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Abstract

Around the world, most people are aware of the problem of climate change, believe it is

anthropogenic, and feel concerned about its potential consequences. What they think

should be done about the problem, however, is less clear. Particularly due to widespread

support among policy experts for putting a price on greenhouse gas emissions, more stud-

ies have investigated public attitudes towards carbon taxes than any other type of policy.

Such studies have found substantial public opposition to carbon taxes, largely due to politi-

cal distrust, though also some evidence that careful design and messaging can mitigate

people’s skepticism. Surprisingly few studies have investigated attitudes towards other cli-

mate policies, and there is an urgent need for more research about what—given their beliefs

about the nature and severity of the problem—people would like to see their governments

doing. This is especially the case for residents of lower-income and/or non-Western nations.

Introduction

Public opinion is shaping governments’ actions, and their inaction, on the issue of climate

change [1,2]. This has been most clear when initiatives for mitigation efforts have been

defeated by public referenda or elections. Examples include the referenda in Washington State

in 2016 and 2018, or Australians’ election of a new government in 2013 that promised specifi-

cally to repeal the country’s carbon tax. It is also demonstrated by instances in which a strong

public backlash has led to the withdrawal of proposals for new climate policies. For example,

criticism by the Yellow Vests movement led the French government to drop a proposal for an

increased tax on fossil fuels [3,4]. And the power of public attitudes is further suggested by

findings such as the correlation between the climate change beliefs of the residents of different

U.S. states and their governments’ relative policy efforts [5]. In short, public opinion matters.

This paper therefore reviews what we know about public attitudes towards climate policies;

about the kinds of people who are more versus less supportive of public actions to mitigate cli-

mate change; and about the public messages and policy institutions and designs that make

people more accepting of climate action. Much of the paper concerns attitudes specifically

towards measures that would tax greenhouse gas emissions, given that more studies have

investigated attitudes towards taxes than any other climate policy. But insofar as insights about

attitudes towards other policies are available, the paper covers those as well.
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Perhaps with some exceptions in terms of smaller-N and/or qualitative studies, until only a

few years ago there was relatively little research on the public’s preferences about climate pol-

icy, or the values and understandings underlying them [6]. To this day, far more research has

examined people’s beliefs about climate change, including whether humans are causing it and

how great a risk it presents. Many studies have examined the minority of people who do not

believe in the reality and/or anthropogenic character of climate change. Only a much smaller

literature has investigated public attitudes towards policy responses. For that reason, further

studies of public attitudes towards the problem are now, in general, less urgently needed than

studies of attitudes towards solutions [7]. Skepticism about the reality and dangers of climate

change is rarer than many people—including researchers—realize [8,9]. But skepticism about

some potentially important solutions is not rare at all, and that is therefore what needs to be

better understood.

This paper begins with a discussion of attitudes towards environmental policies generally.

Then two sections discuss public beliefs about climate change, and preferences as regards cli-

mate policy—which are linked to issues of cost. Next, the paper discusses public views of car-

bon taxes specifically, and ways of making carbon taxes more appealing. This discussion will

cover issues of (a) policy design and (b) communication over which policymakers and advo-

cates have at least some control. A range of studies have yielded some insights into the reasons

why so many people are skeptical about climate policies, particularly carbon pricing, and what

strategies can make such policies more acceptable.

Drawing mostly on evidence from social surveys and survey experiments, and literature in

sociology, political science, psychology, and economics, the paper synthesizes studies of public

beliefs and attitudes in a diversity of national contexts. But, one major limitation of this litera-

ture (and consequently of this review) is its heavy focus on some countries far more than oth-

ers. In particular, there are many studies of the United States, and to a lesser extent other high-

income democracies, but few of lower-income and/or non-Western countries, including nota-

ble large emitters such as China, India, Brazil, and Russia. Americans, and anglophones gener-

ally, are atypical; for example, political orientation is unusually relevant for their climate

change beliefs [10,11]. We need to better understand other populations, and we need more

cross-national research setting different national populations in comparative context [12].

Environmentalism and support for environmental protection

Around the world, most people believe that environmental problems are real and serious.

