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The american climate Values survey assesses contemporary climate and 
environmental values and motivations to provide information and insights to 
advocates who want to increase the effectiveness of their efforts.  It is an 
ecoamerica project conducted by sRIc-BI, and sponsored by the alliance for 
climate Protection, the Department of conservation of the state of califor-
nia, NRDc, and The Nature conservancy.

The alliance for climate Protection is a nonprofit, nonpartisan effort founded 
by Nobel laureate and former Vice President Al Gore whose ultimate aim is to 
halt global warming by educating people in the US and around the world that 
the climate crisis is both urgent and solvable. 

The Department of conservation of the state of california provides services 
and information that promote environmental health, economic vitality, informed 
land-use decisions and sound management of natural resources designed to 
balance today’s needs with tomorrow’s obligations by fostering the wise use of 
energy, land and mineral resources.

The Natural Resources Defense council’s purpose is to safeguard the Earth: 
its people, its plants and animals and the natural systems on which all life 
depends. NRDC uses law, science and the support of 1.2 million members and 
online activists to protect the planet’s wildlife and wild places and to ensure a 
safe and healthy environment for all living things.

The Nature conservancy is the leading conservation organization working 
around the world to protect ecologically important lands and waters for nature 
and people.  With over one million members, working in all 50 states and 30 
countries, TNC uses a science based approach to pursue pragmatic solutions 
to conservation challenges in partnership with communities, businesses,  
governments, multi-lateral institutions and other non-profits. 

ecoamerica is a nonprofit agency that uses psychographic research, strategic 
partnerships and engagement marketing to shift awareness, attitudes and the 
personal and public policy behaviors of environmentally agnostic Americans. 

sPONsORs

91613_Report.indd   2 9/26/08   3:42:54 PM



3

secTION 1 : acVs INTRODucTION & cONTeXT

Introduction: context for the acVs 4
about this Report 5

secTION I I : acVs DemOGRaPhIc F INDINGs

consensus Findings 6
Politics and climate  8
education and climate  10
Gender and climate  11
age and climate  12 
Income and climate  13

secTION I I I : acVs PsychOGRaPhIc (VaLs)  F INDINGs

acVs Overview  14
Key Psychographic Findings  16 

secTION IV : TOWaRD a T IPP ING POINT
 
Public support for climate Initiatives  24
Targeting, messaging & Program Ideas  26

 aPPeNDIX:  aeVs  –  acVs cOmPaRIsON

comparison to 2006 american environmental Values survey 30

91613_Report.indd   3 9/26/08   3:42:54 PM



4

2009 will be a year of action on climate.  The first significant U.S. national action 
may be enacted in the 111th Congress.  The UNFCC is moving toward a post-
Kyoto agreement to be concluded in Copenhagen in December 2009.   
American leadership is a paramount consideration in both venues.  The level of 
U.S. government support for effective agreements remains uncertain. 

The American public is a key battleground for action on the climate crisis.  As 
senators and congressmen craft legislation, they have one ear on the lobbyists 
and the other on their constituencies.  Powerful carbon legacy interests, com-
mitted to ensuring that their futures are enhanced rather than threatened by 
any climate agreements, are winning this battle.  Polls indicate broad public 
concern on global warming.  The same polls however, place that support at the 
bottom of Americans’ list of priorities and indicate further recent deterioration. 

Public support remains a strategic gap and grave weakness in achieving effective 
climate solutions.  This problem is complicated by the unfathomably huge,  
distant, abstract and complex nature of global warming and exacerbated by 
legacy carbon interests using sophisticated consumer marketing.  Those interests 
spent a staggering $208 million in advertising in the first half of 2008 to influ-
ence public opinion.  Climate action advocates barely compete in this arena. 

The american climate Values survey (acVs) has been designed to help close 
this strategic gap – to help dramatically move and mold public sentiment.  It is 
an ecoamerica project conducted by sRIc-BI, and sponsored by the alliance 
for climate Protection, the Department of conservation of the state of 
california, NRDc, and The Nature conservancy.  With the support of our 
sponsors and funders, ecoamerica shares this valuable information with  
climate advocates free of charge.  We look forward to working with you on 
your major initiatives, and your participation in ours.

secTION 1 :
INTRODucTION

acVs &  eNeRGy PR Ices

The ACVS was administered in March and April, 2008, amidst a period 
of rapidly escalating energy prices.  Subsequent surveys indicate a shift 
in American attitudes about offshore drilling, conservation and other 
global warming matters. Instantaneous changes to lifestyle – driven by 
large-scale transitions like energy prices – will trump most arguments. 
Lifestyle changes from energy costs are higher priority than abstract 
warming arguments, which makes them politically powerful.  The psy-
chographics that underpin the ACVS remain valid but these attitudinal 
shifts should be kept in mind when reviewing the findings.

