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Abstract Despite the overwhelming scientific consensus,
climate change is a divisive national and international policy
issue. There is still much public debate and uncertainty regard-
ing the reality of climate change and the degree to which
human activities are responsible. In terms of climate change
issues, the US and China are of particular interest because they
are disproportionately responsible for the world's greenhouse
gas emissions. Using the data from a survey ofUS and Chinese
college students, this paper compares climate change public
opinion among young adults in these two countries. We found
that US students much less likely to believe anthropogenic
climate change is happening compared to Chinese students.
US students were also less convinced of the consensus among
climate scientists regarding human-induced climate change. In
addition, US students rated the economy higher than the envi-
ronment as a government priority, whereas Chinese students
rated the economy and environment as equally important. In
terms of familiarity with the current policy debate, Chinese
students were more familiar with both national and interna-
tional climate change policies. Although Chinese students
favor joining an international agreement to address climate
change more than US students, on average, there was a rela-
tively strong support among students in both countries for
joining such an agreement. However, within the US, there
are significant differences in climate change public opinion

between those with conservative and liberal political ideolo-
gies for almost every variable studied. These results are inter-
esting and could have meaningful implications for both nation-
al and international climate change policies in the future.

Keywords Climatechange .Globalwarming .Publicopinion .
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Introduction

Climate change is important and divisive

Climate change, a phenomenon caused by enhanced radia-
tive forcing and entailing, among other effects, the long-term
increase in average global temperatures (global warming)
over a period of at least the past 40 years, is an important
and increasingly divisive national and international policy
issue. Table 1 presents a series of quotes selected from a
variety of political figures and policy documents that collec-
tively set the tone of the climate change debate in the gov-
ernmental sphere within China and the US.

Further evidence of the global importance and divisiveness
of climate change can be seen in the outcomes from the
ongoing series of negotiations under the United Nations
Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC).
There have been 18 major UNFCCC meetings referred to as
conference of the parties beginning in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
(1992) and including Kyoto, Japan (1997), Marrakech,
Morocco (2001), Copenhagen, Denmark (2009), and Doha,
Qatar (2012), with the 19th meeting scheduled for November
2013 in Warsaw, Poland (UNFCCCa). The most publicized
outcome in this series of meetings, the Kyoto Protocol,
was designed to limit the greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions
worldwide, but did not call for any required reductions by
developing countries (non-Annex I parties), thus placing the
burden of change largely on developed nations (Annex I parties)
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(UNFCCCb). The Kyoto Protocol has largely failed to achieve
the intended goals, at least in part because of the differential
treatment of developed and developing nations leading to calls
for a new international agenda to address global warming
(Stiglitz 2006; Rajamani 2009). This is particularly evident,
given that the policies and prescribed actions from Kyoto and
subsequent international meetings have not been embraced by
either the US or China.

However, the scientific literature on climate change sug-
gests that there is an overwhelming consensus among cli-
mate scientists on the issue. According to Anderegg et al.
(2010), “…reviews of scientific literature and surveys of
climate scientists indicate striking agreement with the pri-
mary conclusions of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change: anthropogenic GHG have been responsible for
‘most’ of the ‘unequivocal’ warming of the Earth’s average
global temperature over the second half of the 20th century.”
Moreover, the panel on advancing the science of climate
change suggests, “there is always more to learn, and that
the scientific process is never closed,” but concludes that
“hypotheses about climate change are supported by mul-
tiple lines of evidence and have stood firm in the face of
serious debate and careful evaluation of alternative explana-
tions” (National Research Council 2010). Furthermore,
Oreskes (2004) states that “…despite claims sometimes made
by some groups that there is not good evidence that Earth's
climate is being affected by human activities, the scientific

community is in overwhelming agreement that such evidence
is clear and persuasive.”