They recognize the importance of clean air and water, and the value of nature, and they are

broadly aware that such values are under threat from pollution and the overuse of resources.

And this has been true for as long as social scientists have been studying public environmental

attitudes. The early literature was centered around the concept of a New Ecological Paradigm

(NEP), which encompassed strong misgivings about the environmental costs of modern tech-

nology. But even judging by the NEP’s demanding definition of what environmentalism is,

early environmental sociologists noted a “remarkable degree of acceptance of the NEP . . .

among the general public” [13]. In other words, concerns about environmental impacts were

entirely normal—not a fringe view—even in the 1970s. This fact is both worrying (all of the

environmental harms of recent decades were possible even despite an already high level of

public concern) and reassuring (laypeople are not oblivious to the risks and challenges the

world faces).

A second theoretical approach to the study of environmental attitudes, particularly since

the 1990s, has emphasized the concept of “postmaterialist values” [14]. This is a view of envi-

ronmentalism embedded in a broader theory of social change, according to which rising
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standards of living transform the values people hold [15]. This perspective predicts that envi-

ronment concern should reflect societal affluence, with concern noticeably lower in poorer

countries. In practice, however, whether rising standards of living or perceptions of national

economic prosperity correlate with environmental concern depends on the dataset and the

specific survey question, but often they do not [16–18]. Instead of being prevalent only among

the affluent, environmental concern is quite high worldwide, and so must have multiple foun-

dations—not just rising living standards [19].

But the literature has not always recognized that there can be only a weak link between

concerns about environmental problems and support for potential solutions. Many stud-

ies have even defined “environmental concern” as: “the degree to which people are aware

of problems regarding the environment and support efforts to solve them and/or indicate

a willingness to contribute personally to their solution” [20]. In other words, they have

taken environmental values, beliefs, and policy preferences to be, more or less, all of a

kind, with no conceptual distinction between positive perceptions of environmental prob-

lems and normative support for actions to deal with them. Yet, as I will explain further

below, the literature shows that believing in environmental problems and believing in pos-

sible solutions are not the same thing. For example, participants in the Yellow Vest pro-

tests in France overwhelmingly rejected arguments for higher fuel tax, particularly on

fairness grounds, but did not deny climate change or the need to address it [3,4]. And har-

monized surveys in 32 countries found the most common response to a question measur-

ing environmental concern was 4 (the second-highest value on a scale from 1 to 5), while

the most common answer to a question about willingness to pay higher taxes for protect-

ing the environment was 1—the lowest option [21]. These studies show how environmen-

tal concern may not translate into support for environmental solutions.

Climate change beliefs

Like environmental problems more generally, most people accept that climate change is hap-

pening, that it is anthropogenic, and that it is dangerous [22,23]. Contrary to widespread

impressions, even most Americans accept climate change is real [24,25]. That some may find

this surprising is not surprising in light of the finding by [8] that many people (including

scholars) overestimate the prevalence of climate skepticism—especially, though not only, if

they are themselves climate skeptics. While doubts remain specifically about whether climate

change is anthropogenic [26], even in countries where skepticism is relatively prevalent, such

as the U.S., fewer than one in five people are strongly skeptical [27].

At the same time, there are certainly still skeptics about climate change in many countries.

Many studies emphasize political or ideological gradients with respect to climate change

beliefs, with clear divides in many countries between individuals on the left and right [28,29].

Political conservatives in the U.S., and to a lesser extent other countries, are seemingly the

most hostile to climate science [30]. While political researchers speak in terms of the ideologi-

cal spectrum, psychologists tend to discuss this divide in terms of values and worldviews [31].

People with more hierarchical or individualistic, versus egalitarian or “communitarian” world-

views, tend to be less accepting of the established science of climate change [32].

There is a risk of extrapolating from the well-studied case of the United States. The connec-

tion between ideology and climate skepticism is stronger in the U.S. than in 24 other nations

investigated in a recent paper by [33]. In other countries, there is less correlation between ide-

ology and climate beliefs [10,11], and the association with political ideology varies cross-

nationally—especially for people’s willingness to pay an economic price for the sake of better

reducing environmental harms [21].
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How it is that people can so thoroughly disregard such a well-established body of science?

