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Is Climate Change a Good Thing?
Opportunities and Barriers to Using Climate Changeto Motivate Efficiency

Ingo Bensch, Energy Center of Wisconsin

ABSTRACT

A study by the Energy Center of Wisconsin took thdse of Midwestern public
perceptions concerning climate change in the faR@7. A hybrid telephone-web survey of
3,284 households in nine states provides insightutburrent public understanding of climate
change, levels of concern, preferred societal mesgs expectations from utilities, and personal
efforts in response to the phenomenon.

This paper summarizes the primary results concgrrpablic levels of concern,
understanding, and potential propensity to takeomact Results suggest that concern about
climate change is still secondary to broader emwvirental issues, but offers promise as a
motivator for a wide range of the public to adomtrenenergy efficient practices. Understanding
of some key issues is still low, and more publicadion is needed to inform Midwesterners
what individual actions would be most effectivecounteracting or reducing climate change.

Introduction

Discussions about climate change have increasedtlgramong energy efficiency
professionals in recent months and years. Carlgoinva&ent emissions are beginning to join
kilowatts and kilowatt-hours as considerations irogoam design, implementation, and
evaluation. The "wedge" is becoming an increagirggfmmon concept in energy efficiency
circles, and time-series maps showing arctic icelte are appearing in presentations about
energy efficiency. The energy efficiency commungyshifting its emphasis toward climate
change. But what about the general public?

Casual observation suggests that the rhetoric coimgeclimate change has shifted in
recent years. Media coverage of the subject iguitnus, while public expressions of doubt
about the existence of the phenomenon by opiniadeies appear to have diminished. These
trends raise the question: Is the public readychonate-based messaging on energy efficiency?
Would people take action because of climate corséern

The energy efficiency field's need for answersuchsquestions led the Energy Center of
Wisconsin to establish a Midwestern tracking stodlypublic perceptions concerning climate
change. This study was first launched in the ¢alR007 with support from three utilities and
one non-profit organization as a survey of Midwasteouseholds. The Energy Center will
repeat the survey to track changes and expanditiieysto a national scale as well.

The survey was designed to answer numerous qusstmicerning climate change and
related energy issues. Research questions addresthes paper include:

* Does climate change attract public attention aissue?
» Can climate change be used to motivate changessumer behavior?



* What additional public education is needed to imprpublic understanding of climate
change?

Other topics included in the research, but notgaesl in this paper, include preferred
solutions to climate change, public expectationsrargy providers, and willingness to
participate in green pricing and alternative rataectures.

Methodology

The results in this paper are based on 2,479 cadiopgeof a hybrid telephone and web
survey of 3,284 households in nine Midwestern stat#inois, Indiana, lowa, Michigan,
Minnesota, North Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota, andddisin. The survey was fielded between
November 20 and December 5, 2007.

The Energy Center developed the survey instrumetiit wput from the initial project
sponsors. The instrument comprised 122 open- &owkd-ended questions on the following
topics:

» degree of concern about nine societal issues;

» climate change perceptions;

» preferred climate change solutions;

* individual and personal practices related to clar@tange;
e green pricing;

* perceptions concerning electric rates;

» information sources about ways to save energyarhtime;
* openness to alternative rate structures; and

» demographics.

Respondents were asked about half of the questiotise instrument during a 12-14
minute survey. The mix of survey questions vabgdjeography and sponsor priorities, but we
included an extensive set of climate change quesiioall variations of the survey instrument.

Because all sponsors are located in Wisconsin,wegesampled households in this state.
Wisconsin households comprise slightly more tha#0Q, respondents with the remaining
respondents distributed across the other statathinWVisconsin, 600 respondents were part of
two separate statewide random samples and araedln the analysis presented in this paper;
the remaining Wisconsin respondents were oversangilsponsors' regions of interest and are
excluded from this analysis. Because of their camrafively small populations, we treated North
and South Dakota as a single geographic entitgdorpling and analysis.

Within each state and oversample, we completed oappately equal numbers of
surveys via random-digit-dial telephone survey aweb-panel online survey. (Web panel
members were selected to match the demographiadkeastics of the overall population and
then invited to complete an Internet version of thevey.) Table 1 shows the number of
completions of each type by state and oversample.

All results are population- and demographicallygived. Results from each state were
weighted by the ratio of the adult population iattstate (according to the 2000 Census) to the
number of completions from that state, so the tegefflect the nine state region being studied.
In addition, we weighted by gender, age, and edutalt attainment to adjust for differences in



the characteristics of our respondent pool to treracteristics of the underlying population from
each state. The respondent pool also differed frepopulation for household income, but our
adjustments for age and education resolve mos$ti®sampling bias.