The importance of US and China

Because climate science points to GHG emissions as the
primary cause of anthropogenic climate change, China and
the US are of great interest in this policy debate as they are the
two largest emitters of GHG. According to the 2008 data from
the Carbon Dioxide Information Analysis Center (CDIAC),
China had the world's highest carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions
from fossil fuel sources at 7,031,916,207 metric tons, while
US emissions ranked second at 5,672,493,301 metric tons. 1

Figure 1 illustrates just how far ahead China and the US are in

1 The CDIAC CO2 emission estimates discussed herein are derived using
the methods of Marland and Rotty (1984) from fossil fuel consumption
statistics published by the United Nations (UN, 2010). While these data are
inherently incomplete because they do not reflect all GHG emissions
recognized by the UNFCCC, records of fossil fuel consumptionmaintained
by theUN since 1950 are of high quality, aremore readily available for both
Annex I and non-Annex I nations, and are more easily correlated to CO2

emissions using generally accepted conversions between fuel amounts and
CO2 emissions than are other contributions to global climate change. Net
changes in CO2 concentration represent the majority (63 %) of climate
forcing due to anthropogenic GHG emissions between the years 1750 and
2000 (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 2007). The 2008 data
are the most recent available (non-estimate) from the CDIAC.

Table 1 Climate change political quotes

Quotation Source

“With all of the hysteria, all of the fear, all of the phony science, could it be that man-made
global warming is the greatest hoax ever perpetrated on the American people? It sure
sounds like it.”

James Inhofe, US Senator
Oklahoma

Speech
12/28/2003

“The science is clear, and the threat is real. The facts on the ground are outstripping the worst
case scenarios. The costs of inaction—or inadequate actions—are unacceptable. But along
with this challenge comes a great opportunity. By transforming to a low-carbon economy,
we can stimulate global economic growth and put ourselves on a path of sustainable
development for the 21st century.”

Todd Stern, US Special Envoy
for Climate Change

Speech
3/29/2009

“President Obama promised to begin to slow the rise of the oceans… And to heal the planet…
My promise is to help you and your family.”

Mitt Romney, US Presidential
Candidate

Speech
8/30/2012

“More droughts and floods and wildfires are not a joke….My plan will continue to reduce the
carbon pollution that is heating our planet. Because climate change is not a hoax.”

Barack Obama, US President Speech
9/6/2012

“Climate change issues, as a grave challenge to the sustainable development of the human
society, have received ever greater attention from the international community. Deeply
cognizant of the complexity and extensive influence of these issues and fully aware of the
arduousness and urgency of the task […], the Chinese government is determined to address
climate change in the process of pursuing sustainable development.”

China's National Climate
Change Program

Report
6/2007

“Developed countries must take responsibility for their historical cumulative emissions and
current high per capita emissions to change their unsustainable way of life and to
substantially reduce their emissions and […] to provide financial support and transfer
technology to developing countries.”

China's National Climate
Change Program

Report
6/2007

“China has made great progress in reducing energy intensity, but the energy consumption
structure has barely changed, with coal still the major fuel. In the future, China will face
great challenges in meeting the five year goal of increasing non-fossil energies to 11.4
percent of the annual consumption while reducing carbon dioxide emissions per unit of
GDP by 17 percent from the level of 2010.”

Xuan Xiaowei, Development
Research Center of the State
Council

Report
11/2011
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terms of world fossil-based CO2 emissions. Emissions from
fossil fuels in India, Russia, and Japan combined represent
only about 82 % of US emissions (Boden et al. 2011). In
addition, the US and China are the two largest economies with
GDP of $14.22 and $8.22 trillion (PPP current International $),
respectively (World Bank), and they are the first and third most
populous countries (CIAWorld Factbook).

Despite their economic prominence and their disproportion-
ate role in world GHG emissions, the US and China are
different in several important ways. China is more than four
times as populous as the US, and thus China's per capita
emissions and per capita GDP are significantly lower than the
US. Figure 2 shows the recent history of these two countries in
terms of CO2 emissions from fossil fuels, GDP, and population.
Although China's 2008 emissions are more than 1.2 times the
US emissions, it was not until 2006 that China surpassed the
US as the world's top emitter, and China's emissions were just
under 60 % of US levels as recently as the year 2000. Although
Chinese emissions have increased rapidly, China's per capita
emissions remain less than 30 % of US levels. However, in
terms of productive efficiency, Chinese emissions per unit of
GDP are more than twice the US levels. Lastly, the US has a
long history of democracy and economic and political free-
dom, while China has been a communist state with strong
political and social government control for over 60 years.