How can people with different political preferences subscribe to different propositions about

the nature of physical reality? Climate scepticism is largely due to a coordinated climate change

denial movement [34], and harmful misinformation campaigns casting doubt on climate sci-

entists and science [30]. Though this is a larger topic warranting a separate review, the ideolog-

ical or partisan bias in climate denial is no doubt related to what psychologists call motivated
reasoning. That is, people disbelieve climate science because they dislike what they understand

to be its practical implications for public policy [35]. For many people, accepting the reality of

climate change would imply the need for state regulatory actions, and their preference is for

limited government instead.

The socio-economic context is also certainly strongly shaping skepticism. Within Canada,

for example, belief in climate change is substantially lower in areas home to fossil fuel indus-

tries [25,36]. Workers in such industries, according to a unique study by [37] with Norwegian

data, are more hostile towards climate policies that impose costs on their industry specifically.

This is consistent with the even more general pattern that people tend to be come skeptical

about environmental facts when those facts are inconvenient, implying upheavals or disrup-

tions to their lifestyles or livelihoods.

Will increasing confrontations with the realities of climate change—its tangible impacts—

change people’s views? It is possible that over time droughts, heatwaves, floods, wildfires, and

other concrete manifestations of climate change will convince more people. Presumably at

some point they have to. But in the short term it is not clear they will make a large difference,

and for now it remains an open question whether objective climatic conditions and experi-

ences of climate change have had any impact on people’s perceptions of it [5,38,39]. According

to one study, residents of countries that have been relatively more exposed to climate-related

natural disasters are if anything less rather than more concerned about global warming [23].

In general, people tend to see climate change as more of a threat to others than to themselves

[40].

In sum, like environmental problems generally, there are clear predictors of variable levels

of concern about the issue of climate change. In general, though, public concern is high. Many

studies have examined the vocal minority who doubt climate change, perhaps out of exaspera-

tion and bewilderment. But that minority has received more attention than its modest size per-

haps warrants.

Climate policy support and people’s willingness to pay

Given that most people believe in anthropogenic climate change, what do they want done

about it? If asked about their support for climate change initiatives in the absence of any refer-

ence to cost, people tend to be supportive [41]. In principle, then, they support taking action.

But this is a low bar, and people’s willingness to support action is often not matched by their

willingness to pay for it. And the very reason environmental problems exist is because—at

least given the existing technology, laws, and institutions—individuals benefit more than they

pay for engaging in polluting behaviors. Voluntarily refraining from engaging in such behav-

iors would entail some self-denial.

Internationally, people favor unilateral action—contrary to a collective action (or condi-

tional cooperator) logic [42,43]. If people are willing to take action at some personal cost, the

collective action impediments to action on climate change may not be so serious. This is sur-

prising, as climate change is a global problem, and the logic of collective action suggests that

countries will pay a price for taking action without coordination. Yet many countries are none-

theless making efforts. And laypeople are surprisingly supportive of proposals for their country
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to take unilateral action on climate change—irrespective of whatever other countries do

[44,45].

From a psychological perspective, which focuses on individuals’ voluntary, altruistic

actions, private environmental behaviors are influenced by people’s values. Values can be

defined or conceived in a variety of ways, but are generally “assumed to be relatively stable

dimensions of individuals’ personalities and behavior” [31]. In this respect, altruism has fig-

ured large. In a sense, as articulated long ago by [46], “because environmental quality is a pub-

lic good, altruistic motives are a necessary for an individual to contribute to it in a significant

way” [47]. Psychological approaches tend to emphasize individuals’ pro-environmental behav-

iors as acts of altruism—and so tends to understand environmental action in terms of individ-

ual personality characteristics. But fundamental values are mediated by specific beliefs and

worldviews. (That it is easy to ask questions about voluntary actions is probably one reason

such questions are popular in survey research. By definition, these are concreate choices that

people confront regularly.) Moreover, a willingness to sacrifice for the benefit of future genera-

tions appears to have more to do with people’s institutional trust—a topic to which I return

below—than their concern for future generations per se [48].