Table 1. Completions by Subsample and Survey Mode

State or Oversample Telephone Su:\:/g;/npletlons > Telephone\Neb Survey
lllinois 133 134
lowa 134 134
Indiana 135 134
Michigan 133 134
Minnesota 135 134
North & South Dakota 137 134
Ohio 134 134
Wisconsin — statewide 300 300
(excluded rom this analysis) 436 369

We treated telephone and web responses equallyy #waugh there were some
differences in responses to some questions baseuirvry mode. For example, respondents
aged 45-64 who completed a telephone survey were hikely to be concerned about climate
change than their counterparts who completed asumeley. In fact, it seemed that telephone
respondents tended to have somewhat more intesgen®es to most questions.

Arguably, random-digit-dial sampling provides aestion of potential respondents that is
more representative of the population than webamdents who have opted into a web panel.
However, low participation rates in random-digigidielephone surveys introduce sampling bias
by excluding potential respondents who spend liitlee at home, screen calls, or decline to
participate in surveys. In addition, telephoneveys may be more likely to produce socially
desirable responses than web surveys becausesgiandent provides his or her answers directly
to another person. Given these consideration$iave no basis for favoring the responses from
either mode, and we chose to weight them equdHgllow-up implementation of this tracking
study will employ the same approach to ensure coatyiy.

Findings

One of the issues we sought to explore in the suwes whether individuals could be
motivated to make more energy efficient choiceshigir personal lives based on their concern
about climate change. We made the assumptionsthadral conditions would need to be true
(although not necessarily sufficient) for climateange to be an effective motivator for energy
efficiency. These conditions fall into four mairogps:

» credibility of climate change as an anthropogenic phenomenon;
» concernabout the effects of climate change;

» asense ofesponsibility and self-efficacyabout the issue; and

» knowledgeabout how individuals can help address climatengha



This paper elaborates on each of these topicsemeselevant results from our study,
and discusses implications for public education medsaging to promote energy efficiency.

Credibility

Large percentages of Midwesterners perceive clirmbhémge as a credible phenomenon
that is caused by human activity. These two pdimep are probably the most important
prerequisites before an individual would take clienehange-motivated action. According to our
study, 80 percent of Midwesterners believe that tdx@perature of the earth's climate is
increasing, and nearly three-quarters of this grtepeves that human activity is largely
responsible for these increases in temperature Fsg@re 1). That makes 58 percent of
Midwesterners "believers" in anthropogenic climakt@nge. This group is most likely to be
open to changing their behavior based on climaséagé, while the other 42 percent still need to
be convinced that climate change is related to muatdvity (and thereby able to be influenced
by what people do) or occurring at all.

Figure 1. Midwesterners' Beliefs about Climate Chage
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The share of the public that believes in anthropagelimate change appears to be increasing,
although our study does not yet have trend datamdke any determination about changes in
perception. Nevertheless, national longitudinahigm tracking by Stanford University's Woods

Institute for the Environment and Ohio State Ursitgr suggests an increase, dating back to
1997, of the share of Americans who believe thatatle change is occurring and caused mainly



by human activity.
Concern

We measured concern about climate change in tws.w&yst, we began the survey by
asking respondents to cite the degree to which #reyconcerned about nine broad-ranging
societal issues. Next, we asked those responddritdelieve that climate change is occurring
about the consequences they think it will bringlim@te change did not fare as a high level
concern on either metric.

Of the nine societal issues we tested, climate ghaianked last. A larger share of
respondents was "very concerned" about the econbesjth care, crime, education, national
security, energy, immigration, and the environmdfigure 2 shows the results quantitatively.

Figure 2. Midwestern Levels of Concern about Nine &ietal Issues
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This result suggests that environmentally-orient@g@ssaging or climate change
messaging that includes a connection to a relatedei like the environment — or even the
economy and health — may still be more effectiveha Midwest than messaging based on
climate change alone.

People who do not believe in climate change arielylto be concerned about it, so we
posed a sequence of questions about perceivedquaarsees of climate change to those who said
they believe the phenomenon is occurring. Evenrgnrigelievers in anthropogenic climate
change, only 62 percent believe the consequencksbaviprimarily negative consequences.
Most of the remaining 38 percent thought climatange would bring a balance of positive and



negative consequences. That leaves about one(B@irdercent) of Midwesterners thinking that
anthropogenic climate change will bring negativensamuences, as shown in Figure 3.
Arguably, this group is most likely to take persloaetion to address climate change.