Public perception of climate change and climate change
policy

As a result of the complexities of the science, economics,
politics, and potential polices related to climate change, there
is a distinct gap between the public's understanding of this
issue and the possible actions that could be taken by individ-
uals and governments. This is especially true in the US, but it
is also true in the context of global action under the UNFCCC.
In particular, the international and cultural aspects of climate
change make addressing the situation especially difficult.
Overcoming these obstacles will require building a consensus
among populations within countries as well as across interna-
tional borders. “If the future of climate change rests on moral,
ethical, and value judgments, then it is important to recognize
that different degrees of knowledge, cultural preferences, re-
sponsibility, and trust will all shape an individuals' position on
the issue.” Thus, both national and international policy actions
to address climate change must account for variations in
public perception as well as differences in political ideology
and cultural values in order to be accepted and successfully
implemented (Lorenzoni and Pidgeon 2006).

Therefore, it is important to assess public awareness
and perceptions regarding climate change. To this end, we
conducted surveys examining what US (n=826) and Chinese

Fig. 1 Top five CO2 emitting
countries. Note: 2008,
metric tons from fossil fuels,
Carbon Dioxide
Information Analysis Center

Fig. 2 China/US ratios—CO2 emissions from fossil fuels. Note: Carbon Dioxide Information Analysis Center, World Bank
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(n=776) college students think about a variety of issues
pertaining to climate change. Data from similar surveys
among a variety of populations in the US already exists
(Pew Research 2008; Feldman et al. 2010; Rabe and Borick
2010; Villar and Krosnick 2010; Leiserowitz et al. 2011).
However, most of the available information from China about
climate change reflects the government position on this issue
rather than public awareness and perceptions (China's National
Development and Reform Commission 2007, 2009). Given
China's authoritarian governmental structure, there is generally
little impact from the opinions of Chinese citizens on policy,
although in areas of environmental policy other than climate
change, this appears to be changing (Gilley 2012). This may
have implications for the future role of public opinion in the
formation of Chinese climate change policies. Understanding
what US and Chinese citizens think about climate change is
important, given the prominence of these two countries in the
climate change debate. In particular, understanding what US
and Chinese college students think about climate change is
highly relevant, given the likely role they will play as future
decision makers in their respective countries. To our knowl-
edge, this is the first survey to elicit the opinion of Chinese
citizens regarding their views specifically on climate change.
This paper compares the responses of college students in the
US and China and then place these results into the context of
the existing literature.

Research methods

Materials and participants

We conducted surveys of students at four universities in
the US, one each in Arkansas, California, New York, and
Wisconsin during February and March 2011. Students at four
universities in China, one each in Guangdong, Jiangsu,
Shaanxi, and Sichuan provinces were also surveyed over the
same period. Students from all eight universities in both
countries were recruited from classes across a variety of
disciplines. All surveys were administered over the internet
using the Qualtrics online survey system. Both the US and
Chinese surveys were presented to respondents in English,
and thus no translations were performed. Although this is not
ideal in terms of our Chinese sample, it is an acceptable
limitation given assurances from our Chinese colleagues that
their students understand English well enough to complete the
surveys accurately. In addition, this sample is not random and
thus may not generalize to all populations in both countries.
Rather, it is a convenience sample arranged at universities
relying on contacts known to the authors, but careful attention
was taken to ensure respondents were reasonably representa-
tive of the college student populations in China and the US. In

particular, the use of English should not reduce the relevance
of our Chinese sample because formal English classes are a
standard part of the Chinese education system.

All four US universities in the sample are part of the state
university system in their respective state. The Arkansas sam-
ple of 185 completed surveys was recruited from surveys
conducted in four classes with a total enrollment of 240
students yielding a response rate of 77.1 %. In California,
the total enrollment of the five classes surveyed was 263
students with 216 completed surveys for a response rate of
82.1 %. The New York sample of 169 completed surveys was
obtained from surveys conducted in six classes with a total
enrollment of 267 students, resulting in a response rate of
63.3 %. In Wisconsin, the total enrollment of the four classes
surveyed was 335 students with 256 completed surveys for a
response rate of 76.4 %. Overall, the response rate for the US
sample was 74.8 %, and no single class that was surveyed at
any university had a response rate below 51 %.