When it comes to public support for climate policies, measurement can be quite challeng-

ing. Scholars have been put off by the obvious problems of soliciting opinions about policies

that laypeople may not have opinions about. One possible response to this problem is to give

respondents a brief description of a hypothetical policy—what the policy is, how it would

work, and/or what it would entail. But such explanations risk being long-winded and beyond

the ability of many respondents to absorb in the moment [5]. This is very much the case, for

example, with respect to cap-and-trade/emissions trading systems, with which few laypeople

are familiar. Crucially, it may not be at all obvious to consumers that such systems will raise

the price they have to pay for many goods and services.

Still, a few prior studies have compared attitudes towards different climate or environmen-

tal policies [49,50]. The range of policies considered has often been narrow and/or the survey

samples have been limited (only a single country, or even part of one country). In one study

[51], found people most supportive of reducing subsidies for fossil fuels and directing them

towards sustainable energy sources instead. Another also found strong support for policies

aimed at energy efficiency, such as in buildings [49]. On the other hand, as discussed in the

next section, carbon taxation tends to be regarded much less favourably.

Cost considerations are the most common reason laypeople cite when asked to explain why

they do not support climate policies [50,52]. Experiments also confirm that costs are off-put-

ting [41]. Yet this fact presents a paradox: Given that economists regard taxation as the least

costly policy per unit of pollution abatement, and costs drive people’s preferences, why are

taxes the least popular policy choice? As [53] emphasize, the perceived rather than actual costs

of different policies are likely shaping attitudes, and the fact that “some studies investigating

public opinion on climate policies do not explicitly state the personal costs of a policy . . . may

result in a bias towards overly favourable responses.” That may explain why “pull measures”

(such as subsidies and information) are more popular than “push measures” (restrictions and

taxes).

Probably the most striking fact about research of this kind, however, is how little we know

about public attitudes towards policies that may prove crucial if the world is to decarbonize.

Few to no surveys have asked about policies such as: phase-outs of internal combustion

engines; just transition support for workers displaced by new environmental policies; invest-

ments in new infrastructure, such as charging stations; and financial support for developing

countries seeking to decarbonize and/or adapt to climate change. (Even more contentious
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proposals may include carbon tariffs on imported goods; new nuclear power stations; and the

complete elimination of fossil fuel industries in some areas.)

Carbon taxation

Compared to many of these policies, we know far more about people’s attitudes towards car-

bon taxes. This is because people can generally understand the concept of a charge attached to

a unit of pollution, or at least to the consumption of a unit of a good or service that is polluting.

Taxes are also something that everyone must pay, meaning that survey questions about taxes

convey to respondents that they are being asked about a collective rather than individual (vol-

untary and uncoordinated) contribution to mitigation. Survey questions about environmental

taxes have consequently been asked for many years, including in general-purpose (rather than

climate- or environment-specific) surveys. Since 1990, for example, the World Values Survey

has asked respondents whether they “would agree to an increase in taxes if the extra money

were used to prevent environmental pollution”; and since 1993, the International Social Survey

Programme has periodically asked respondents how willing they would “be to pay much

higher taxes in order to protect the environment.” These and other major surveys have not

asked similar questions about policies other than taxes, such that we know less about public

attitudes towards them.

What we do know is that, at the first mention of any new taxes, public opinion tends to

turn hostile—a fact which presents a serious challenge for policymakers and advocates seeking

to put a price on carbon. So while people want environmental protection, most studies have

concluded they do not want environmental taxes as the means to that end [54]. In studies that

have presented respondents with a range of policy options for tackling climate change, taxation

has invariably been the least popular [49,53,55]. That is true even though, while carbon taxes

are relatively unpopular climate policies, they are relatively popular taxes [56].

