
certainly would have been stronger if 
the Obama administration had not been 
constrained by GOP hostility to fighting 
man-made climate change,”78 a key fac-
tor leading to pessimistic assessments 
of the likely effectiveness of the agree-
ment.79 Besides trying to undermine 
the agreement, Republicans in Con-
gress and many states are doing their 
best to block implementation of the 
President’s Clean Power Plan designed 
to reduce carbon emissions from U.S. 
power plants, a critical component of 
the Obama Administration’s strategy for 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions to 
help meet our nation’s Paris agreement 
commitments.80

As a consequence, despite many 
important initiatives, Obama’s ac-
complishments on climate change can 
be quickly eroded, and in some cases 
erased, should he be succeeded by a 
Republican opposed to dealing with 

Whether, and how, 
individual Americans 
vote this November 

may well be the 
most consequential 

climate-related 
decision most of them 
will have ever taken.
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climate change—which certainly ap-
pears to be the case for GOP candidate 
Donald Trump (as was true of virtu-
ally all competitors for the Republican 
Presidential nomination).81 In fact, 
Hare and Poole argue that one of the 
consequences of intensified political 
polarization is greater oscillation in 
policy outcomes (between left and 
right) when elections result in shifts in 
governing parties.82

Yet should Hillary Clinton, who has 
expressed growing concern about cli-
mate change, win the Presidency, her 
administration’s efforts will continue 
to be hampered by Congress unless the 
Democrats also win both the House and 
the Senate (the former seems unlikely at 
this point, while the latter is conceivable 
but uncertain). And it is in Congressio-
nal elections, as well as the Presidential 
election, that growing partisan polariza-
tion and resulting party loyalty will play 
a crucial role.83

Some observers find optimism in re-
cent polls showing that large pluralities 
and sometimes even small majorities of 
Republican voters (compared to sizable 
majorities of Democrats) express sup-
port for energy policies and other mea-
sures that would be helpful in reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions.84 However, as 
Lilliana Mason and other political ana-
lysts note, individuals can hold relatively 
moderate positions on many issues and 
yet be strong partisans committed to 
keeping the other party out of office.85 
Thus, as long as rank-and-file Repub-
licans vote for conservative candidates, 
and those candidates remain steadfast in 
opposition to climate change action, the 
former’s receptivity to climate-friendly 
policies remains almost irrelevant—for 
the Congress they help elect will be 
highly unlikely to give such policies any 
consideration. Republican antipathy to 
governmental regulations, combined 
with enormous campaign contributions 
to the GOP from fossil fuel interests,86 
means that most Republican politicians 
have strong ideological as well as mate-
rial reasons for opposing measures to 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions, in ad-
dition to pressure from party activists 
and voters.

The consequence is that the 2016 
U.S. national election promises to be of 
historic importance in our nation’s and 
the world’s efforts to deal with human-
caused climate change. A Democratic 
President, especially bolstered by a Dem-
ocratic majority in the U.S. Senate, would 
likely strive to continue the momentum 
generated by President Obama’s recent 
climate initiates employing executive ac-
tions,87 despite major opposition from 
a Republican House of Representatives 
and continued stalemate on legislation. 
Conversely, a Republican President, 
especially paired with a Republican-
controlled Congress (and a conservative 
majority on the Supreme Court), might 
well take a huge step backward in our 
nation’s efforts to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions and also undermine interna-
tional cooperation to deal with climate 
change. Whether, and how, individual 
Americans vote this November may 
well be the most consequential climate-
related decision most of them will have 
ever taken.
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