We are not sure of the exact structure of the four Chinese
universities in our sample compared to US state university
systems, but all four institutions are large well-established
universities within their respective provinces. The Guangdong
province sample of 222 completed surveys was recruited from
surveys conducted in three classes with a total enrollment of
287 students yielding a response rate of 77.4 %. In Jiangsu
province, the total enrollment of the four classes surveyed was
214 students with 138 completed surveys for a response rate of
64.5 %. The Shaanxi Province sample of 225 completed sur-
veys was obtained from surveys conducted in five classes with
a total enrollment of 301 students, resulting in a response rate of
74.8 %. In Sichuan province, the total enrollment of the four
classes surveyed was 259 with 191 completed surveys for a
response rate of 73.7 %. Overall, the response rate for the
Chinese sample was 73.1 %, and no single class that was
surveyed at any university had a response rate below 52 %.

This process resulted in completed survey responses from
776 students in China and 826 students in the US. Just over
43% ofUS students surveyedwere in their first or second year
of college compared to 73% of the Chinese student sample. In
terms of majors, nearly one-third of the US students were
business majors, while just over 13 % were science majors.
In contrast, the Chinese sample included almost 20 % business
majors and less than 1 % science majors. The remaining
students in both samples were from other majors or had not
declared a major yet.

Just under 60 % of respondents in both countries were
female, and the average age in the US was slightly higher
(23) than in China (20.1). The slightly higher average age in
the US is indicative of some nontraditional students; however,
the vast majority of US students were of traditional college age.
In terms of race/ethnicity, 72 % of US respondents identified
as white, while the remaining sample was Hispanic (8.9 %),
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Black (7.3 %), Asian (6.5 %), other (4.4 %), and American
Indian (0.9 %). Among the Chinese students, 79.3 % reported
their race/ethnicity as Han (majority), while 10.4 % were non-
Han (minority), and 10.3 % responded other. On average,
students in the Chinese sample grew up in larger cities and
towns than US students. Just over 50 % of US students came
from places with 50,000 or less people compared to just 29.5
of Chinese students. In contrast, more than one-third of
Chinese students lived in cities of at least one million people,
whereas less than 5 % of US students were from such large
urban areas.

Another important variable is political ideology or affili-
ation, which may not be comparable across the US and
China, but is nonetheless of interest in the context of climate
change public opinion, especially in the US. Students in the
US sample were distributed across the political spectrum
with almost 36 % identifying as liberal, while the remaining
students were split between moderate (33.1 %), conservative
(23.7 %), and other (7.4 %). By comparison, the two main
political party affiliations among the Chinese students
in the sample were the Chinese Youth Party (40.3 %)
and the Communist Party (23.5 %), with the remaining
sample split between several other lesser known Chinese
political parties.

Many of the questions for this survey were adopted from
surveys conducted by the Yale Project on Climate Change
and the George Mason University Center for Climate
Change Communication with permission from researchers
at these institutions (Feldman et al. 2010; Leiserowitz et al.
2011). This paper presents results from a subset of the
questions asked on this survey. The complete survey is
available from the authors upon request. All survey materials
and procedures were approved for use by the appropriate
university institutional review board.

Data analysis

Chi-squared statistical tests were performed to compare
responses to survey questions across countries as well
as across political and demographic groups within coun-
tries. All analyses were performed using SPSS 18.0 and
Stata 11.0.

Results

Table 2 presents the distribution of responses from the first
two questions, asking if respondents believe climate change
is happening, and if they think the primary causes are human
or natural. There is a statistically significant association
between country and the belief that climate change is hap-
pening (χ2=48.61/p<0.01). In particular, over 85 % of

Chinese students believe that climate change is happening
compared to just over 75 % of US Students. This difference
emerges largely because of a higher level of uncertainty
among US students. There is also a statistically significant
difference between Chinese and US responses on the cause
of climate change (χ2=88.55/p<0.01). Nearly all Chinese
students that reported climate change is happening also be-
lieve the causes are primarily due to human activities (86.4 %)
compared to just 59.0 % among US students. Interestingly,
fewer students from both countries denied the existence of
climate change when given choices regarding the cause of
climate change (question 2). This outcome is also present
in other research (Feldman et al. 2010) and is likely
attributable to some students that actually believe climate
change is happening, but they do not think it is caused by
human activities.