Why are people’s attitudes about taxation different to those about responding to the prob-

lem of climate change generically? It seems that attitudes towards carbon taxes are not just

about the cost of such taxes, in themselves. Rather, much of the opposition to carbon taxes is

driven by political distrust [57]. Whenever people pay their taxes, they run the risk that politi-

cians and public administrations will steal or waste their money, and so their trust in govern-

ment generally influences their support for tax policies—like any other policies entailing a risk

or sacrifice [58]. Political trust influences support for CO2 and environmental taxes [59–61].

People suspect their governments will use such taxes simply as a devious way of raising public

revenue, not really to mitigate greenhouse gas emissions.

That said, we also have some evidence that political trust is not just related to taxes. More

trusting people are more supportive of environmental protection and environmental policies

generally [61–63]. They are also more willing to pay something for the sake of environmental

protection [64], and trust predicts willingness to pay for environmental protection [41]. People

are more likely to make efforts to address environmental problems in their private or public

lives (such as by recycling or protesting, respectively) if they live in higher-trust societies [65].

People in countries with lower quality of government tend to prefer regulatory instruments,

while those in countries with high quality of government prefer market-based environmental

policies [66]. This may be because poor and/or corrupt public institutions undermine people’s

trust, leading them to expect other people not to make an effort; as such, in low-trust contexts

people believe only very coercive measures can ensure cooperation. On the other hand, in high

quality of government contexts (e.g., northern Europe), people have more confidence in pol-

icymaking and public administration (ibid.). There may also be other reasons for the differ-

ence, however, and this relationship is somewhat of an open question. One study suggests
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perceptions of corruption are associated most strongly with weaker non-market policy efforts

on climate change [67].

There are also other reasons for opposition to taxation, of course. People’s lifestyles and cir-

cumstances matter. People who are vehicle-dependent and rural are most opposed to carbon

taxes [49]. Workers in more polluting economic sectors are less likely to support international

co-operation on climate change mitigation [68]. Lab experiments suggest that the temporal

delay in the visibility of externalities is a barrier to support for taxes targeting the externalities;

people are less accepting of taxation when the environmental problem is more distant in time

[69].

Appealing to erstwhile opponents

To this point, this paper has mostly reviewed the consequences of circumstances and factors

over which policymakers have little control. The discussion has thus far not considered posi-

tive actions and strategies they might use to build more public acceptance of climate policies.

In this final substantive section, then, I turn to these practical options. Given the lack of

research on public responses to policies other than taxes, the research literature does not pro-

vide much guidance about how to design non-tax policies in ways that will increase their

acceptability. Policymakers and climate action advocates have practical ideas of their own

about how to tailor and promote such policies so as to win public and/or industry support. For

taxes specifically, though, academic literature does suggest some ways of designing and/or

framing them so as to make them more acceptable. This section now turns to what we know in

this regard.

First, though it may seem simplistic, one very basic thing advocates of carbon taxes can do

to make their proposals as unobjectionable to the public as possible is not to call them taxes

[70]. People evaluate taxes more positively if nothing else changes except the tax is not called a

“tax” [54,71]. Better alternatives may be “fee” or “contribution” or the like.

Second, there are benefits to be gained from learning/experience. A trial run with a new tax

can win people over [72]. That is, getting a tax in place appears useful for building public

acceptance—rather than hoping for a high level of acceptance first, before a tax goes into effect.

We know this from the experience of Gothenburg and Stockholm congestion charges for

example [73,74]. In these cases, architects of the charges offered to repeal them if the measures

proved too unpopular, but—after a period of time—they grew popular enough to retain.

Third, particularly as support for carbon taxes depends on their being perceived as fair

[70,75–77], it is clear that a progressive distribution of the tax burden is preferable. Burdens

should fall on people with more capacity to handle and pay for them.