1 1“Analysis: 2008 Spending by Oil and Coal Industries,” Public Campaign Action Fund, August 18, 2008

Today, faced with even 
greater challenges, 
public support remains 
a grave weakness.   
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The american climate Values survey asked Americans about climate and  
environmental issues, behaviors and concerns; other social and cultural issues; 
voting and political attitudes; and general attitudes and demographic questions. 

The ACVS results fall into two broad categories.  section II of this document 
summarizes responses in a traditional polling manner.  These reveal where  
people agree and disagree about current climate and environmental issues  
and provides useful context and categorical information (e.g. partisan  
differences on climate) not revealed in the psychographic findings.  However, 
without the psychographic understanding of those attitudes, these findings 
provide little leverage to advocates seeking to drive changes in behavior.

section III contains the psychographic portions of the survey.  The proven 
VALS psychographic methodology allows the ACVS to go beyond surface level  
attitudinal and behavioral measures to determine how people’s essential  
values and character traits influence the way they relate to global warming.  By 
analyzing scaled responses to first-person statements such as “Trying to be 
environmentally friendly is a difficult chore”– the ACVS yields a deeper under-
standing of different groups of Americans and points the way toward more 
effective communications.

The VALS segments and the ACVS findings are not der ived from  
responses to any single question.  Rather, these profiles are determined by 
relationships of various responses in the data.  This type of research is  
common in consumer marketing.  It drives brand development and sophisti-
cated mar ket ing .  Appl ied to causes or  i s sues , i t  can y ie ld s imi lar 
results :  By understanding the motivations that determine how people think 
about climate, we can create messages and programs that are more likely to 
change their specific attitudes and behaviors.

section IV of the ACVS report illustrates how the findings of the ACVS can  
be applied.  It contains results from workshops between SRIC-BI and  
ecoAmerica designed to use the information to target and message climate  
to specific audiences with specific programs.  

aBOuT ThIs  RePORT
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There are many things about climate and the environment that the vast major-
ity of Americans agree on.  These “Consensus Findings” come from clusters of 
items surrounding a particular theme.  They have broad acceptance, but that 
acceptance may not be very deep compared to other priorities.

1) Even If/Still Worth It 
The ACVS response with strongest overall support at 95% net agree was, 
“Even if it turns out people aren’t causing global warming, reducing pollution is 
still worth it for personal health reasons, ” followed closely by “…still worth it 
for a better environment” at 93%.  Variations of this theme also received sig-
nificant support.  Coupling global warming with side-benefits should increase 
public support for solutions.  This is especially true when it is framed as “reduc-
ing pollution” that provides health and nature benefits. 

2) Negative Perspectives on Big Oil  
The next strongest set of agreement came from responses to questions about 
oil companies.  89% of people agree that, “companies that violate the pollution 
regulations should be punished very severely.” 87% agree that, “oil companies 
have too much power in America today.” 84% agree that, “It’s not fair that oil 
and coal companies get big tax breaks.”  Consistent with these, the lowest lev-
els of agreement in the ACVS were on the question “Oil companies will solve 
global warming.”  Only 7% agreed with this and only 24% agree that, “Messages 
about the environment from big oil companies are believable.”

3) Patriotism/Leadership Frame
92% of Americans agree that, “America should increase efforts to reduce  
pollution regardless of what other countries do.”  74% said, “We need to lead 
other countries in solving global warming.” A variant on this theme is national 
security. 74% agree that, “Becoming less dependent on foreign oil would  
help the United States avoid war.”  