Table 3 presents the response distribution for two related
questions, asking if respondents think there is a scientific
consensus on whether climate change is happening, and if
the primary causes are human or natural. Again, there is a
statistically significant association (χ2=158.90/p<0.01) be-
tween country and beliefs regarding the view of science on
the existence of climate change and between country and the
opinion of science regarding the cause of climate change
(χ2=48.61/p<0.01). Just over a half (51.8 %) of US students
believe that most climate scientists agree that climate change
is happening compared to nearly three-quarters of Chinese
students (72.4 %). There is almost no drop among Chinese
students in terms of believing that most climate scientists
agree that climate change is primarily caused by human
activities (69.9 %), while only 40 % of US students believe
there is such a scientific consensus.

Table 4 presents the US and Chinese responses regarding
what issues they see as the most important for government to
focus on. Students were asked to rank the top three issues
from a list of choices with the most important receiving three
points and the second and third most important issues re-
ceiving two points and one point, respectively. The percent

Table 2 Personal beliefs

Global warming/climate change is _________.

US (n=826) China (n=773)

Happening 76.8 % 87.2 %

Not happening 8.6 % 8.4 %

I am not sure 14.6 % 4.4 %

Primarily caused by human activities 59.0 % 86.4 %

Primarily a natural phenomenon 27.5 % 7.4 %

Not happening 2.4 % 1.6 %

I am not sure 11.1 % 4.7 %
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of the total points available was then calculated for each
response option. The way this question appeared in the
survey gave some students difficulty, and thus the sample
sizes for this question are lower than for other questions.2 US
students ranked the economy (35.3 %) as the most important
issue, while the environment was a distant second (14.7 %).
In contrast, the economy (22.5 %) and the environment
(22.0 %) essentially tied for the most important issue among
Chinese students. Overall, there is a statistically significant
difference between the US and Chinese college student
views regarding both the economy (χ2=127.79/p<0.01)
and the environment (χ2=52.74/p<0.01) as a priority for
their government.

Table 5 presents the response distribution for students
when asked to rate their familiarity with current national
and international polices being discussed to address climate

change. There is a statistically significant association between
country and familiarity with both national (χ2=240.85/p<0.01)
and also international policies (χ2=442.26/p<0.01). In terms of
national policies, not very familiar was the most common
response among US students (37.9 %), while the highest re-
sponse among Chinese students (41.4 %) was somewhat famil-
iar. It is particularly striking that over 70 % of US students
reported being not at all or not very familiar with international
policies to address climate change compared to only 21.4 % of
Chinese students.

Comparisons between the US and China regarding sup-
port for joining an international agreement to address climate
changed produced interesting results. Two questions were
posed as follows: The first question asked “Should your

2 This question was presented in a drag and drop format, where re-
spondents were instructed to select the three most important issues and
individually drag and drop them into the appropriate box representing
the most important, second most important, and third most important
issue, respectively. This created some confusion among all respondents,
especially for Chinese students, which resulted in a much higher
nonresponse rate for this question compared to other questions. The
resulting sample sizes are still reasonably large, and in our opinion, also
reasonably representative of each group overall.

Table 4 Most important issues for government

From the following list of current issues, please rank the top three
issues that you feel are the MOST important for the US government to
focus on.

US (n=740) China (n=564)

Crime 4.4 % 5.6 %

Economy/Jobs 35.3 % 22.5 %

Environment 14.7 % 22.0 %

Health care 13.9 % 12.2 %

Housing 1.6 % 10.5 %

Human rights 8.2 % 10.6 %

Infrastructure 4.4 % 4.7 %

Immigration 3.5 % 1.2 %

National security 10.3 % 8.2 %

Outsourcing of jobs 3.7 % 2.5 %

Table 5 Familiarity with public policy

How familiar are you with the current national policies being proposed
and discussed in the US/China to address global warming/climate
change?

US (n=825) China (n=771)

Extremely familiar 2.3 % 8.9 %

Very familiar 7.8 % 26.1 %

Somewhat familiar 34.3 % 41.4 %

Not very familiar 37.9 % 20.8 %

Not at all familiar 17.7 % 2.9 %

How familiar are you with the current international policies being
proposed and discussed to address global warming/climate change?

