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Underestimating belief in climate change
People are influenced by second-order beliefs — beliefs about the beliefs of others. New research finds that citizens 
in the US and China systematically underestimate popular support for taking action to curb climate change. 
Fortunately, they seem willing and able to correct their misperceptions.

John T. Jost

Two of the most enduring principles 
of social psychology are that our own 
beliefs are heavily influenced by the 

beliefs of others, especially others with 
whom we identify, and that we use our  
own beliefs to estimate the beliefs of 
others1,2. Thus, if our friends are sceptical 
about anthropogenic climate change,  
then there is a pretty good chance that  
we are, too. And if we are sceptical  
about climate change, then we are  
likely to think that many of our fellow 
countrymen are as well. Writing in the 
British Journal of Political Science, Matto 
Mildenberger and Dustin Tingley3 explore 
the importance of second-order beliefs — 
the beliefs we have about the beliefs of others 
— in the context of climate policy. They find 
that people are unable to accurately estimate 
where others stand on issues of climate 
change. This might help to explain why  
we are failing to take meaningful  
collective action.

Mildenberger and Tingley conducted 
an extensive analysis of public opinion 
surveys in the US and China. Specifically, 
they analysed data from six studies based on 
the responses of ordinary citizens, political 
elites, and expert scholars. Participants in 
the US and China were asked for their own 
opinions about whether global warming 
is occurring, whether it is caused by 
human activity, and whether scientists are 
in agreement that it is caused by human 
activity. They were also asked to indicate 
what percentage (from 0 to 100) of the 
general populations in the US and China 
would agree with each of these statements. 
In some surveys participants were also 
asked for their policy preferences regarding 
carbon pricing proposals and international 
treaties designed to cut emissions, as 
well as their expectations about whether 
the US and Chinese governments were 
likely to comply with the Climate Accord 
reached in November 2014 and whether 
the two countries would reach their energy 
reduction goals. Finally, Mildenberger 
and Tingley conducted an experiment in 
which they randomly exposed some US 

respondents (but not others) to information 
about the true distribution of climate beliefs 
in China before asking for their opinions.

There are four major findings that 
emerge from this ambitious research 
programme. First, it is fairly clear that, as a 
general rule, citizens in the US and China 
systematically underestimate the prevalence 
of belief in anthropogenic climate change 
and support for pro-environmental policies 
in both countries. They also underestimate 
others’ confidence that the US will comply 
with the Climate Accord. Although 64% of 
Americans believe that the US will comply 
with the accord, those who anticipate that 
the US will not comply estimate that only 
40% of Americans expect compliance.  
The danger, of course, is that low 
expectations will become self-fulfilling4.

Second, people who are sceptical of 
climate change and unsupportive of pro-
environmental policies are especially likely 
to underestimate others’ belief in climate 
change. This reflects an egocentric bias5, 
insofar as people who believe in climate 
change are more likely to believe that 
others share their beliefs (although even 

they underestimate support), whereas 
sceptics believe that scepticism is much 
more common than it actually is. Although 
Mildenberger and Tingley do not explore 
the possibility, it seems quite likely that 
pluralistic ignorance6 about what other 
people really think — whether it is 
motivated by political goals or otherwise — 
serves to sustain climate change scepticism.

Third, and perhaps more surprising, 
is that political and intellectual elites — 
in this case, Congressional staffers and 
International Relations scholars — also 
exhibit egocentric biases. One might expect 
that these experts would be more attuned to 
actual levels of public opinion. Nevertheless, 
Congressional staffers (even those who are 
in favour of taking action to curb climate 
change) underestimate the percentage of 
Americans who would like the government 
to regulate carbon dioxide emissions. 
Similarly, experts in international relations 
(even those who expect compliance) 
underestimate the percentage of Americans 
who believe that both the US and China will 
comply with the 2014 treaty. It is troubling 
that even would-be policymakers are overly 
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pessimistic about prospects for addressing 
climate change.

The final major finding to emerge  
from the research by Mildenberger and 
Tingley is the most uplifting: providing  
US citizens with accurate consensus 
information — that 98% of Chinese citizens 
believe in climate change — increases 
confidence that China will comply with  
the accord. In other words, people are 
willing to update their second-order  
beliefs about climate change. This is 
consistent with another recent study in 
which providing a nationally representative 
sample of US respondents with true 
information about scientific consensus —  
namely that 97% of climate scientists 
believe that anthropogenic climate change 
is occurring — also led to updating of 
second-order beliefs, even among political 

conservatives7, who are far more sceptical 
than liberals when it comes to climate 
change8. These results are promising  
because they contradict the concern that 
climate communication is doomed to  
fail when it comes to changing attitudes 
because sceptics will simply engage in 
motivated reasoning that reinforces their 
initial beliefs9.

The research by Mildenberger and 
Tingley3 suggests that the mass media  
and other cultural institutions do have  
some work to do when it comes to  
educating citizens and experts alike about 
the extent to which a consensus exists  
about the occurrence of climate change — 
among scientists and citizens, in the  
US and elsewhere. The study also  
suggests that this work would be well  
worth doing. ❐
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