Figure 3. Midwesterners' Beliefs about Climate Chage and Its Consequences
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Furthermore, we asked respondents how serioushidyclimate change will get during
their lifetimes and what consequences worry theenntlost. Responses suggest a modest level
of concern from an anthropocentric point of viewkorty percent of those who anticipate
negative consequences from climate change (or d&peof all respondents) estimated those
effects to become "a noticeable problem" duringy tlifetimes, while roughly equal shares of the
remaining respondents thought the negative effeasld be "a minor nuisance,” "a big
problem,"” or "a serious threat."

When we asked a subset of Wisconsin respondeidentfy the negative consequences
that worry them, the largest share of respondezfispercent of those who were asked this
guestion) cited destructive weather patterns lioenss and droughts. The next most common
answers were melting ice, other negative conse@sefuc nature, uncomfortable temperatures,
and agricultural problems.

Responsibility and Self-Efficacy
Before individuals will take action to address asuie, they need to think of themselves

as having some responsibility for addressing teedsand being able to affect the outcome. We
asked all respondents who believe in at least soegative consequences from climate change



who should lead the effort to address climate chamgd whether they themselves had done
anything differently because of climate change.

Midwesterners do see individuals as part of thatswi to climate change. In response to
our open-ended question about who should take éad, Irespondents cited individuals more
often than any other response except the governméal of us,” "everyone,” and similar
responses accounted for a quarter of the respomsles question — far ahead of industry, global
entities, and other answers. This result is sicguit because the question was worded to identify
the "solution leader" and not just contributorsatgolution. Midwesterners see themselves as
needing to be part of the answer to climate change.

Later in the survey, we asked open-ended questiboat what individuals could do in
response to climate change and what, if anythihg, tespondent’'s household had done.
Although self-reports are likely to overstate atfuactices and overestimate causality, a large
share of respondents (56 percent of those aske®@&mercent of all respondents) stated their
household had done something differently becausemgern about climate change. (See Figure
4.) These responses indicate a willingness toorekpo climate change through personal action.

Figure 4. Midwestern Households Reporting Alteratia in Practice due to Climate Change
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Knowledge

Individual action alone will not make a differenqegople have to know what actions
make the greatest difference and act on those.stddy suggests that Midwesterners have only
a partial understanding of what they can do, aleitly some misperceptions.

When asked what individuals can do about climatngk, responses drew heavily from
various transportation measures, such as drivisg, learpooling, using alternate forms of



transportation, or purchasing more efficient ve#scduch as hybrid cars. As illustrated in Figure
5, twenty-seven percent of respondents providebbadt one transportation-related response.
The second most common type of response was aigesmevironmental action, such as
recycling, using less, not littering, or avoidingrasol cans. Twenty-two percent of respondents
gave an answer in this category. Non-transportatioergy efficiency measures received far
fewer mentions with 14 percent of respondents ngakangeneric comment about energy
conservation (which can include transportation) &hdpercent citing something specific
individuals can do in their home. Midwesterners aftearly focused on transportation and
general environmental practices.

Figure 5. Midwesterners' Perception of What Individuals Can Do about Climate Change
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Only once we asked what respondents had actualhe dtid home-based energy
efficiency measures appear in greater numbersregponse to that question, 23 percent of
respondents cited an efficiency measure they h&eéntan the home. It may seem
counterintuitive that respondents cited having ma&eergy measures at home more often when
asked what thelgad done than when asked what @oeild do. However, the increase in home-
related responses is probably due to the desithind of something they had done and the
greater likelihood that people have taken stepsatee energy in the home than on the road
because the barriers are easier to overcome.

The specific home-based efficiency measures regmiacited are consistent with the
kinds of practices the energy efficiency programsald climates tend to recommend. Measures
commonly cited by respondents included:



» efficient lighting

* turning down the thermostat

» efficient appliances

* insulating or air sealing the home
* turning off lights

Terminology — Climate Change or Global Warming?

We were uncertain whether to use the term "clinchnge" or "global warming" when
referring to the phenomenon in survey questiondim&le change is the technically more
accurate term, but an informal scan of articlesedisin Google News in the fall of 2007
suggested that global warming is more commonly usewws coverage by a 60/40 ratio. That
led us to build an experiment into the survey tmpare the public's reaction to the two terms.