Fourth, in terms of policy design, what seems most certainly not to work is simply introduc-

ing a carbon tax without designating the revenues for a specific purpose. This appears to be

what prompted the recent gilets jaunes protests in France [4]. The purpose can be as simple as

offsetting cuts to other taxes. In that sense, earmarking is an important strategy. For example,

some experimental evidence suggests that revenue-neutrality makes a large positive difference

to attitudes [78]. Design principles advocated by the minority of carbon tax advocates who

come from right-of-center perspectives suggest that revenue-neutrality could be a powerful

means of getting more conservatives on-side. Individuals who are politically conservative in

particular may be heavily swayed by adding an offsetting tax cut to a proposed increase in a

carbon tax [79]. On the other hand, a study of Swiss voters concludes that a failed 2015 popular

initiative would have had a better chance of passing had the revenues from a possible new tax

been earmarked for spending on environmental protection, rather than simply paying for the

abolishment of the VAT [75]. Earmarking could perhaps be used to good effect with taxes on
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air travel [80]. The most appropriate use of the revenues from new carbon price policies will

likely be contextual—with lump-sum universal transfers (“fee-and-dividend”) most effective

in many but not all contexts [81].

Sixth, as discussed above, people’s political identities influence their judgements about

information and policy recommendations, and currently in some countries this is a major bar-

rier. One study with Australian data found that experimentally making people’s left-right polit-

ical identities salient led conservatives to be less believing in anthropogenic climate science,

and less supportive of policies to mitigate climate change [82]. In the U.S., people support or

oppose policies because of the partisan identity of the proposer, holding constant the content

of the proposal [22]. What then can be done? Especially for political conservatives, there are

“patriotic” options for increasing people’s climate change concern and/or support for mitiga-

tion options. National identity can be an effective theme around which to build communica-

tions about climate change mitigation. Some (limited) research suggests that there are ways of

appealing to nationalism (landscape, made-at-home industry). Based on online experiments

with a representative UK sample [29], argue that talking about climate from a justice perspec-

tive is politically polarizing, but some alternative narratives are not, like the principle of avoid-

ing waste, and the advantages of “Great British Energy.” Such narratives may appeal to a wide

political spectrum, with support for climate policy can enhanced by arguments about the bene-

fits to be derived by people’s own countries, rather than the globe as a whole [83]. On the other

hand, it is also the case that nationalism strongly predicts disbelief in climate change and oppo-

sition to the taxation of fossil fuels [84].

Seventh, it may be helpful at least to try to correct some misinformation. For example, lay-

people and even researchers tend not to realize how many other people are concerned about

the issue of climate change, and at least in principle support action to mitigate it [8]. This mis-

understanding may prevent action, as voters and consumers fail to recognize the potential for

beneficial collective action. It also appears to be possible, though, to some degree, to correct

this bias. Similarly, to build more public support for policy action of any kind, there is some

evidence that is would help to educate the public about the high level of scientific consensus

regarding anthropogenic climate change [85]. Many people are unaware of the consensus, but

those who are aware are far more likely to accept climate science and to support policy action

to address climate change [86–88]. Studies show that 90% of Americans, for example, do not

know there is as high a level of scientific consensus as there is [89].

All this notwithstanding, is also important to recognize that some studies caution against

too much faith in the benefits of providing people with more information. Though perceptions

of carbon taxes’ effectiveness shape public support for them, it appears that giving people addi-

tional information about policies’ effectiveness does not necessarily boost people’s support

[90]. And skepticism about policies’ effectiveness may be more of a consequence than a cause

of public opposition to environmental taxes [91]. That is, rather than disliking environmental

taxes because they believe their ineffective, people come to believe that environmental taxes

are ineffective after they already dislike them. Even if people’s skepticism is alleviated, then,

that does not substantially raise support.

There are potentially some ways to increase trust, especially if we recognize trust as very

contextual. More publicly deliberative policymaking processes may foster trust [81], thereby

contributing to better environmental policies, and it may be worth trying to increase public

confidence in climate policies and build trust in the effectiveness of government programs

funded with the revenues [92].
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Conclusions

There is an urgent need for more research on public attitudes towards policies for mitigating

greenhouse gas emissions. We know much less about people’s preferences for public actions,

and their attitudes towards specific policies, than about their perceptions of the problem. For

example, it remains puzzling that people are so hostile to policies for putting a price on emis-

sions, given that most people around the world report being quite concerned about global cli-

mate change, and economists say pricing is the lowest-cost means of achieving pollution

regulation.