US (n=824) China (n=770)

Extremely familiar 1.7 % 10.3 %

Very familiar 5.1 % 26.1 %

Somewhat familiar 22.8 % 41.2 %

Not very familiar 41.9 % 18.3 %

Not at all familiar 28.5 % 3.1 %

Table 3 Understanding of Science

Which of the following statements comes closest to your views?

a. Most scientists think global warming/climate change is happening

b. There is a lot of disagreement among scientists regarding whether or
not global warming/climate change is happening

c. Most scientists think global warming/climate change is not
happening

d. I am not sure

US (n=825) China (n=776)

a. 51.8 % 72.4 %

b. 41.5 % 20.0 %

c. 2.8 % 3.9 %

d. 4.0 % 3.7 %

a. Most scientists think global warming/climate change is primarily
caused by human actions

b. There is a lot of disagreement among scientists regarding whether or
not global warming/climate change is caused primarily by human
actions

c. Most scientists think global warming/climate change is not
happening

d. I am not sure

US (n=825) China (n=776)

a. 40.0 % 69.9 %

b. 50.2 % 21.9 %

c. 3.4 % 4.3 %

d. 6.4 % 4.0 %
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country join an international agreement to address climate
change?” and the second asked “Should your country join an
international agreement to address climate change if the
other country (China/US) does not also join?” Table 6 shows
that a supermajority (greater than 72 %) of respondents in
both countries supports joining an international agreement,
even without the other country also joining. Despite the
similarities in responses, Chinese students showed a signif-
icantly stronger level of support for joining an international
climate change agreement than US students on both the first
question (χ2=25.4/p<0.01) and to a lesser degree on the
second question (χ2=5.5/p<0.10).

Differences in opinions based on demographic
characteristics

We now provide some additional statistical response compari-
sons based on demographic characteristics within each country.
In both the US (χ2=22.7/p<0.01) and China (χ2=7.2/p<0.10),
males were less likely than females to believe that climate
change is primarily caused by human activities. In China, males
were less likely than females (χ2=7.4/p=0.06) to think that
most climate scientists agree climate change is primarily caused
by humans, but no such difference between males and females
exists in the US. In terms of familiarity with climate change
policies, males in the US reported being significantly more
familiar than females with both national (χ2=28.5/p<0.01)
and international (χ2=22.8/p<0.01) policies, whereas no such
difference exists between Chinese males and females. Finally,
males in both the US and China were less likely than
females to support joining an international agreement, if the
other country is not also included in the agreement (US:
χ2=25.0/p<0.01, China: χ2=13.8/p<0.01). There were no
other consistent or meaningful statistically significant differ-
ences in either country based on age, hometown population,
state/province, or college major.

The most compelling and interesting differences in cli-
mate change public opinion were found across political

ideologies, but only among the US sample. In China, there
were no significant differences across political party groups
including the Communist Party and the Chinese Youth Party;
however, the political divide is quite pronounced between
liberal and conservative college students in the US. For each
question, responses were compared across those who identified
as conservative, moderate, and liberal, respectively. On the
question of whether or not climate change is happening, there
was a statistically significant difference (χ2=93.42/p<0.01)
across political ideologies. Conservatives were less likely
(60.5 %) than moderates (76.0 %) to believe that climate
change is happening, while liberals were more likely (88.4 %)
to believe1 that climate change is happening. There were also
statistically significant differences between political ideologies
regarding the cause of climate change (χ2=102.89/p<0.01).
Conservatives were less likely (41.5 %) than moderates
(55.9 %) to believe that climate change is primarily caused
by human actions, while liberals were more likely (74.1 %) to
believe that climate change is human caused.

For the question about whether or not most climate sci-
entists agree that climate change is happening, there was a
statistically significant difference (χ2=55.1/p<0.01) be-
tween respondents of varying political ideologies. Only
39.7 % of those who identify as conservative believe there
is a scientific consensus that climate change is happening,
while the numbers were much higher for moderates (55.9 %)
and liberals (63.3 %). There was also a significant difference
along political lines (χ2=44.8/p<0.01) on the question of
whether most climate scientists agree climate change is pri-
marily caused by human activities. Again, conservative stu-
dents were much less likely to perceive a scientific consensus
on anthropogenic climate change, with only 30.3 % believ-
ing that most climate scientists agree climate change is
primarily human caused, compared to 39.6 % of moderates
and 46.9 % of liberals.

