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Acrctic sea ice reached an abnormal low in summer 2010. Despite scientific consensus
onclimate change, political debate continues.
CREDIT: National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)

While public opinion on climate change might be polarized, it's a stark
contrast to the scientific community's unified stance regarding the warming
of our planet. The latest research finds public understanding of the issue falls
along political party lines, with Republicans most often saying Earth's climate
is either not changing or agreeing it is changing -- but that those changes
are due to natural causes.

Democrats, on the other hand, most often agreed that the climate is
changing now due mainly to human activities. The research is published in a
report put out by the University of New Hampshire's Carsey Institute and
announced this week.
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"Although there remains active discussion among scientists on many details
about the pace and effects of climate change, no

leading science organization disagrees that human activities are now
changing the Earth's climate," said study researcher Lawrence Hamilton,
professor of sociology and senior fellow with the Carsey Institute. "The
strong scientific agreement on this point contrasts with the partisan
disagreement seen on all of our surveys."

The reason may have to do with where we get our information on climate
change, which Hamilton suggests is not scientists, but instead through news
media, political activists, friends and other nonscience sources.

"People increasingly choose news sources that match their own views.
Moreover, they tend to selectively absorb information even from this biased
flow, fitting it into their pre-existing beliefs," Hamilton said. (For instance, a
study published in 2009 in the journal Communications Research showed
that college students chose news sources that matched their views on
abortion and gun ownership issues.)

Another survey of American and Australian participants published this year
showed that the weather affected acceptance of manmade global warming.
The weather-warming link may be the result of global warming and climate
being such complex and long-term trends. That would make it more likely
for people to grasp onto a simpler, more easily accessible explanation -- the
weather.

In the new study, Hamilton and colleagues gathered their data from surveys
conducted in 2010 and early 2011 asking nearly 9,500 individuals in seven
regions in the United States about climate change. The three climate change
questions included:

« How much would you say you understand about global warming or
climate change?

« Which statement is more accurate? Most scientists agree that climate
change is happening now, caused mainly by (human activities/natural
causes).

o Which of the following statements do you personally believe? Climate
change is happening now, caused mainly by (human activities/natural
forces).

Overall, most respondents said they understand either a moderate amount
or a great deal about the issue of global warming or climate change. And
though many participants agreed that climate change is happening now,
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they were split on whether this is attributed mainly to human or natural
causes.

For the political split, the greatest difference between Democrats and
Republicans was found for those who were most confident of their climate
change knowledge.

For instance, out of the Olympia Peninsula respondents who said they had a
moderate or great understanding of climate change, just 19 percent of
Republicans said they personally believe that warming is due to human
activities; that's compared with 78 percent of Democrats who said the same.
Among those who said they have little or no understanding, the gap
narrowed to 23 percent versus 52 percent of Republicans and Democrats,
respectively, who said they believe climate change is caused by human
actions.

The take-home for all those involved: "There are things scientists could do
better to communicate, using the new media; and journalists could do better
if they gained science literacy," Hamilton told LiveScience. "But such
improvements would still be arrayed against a political climate that rewards
wedge-issue polarization."

Perhaps in the future, global warming will have its say, though. "As
the environment changes, visible realities such as Arctic ice or
extreme weather events might eventually play a larger role in
public perceptions," Hamilton said.
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