The surprisingly small research literature on people’s preferences about what to do about

climate change, and about other environmental problems, likely reflects that the mass public is

itself unsure about the most fair, effective, and cost-effective solutions. Aside from the conten-

tious roles of adaptation and individual voluntary efforts, the policy issues are complex, and

laypeople are often unaware even of policies already in place [90]. The externalities driving

environmental problems are not necessarily well understood by many members of the public

either. Environmentalism in general can come across to many as a sacrifice rather than a

means of addressing a costly market failure harming human (and non-human) well-being.

Awareness of which behaviours and measures are truly environmentally consequential is low.

The prevalence of legislative actions for climate change mitigation suggests that significant

numbers of people are accepting of unilateral action in many countries. This is contrary to a

logic of collective action in which it is pointless for any one jurisdiction to make efforts on its

own. Judging by their attitudes towards carbon taxes specifically, on the other hand, people

appear reluctant to pay a price for mitigating climate change. The values and beliefs underlying

these apparently contradictory stances remain unclear. People’s specific hostility to taxation

suggests they are not as reluctant to pay for climate change mitigation per se as they are to pay

taxes specifically. Potentially they perceive their countries as responsible and wealthy enough

to have a duty to take unilateral actions, but they perceive only other residents of their coun-

tries, and not themselves, as responsible for the problem and/or able to do something about it.

Attitudes towards carbon taxation and perhaps other policies depend on political trust.

How to build more such trust is not clear, especially as corruption and abuses of power are

very effective in undermining it, and ridding countries of these things is difficult. Low political

trust can be a justified response to the poor quality of government under which many people

live. When governments and public institutions do act in trustworthy ways, however, people’s

trust in them tends to rise [93].

More research is urgently needed about how to appeal to people who are otherwise opposed

to climate policies. Aside from the question of what types of policies laypeople prefer, there are

variable features of given policies that may affect their popularity, plus different kinds of fram-

ing and messaging. A number of studies have found that earmarking the revenues of environ-

mental taxes, for example, increases support. More studies could do well to assess what kind of

earmarking works best—spending on environmental programs, offsetting cuts to other taxes,

or a flat dividend paid back to every adult? More generally, the public appears to hold many

misconceptions about how environmental policies work, and thus far only a few studies have

tested ways of correcting those misconceptions and/or seeing what difference such corrections

make.

Another useful direction for future research would be longitudinal studies of individuals

over time. How (and how much) do individual people’s views of policies for climate change

mitigation change, such as when their life circumstances change? Thus far, only one study has

exploited panel data on individuals [94]. Using U.S. data, that study found that the same demo-

graphic characteristics that predict attitudinal differences cross-sectionally also apply
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longitudinally. So, for example, American conservatives were much more likely to report

declining concern about climate change over time. It would be useful to know more about the

life experiences or changes in the political context that lead people to change their views.

Finally, despite the difficulty of surveying people about their attitudes towards other kinds

of policies—including some that may require explanation—we need to know more about pub-

lic receptivity to them. Given the hostility to taxation as a policy instrument, it may be that the

political costs relative to economic benefits are far inferior to flexible regulations, or “flex-

regs,” such as fuel efficiency or auto fuel economy standards [95,96]. Certain kinds of technol-

ogy mandates and public supports for innovation are also likely to play an important role in

deep decarbonization [97], yet we know little about public opinion towards them either. We

know even less about public attitudes towards just transition assistance for displaced workers,

or carbon tariffs, despite policymakers’ high and rising level of interest in these policies. Social

scientists have a lot of work left to do in this area.
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1. Anderson B, Böhmelt T, Ward H. Public opinion and environmental policy output: a cross-national anal-

ysis of energy policies in Europe. Environ Res Lett. 2017 Nov 1; 12(11):114011.

2. Schaffer LM, Oehl B, Bernauer T. Are policymakers responsive to public demand in climate politics? J

Pub Pol. 2021 Jul 8;1–29.

3. Douenne T, Fabre A. French attitudes on climate change, carbon taxation and other climate policies.

Ecological Economics. 2020 Mar; 169:106496.