Although we used climate change in most questioms, did ask a few hundred
respondents one of the following two questions:

* What does the term climate change mean to you?
* What does the term global warming mean to you?

Respondents appeared to understand both phraseh, suggests that either term can be
used in communication with the general public. ldeer, respondents perceive the terms
somewhat differently.

Majorities from both groups — those asked abouhale change and those asked about
global warming — cited a combination of temperatah@nges or broader climate changes.
Those asked about climate change were more likebtyté broader weather or climate patterns
than just temperature changes (34% vs. 13%). Rptups gave responses limited to
temperature fluctuations in similar numbers (50%haf global warming group and 41% of the
climate change group). However, those asked aflobal warming were much more likely to
speak specifically of temperature increases, wihitese asked about climate change gave more
varied responses that also included temperatuceutitions.

More interestingly, the phrase global warming sedmslicit a stronger emotional
response — both positive and negative. Thirty-6f¢he 263 respondents to the global warming
guestion gave responses that we judged to be stmodigemotional in nature, compared to only
14 such responses from the 251 respondents tdithate change question. Furthermore, the
global warming responses tended to be more intetigames including expletives. Both groups
of responses included a mix of intense concernskegticism. Table 2 lists some examples of
emotionally charged responses to both questions.



Table 2. Samples of Charged Responses to the Terms
Global Warming and Climate Change
Type of Charged Response Global Warming Climate Chage

"It's scary, and it could mean that
we would not have crops."

"The world is melting."
Intense Concern "Dire consequences looming."

"The sun is coming closer to the
earth and melting the icebergs
causing huge amounts of water to
cover the earth.”

"Liberal gobbledygook."
"A liberal biased attempt to scarg

"Things will sort of burn away."
"We are going to suffer."
"Extinction of life."

"Climate change is a joke."

Skepticism people into giving up freedoms " |
and bashing America." A total crock.
"Propaganda.”
Conclusions

Comprehensive climate change-oriented messaginignedd to consider an evolving
body of knowledge about social marketing and bedrasthange, but the insights gained through
attitudinal surveys like the one presented herecatieal to ensure the public has the attitudinal
and informational capacity to respond.

There are mixed indications about whether Midwestes are in a position to respond to
climate change-oriented messages to make enerngieaff choices. Substantial shares of
Midwesterners perceive climate change as a humasedareality that requires a response from
individuals as well as governments and other madators. Indeed, substantial shares of
Midwesterners report having made some personalceboalready that were motivated by
concern about climate change. However, the degfreencern about climate change is not yet
as high in the Midwest as concern about the enment more generally or other societal issues.
If concern about climate change continues to iregeauch messaging could become effective
on a broad scale in the future.

For now, a share of Midwesterners may be suffityeiprepped" to respond to a climate
change-oriented call to action, while others stded more education before even well-designed
messaging is likely to work. Different kinds ofanmation would need to be provided to three
main groups we identified in this study:

» concerned believers (those who believe climate ghawill bring negative
consequences);

* unconcerned believers (those who believe in clinshenge, but do not perceive the
consequences to be necessarily negative); and

* non-believers (those who do not believe in clinctange or those who think of it as
a natural phenomenon).

Concerned and unconcerned believers both hold geofor public education campaigns
and energy efficiency messaging, while non-beligvare least likely to take any personal
actions. Public education aimed at this group wdod least likely to result in changed practices.



Unconcerned believers need more information abdmiinature and potential severity of
climate change. They need to be informed that wargiobal temperatures will have greater
consequences than just more comfortable wintersnagiting ice causing problems for polar
bear habitats. In particular, the effects on peophy need to be stressed. Survey responses
suggest that such issues as destructive weathéernmsmtand problems with agricultural
production would resonate with people.

Concerned believers may already be taking actiohthgy don't necessarily know where
to focus their attention. While survey respondeméson target in wanting to address their use of
transportation fuels, the common perception thatang and similar measures will help
address climate change needs to be addressedic Bdbtation campaigns for the concerned
believers needs to clearly spell out the steps tbay take to reduce their use of non-
transportation fuels.

In most public education efforts and other commaitians with the general public, the
term "climate change" is likely to produce a momsicable reaction than the term "global
warming." Climate change is likely to be takenaasnore objective and accurate term and
reduces the risk of negative reactions from skeptidGlobal warming will produce more
emotional responses that might be better able tivate action in a segment of the population,
but those positive responses are likely to be neatdby strong negative responses by other
segments of the public.
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