Statistically significant differences were also found be-
tween political ideologies regarding support for the US join-
ing an international agreement to address climate change
(χ2=84.3/p<0.01), even if China is not also included in
the agreement (χ2=79.4/p<0.01). Among conservative stu-
dents, 67.7 % of respondents supported joining such an
international agreement compared to 78.1 % of moderates
and 89.8 % of liberals. Similarly, only 59.0 % of conserva-
tives said they support joining an international agreement to
address climate change if China was not included, whereas
the support among moderates (69.1 %) and liberals (84.0 %)
was much greater.

Conclusion and discussion

This paper presents the comparative results from a survey of
climate change public opinion among college students in the

Table 6 Support for joining international agreement

Should China/U.S. join an international agreement to address climate
change?

US (n=825) China (n=772)

Yes 79.9 % 89.0 %

No 8.2 % 4.0 %

Not Sure 11.9 % 7.0 %

Should China/US join an international agreement to address climate
change if the US/China does not also join?

US (n=825) China (n=771)

Yes 72.1 % 76.0 %

No 11.8 % 11.9 %

Not sure 16.1 % 12.1 %
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US and China. We find several significant differences be-
tween China and the US regarding the perceptions and
awareness of college students on the issue of climate change.
In particular, we find the following differences: US students
were more likely to be uncertain about the existence of
climate change and were also less likely to see human activ-
ities as the primary cause of climate change. In addition, US
students were less convinced of the scientific consensus
supporting both that climate change is happening and that
the causes are primarily anthropogenic. Chinese students
ranked the economy and the environment essentially equal
as the most important government issue, whereas US stu-
dents ranked the economy nearly two-and-a-half times more
important than the environment. In terms of being familiar
with the current climate change policies, US students report-
ed less familiarity with both national and international poli-
cies. Chinese students were also more supportive of their
country joining an international agreement to address climate
change compared to US students.

Although not directly comparable due to slightly different
wording of questions, our result of 76.8 % of respondents
believing that climate change is happening is within the
range found by other researchers for the US. Specifically, it
is lower than the findings by Villar and Krosnick (2010),
while higher than the results presented by Rabe and Borick
(2010) and Pew Research (2008) as well as Feldman et al.
(2010) and Leiserowitz et al. (2011). Similarly, our result of
59.0 % of respondents believing that climate change is
primarily caused by human activities is also within the
range of results presented in previous research. Finally,
other studies also show a somewhat similar misconception
among US respondents in their understanding of the scientific
consensus regarding the reality of anthropogenic climate
change (Feldman et al. 2010; Leiserowitz et al. 2011).

Given the overwhelming scientific consensus on human-
induced climate change (Oreskes 2004; Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change 2007, Anderegg et al. 2010; US
National Academy of Science 2010), there is a consistent
pattern in these results suggesting a significantly greater
awareness and understanding of climate change among
Chinese college students compared to US students. While
these results do not prove that a similar division exists
between the general populations of these two countries,
the differences found in this study represent an impor-
tant first step in understanding Chinese climate change
public opinion as well as continuing to build a better
understanding of US climate change public opinion.
Understanding what citizens in these two countries think
about climate change is important, given their promi-
nence in the climate change debate. It is especially rele-
vant to understand what young adults think about climate
change, given their role as future decision makers in their
respective countries.

The finding that Chinese college students view the econ-
omy and the environment equally as the most important
issues for government, while US college students strongly
favor the economy as the most important issue is also con-
sistent with prior research. In the case of China, a survey of
urban adults showed 23 % of respondents completely agree
and 54 % somewhat agree that environmental protection
should be given priority even if it affects economic develop-
ment (Liu and Leiserowitz 2009). However, the economy
was ranked much higher than the environment by US survey
respondents when they were asked to list their top policy
priorities (Pew Research 2008). In addition, the Chinese
government has taken the unified official position that an-
thropogenic climate change is real and poses very real chal-
lenges for humanity, and that action is warranted (China's
National Development and Reform Commission 2007,
2009). Given the authoritarian nature of the Chinese govern-
ment including control of the media, it is somewhat expected
that public opinion among college students in China gener-
ally aligns with the official government position on climate
change. In contrast, although several US government spon-
sored agencies and commissions officially recognize the
existence of anthropogenic climate change, the US govern-
ment has yet to take a unified and official stance in support of
anthropogenic climate change. In fact, prior research finds
conflicting views on climate change divided along political
ideologies to be highly prevalent in both media reports and
policy debates (Dunlap and McCright 2008; Feldman et al.
2010; Krosnick and MacInnis 2010; Rabe and Borick 2010).
Therefore, it is not surprising that we find a similar level of
misunderstanding and uncertainty as well as a partisan po-
litical divide among US college students, but not among
Chinese students.