4. Driscoll D. Populism and Carbon Tax Justice: The Yellow Vest Movement in France. Social Problems.

2021 Aug 18;spab036.

5. Egan PJ, Mullin M. Climate Change: US Public Opinion. Annu Rev Polit Sci. 2017 May 11; 20(1):209–

27.

6. Bernauer T. Climate Change Politics. Annual Review of Political Science. 2013; 16(1):421–48.

7. Steg L. Limiting climate change requires research on climate action. Nature Clim Change. 2018 Sep; 8

(9):759–61.

8. Mildenberger M, Tingley D. Beliefs about Climate Beliefs: The Importance of Second-Order Opinions

for Climate Politics. British Journal of Political Science. 2019 Oct; 49(4):1279–307.

9. Leviston Z, Walker I, Morwinski S. Your opinion on climate change might not be as common as you

think. Nature Clim Change. 2013 Apr; 3(4):334–7.

10. Smith EK, Mayer A. Anomalous Anglophones? Contours of free market ideology, political polarization,

and climate change attitudes in English-speaking countries, Western European and post-Communist

states. Climatic Change. 2019 Jan 1; 152(1):17–34.

11. Ziegler A. Political orientation, environmental values, and climate change beliefs and attitudes: An

empirical cross country analysis. Energy Economics. 2017 Mar 1; 63:144–53.

12. Prakash A, Bernauer T. Survey research in environmental politics: why it is important and what the chal-

lenges are. Environmental Politics. 2020 Nov 9; 29(7):1127–34.

13. Dunlap RE, Van Liere KD. The “New Environmental Paradigm.” The Journal of Environmental Educa-

tion. 1978 Jul 1; 9(4):10–9.

14. Inglehart R. Public Support for Environmental Protection: Objective Problems and Subjective Values in

43 Societies. PS: Political Science and Politics. 1995; 28(1):57–72.

15. Booth Booth DE. Postmaterialism and Support for the Environment in the United States. Society & Nat-

ural Resources. 2017 Nov 2; 30(11):1404–20.

16. Fairbrother M. Rich People, Poor People, and Environmental Concern: Evidence across Nations and

Time. European Sociological Review. 2013 Oct 1; 29(5):910–22.

17. Kachi A, Bernauer T, Gampfer R. Climate policy in hard times: Are the pessimists right? Ecological Eco-

nomics. 2015 Jun 30; 114.

18. Lo AY. National income and environmental concern: Observations from 35 countries. Public Underst

Sci. 2016 Oct 1; 25(7):873–90. https://doi.org/10.1177/0963662515581302 PMID: 25907162

19. Dunlap RE, York R. The Globalization of Environmental Concern and The Limits of The Postmaterialist

Values Explanation: Evidence from Four Multinational Surveys. The Sociological Quarterly. 2008 Aug

1; 49(3):529–63.

PLOS CLIMATE Public opinion about climate policies

PLOS Climate | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pclm.0000030 May 2, 2022 10 / 14

https://doi.org/10.1177/0963662515581302
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25907162
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pclm.0000030


20. Dunlap R, Jones R. Environmental Concern: Conceptual and Measurement Issues. 2002 Oct 10;484–

524.

21. Fairbrother M. Trust and Public Support for Environmental Protection in Diverse National Contexts.

SocScience. 2016; 3:359–82.

22. Van Boven L, Ehret PJ, Sherman DK. Psychological Barriers to Bipartisan Public Support for Climate

Policy. Perspect Psychol Sci. 2018 Jul 1; 13(4):492–507. https://doi.org/10.1177/1745691617748966

PMID: 29961412

23. Kvaløy B, Finseraas H, Listhaug O. The publics’ concern for global warming: A cross-national study of

47 countries. Journal of Peace Research. 2012 Jan 1; 49(1):11–22.

24. Hamilton LC. Education, politics and opinions about climate change evidence for interaction effects. Cli-

matic Change. 2011 Jan 1; 104(2):231–42.

25. Lachapelle E, Borick CP, Rabe B. Public Attitudes toward Climate Science and Climate Policy in Fed-

eral Systems: Canada and the United States Compared1. Review of Policy Research. 2012; 29

(3):334–57.
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