These findings imply that the US faces substantial chal-
lenges in developing policies to address the causes and
consequences of climate change. In order for there to be
effective action in the US, a broad public and political
consensus will be required. To say that there is currently no
consensus on climate change policy in the US is an oversim-
plification of the issue. Our results show that more than
three-quarters of American college students believe climate
change is happening (76.8 %), but only 59 % see climate
change as caused primarily by human activities. In addition,
almost 80 % of college students favor the US joining an
international agreement to address climate change. This sup-
port remains strong at just over 72 %, if China is not included
in the international agreement. However, looking into the
politics, we find that support for joining an international
climate change agreement is significantly lower among con-
servative students (67.7 %), and falls to 59 % if China is not
part of the agreement. Despite the majority public opinion,
the US is mired in a political standoff on the issue of climate
change. In addition, the findings of this study and other
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research show a strong preference in the US for addressing
the economic issues related to jobs rather than the environ-
mental issues including climate change. Moreover, US col-
lege students do not seem to understand or accept the over-
whelming scientific consensus in support of man-made cli-
mate change.

In contrast, China does not have a representative demo-
cratic government, and thus there is less of a need for a public
consensus to take action to address climate change. In fact,
most environmental policy action taken in China has been
described as authoritarian environmentalism, but it has been
suggested that this may be changing as environmental aware-
ness is on the rise among Chinese citizens (Gilley 2012).
Given this scenario, it is somewhat ironic that Chinese public
opinion on climate change is significantly more aligned with
the scientific evidence than in the US. Specifically, just over
86 % of Chinese college students believe climate change is
happening, and human actions are the primary cause. In
addition, Chinese college students are more accepting of
the consensus within the scientific community, with 70 %
saying that most scientists agree climate change is occurring,
and the primary cause is human activities.

The differences in climate change public opinion between
the US and China found in this study are particularly impor-
tant given the status of these two countries on the world
stage. China and the US are the largest emitters of CO2 and
have the largest economies. Without the involvement and
support of these two countries, meaningful concerted action
by the international community remains unlikely. Because
the US public does not understand or accept the science of
climate change and because the US political system is para-
lyzed with partisan gridlock, it is doubtful that there will be a
unified support for any political action in the near future.
And without any movement to seriously address climate
change on the part of the US, the Chinese are unlikely to
take significant action alone. In fact, the National Climate
Change Program of China is centered on reducing CO2

emissions per unit of GDP while continuing to pursue
high rates of economic growth. Moreover, the Chinese gov-
ernment has made it clear they feel that developed coun-
tries, in particular the US, must take responsibility for
their historical cumulative emissions and current high
per capita emissions (China's National Development
and Reform Commission 2007, 2009). The somewhat
adversarial positions taken by the US and China described
here does not bode well for the future of any significant
international climate change agreements. However, the appar-
ent public support for entering into an international agreement
to address climate change in both China and to a somewhat
lesser degree in the US presents some reason for hope despite
the significant hurdles.

This paper provides insight into the awareness, percep-
tions, and beliefs of young adults in the US and China

regarding the important issue of climate change. Because
China and the US are at the forefront of the climate change
debate, these results have meaningful implications for na-
tional and international climate change policies. However,
additional research is needed to fully understand the factors
leading to the different responses from the next generation of
decision makers in these two important countries. It would
be particularly informative to further investigate the factors
that shape and influence how climate change public opinion
is formed in both the US and China, including the role of the
media and government in each country. In particular, more
research is needed to better understand the interactions be-
tween public opinion and the development and implementa-
tion of public policy to address climate change. Another
important issue for future research would be to examine
how climate change information is disseminated through sci-
ence education in primary and secondary schools as well as
higher education in both China and the US. Finally, additional
research is also needed to explore the similarities and differ-
ences in climate change public opinion among various age
groups in both countries.
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