4) Belief in and Support for Green Economic Growth
Most Americans believe that a “green economy” can save them money and 
bring jobs back to the US.  83% agree that, “Installing ‘green’ technologies will 
save us money” and 82% believe that, “Manufacturing solar panels, wind  
turbines and other alternative energy equipment is a good way to bring  
jobs back to the US.”  68% believe that, “Promoting a ‘green’ economy with  
new environmental technology could be the ‘Gold Rush’ of the 21st century” 
and 62% believe, “Green collar jobs will boost the economy.” 

secTION I I :  
cONseNsus F INDINGs

america should 
increase efforts to 
reduce pollution 
regardless of what 
other countries do.  
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TaBLe  1 :  acVs cONseNsus FINDINGs

AGrEE

 1.  Even if it turns out people aren’t causing global warming, reducing pollution is still worth it for personal health reasons. 95%

 2.  Even if it turns out people aren’t causing global warming, reducing pollution is still worth it for a better environment. 93%

 3. In the past year, I have made a special effort to use less energy at home. 92%

 4.  America should increase efforts to reduce pollution regardless of what other countries do. 92%

 5.  If I could afford it, I would be willing to install things to make my home more energy efficient than it is now. 90%

 6. Companies that violate the pollution regulations should be punished very severely. 89%

 7. I can find things that are both fun to do and environmentally-friendly. 89%

 8.  There are smarter ways to use natural resources (for example, wind, sun) than the way we use them now. 89%

 9.  We can reduce our energy use and improve the quality of our lives at the same time. 88%

 10. There are easy ways to be “green” (meaning not harm the environment). 88%

 11.  I like to hear about the latest green technology (new ways to generate energy, create less toxic waste, etc.). 87%

 12. Oil companies have too much power in America today. 87%

 13. I enjoy doing things that are good for the environment. 87%

 14. I think doing something about global warming is better than doing nothing. 86%

 15. Given today’s gas prices, I am curious about electric or hybrid cars. 85%

 16. It’s not fair that oil and coal companies get big tax breaks. 84%

 17.  Installing ‘green’ technologies (such as solar or wind) in our homes and neighborhoods will save us money. 83%

 18. Americans should always try to buy American products. 82%

 19.  Manufacturing solar panels, wind turbines and other alternative energy equipment is a good way  

to bring jobs back to the US. 82%

 20. We should do something about global warming, even if what we do isn’t perfect. 81%

 21. Preserving nature’s beauty is reason enough to stop global warming. 81%

 22. Poisons in the environment shorten our lives. 81%

 23. My own health could suffer from the same things that harm the environment. 81%

 24. I make a special effort to look for products that are energy efficient. 80%

DISAGrEE

 25. I’m not going to do anything to help ‘save the planet’ until everyone else does. 86%

 26.  I am embarrassed to do anything about global warming because my friends think it is stupid. 85%

 27.  I feel pressured to change because people around me think that my lifestyle is bad for the planet. 83%

 28. Oil companies will solve global warming. 81%

 29. Just doing one or two small ‘green’ things seems pointless. 80%
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The single biggest indicator, by far, of americans’ feelings about global warm-
ing is their political affiliation.  The combined ACVS findings by gender, age, 
income and education yield only a handful of items with a 20-point or more 
spread across the spectrum.  Political party affiliation alone (Republican vs. 
Democrat) yields 39 such items. 

By a wide 36 point margin (39 vs. 75%), Republicans are less likely to, “trust the 
people who tell us that we have to do something about global warming.” And 
Republicans were an amazing 49 points (22 vs. 71%) less likely to “believe what 
Al Gore has to say about global warming and climate change.”

Republicans are not upset that “society’s leaders are not doing something about 
global warming,” (48% vs. 84%) and it would not be an exaggeration to say that 
Republicans will vote against a candidate who is strong on global warming.

another significant trend emerging in the acVs is declining support among 
Independents for climate solutions.  In the 2006 AEVS, independents tracked 
fairly closely with Democrats.  In the 2008 ACVS they appear midway between 
Democrats and Republicans.

TaBLe 2: POLITIcs & cLImaTe ReP  Dem IND R vs. D

 1.  I believe what Al Gore has to say about global warming and climate change. 22 71 51 49

 2.  I plan to vote for the presidential candidate who is strongest  
on stopping global warming. 21 61 37 40

 3.  I believe much of what environmentalists have to say. 38 75 62 37

 4.  I am convinced that global warming is happening. 54 90 73 36

 5.  It angers me that society’s leaders are not doing something  
about global warming. 48 84 70 36

 6.  I trust the people who tell us that we have to do something  
about global warming. 39 75 58 36

 7.  If we don’t do something now about global warming we could end up having  
our farmlands turn to desert. 41 76 56 35

 8.  Too much fuss is made about global warming. 53 18 37 35

 9.  The government needs to create a department dedicated to solving  
global warming, as they did with the department of homeland  
defense to combat terrorism. 44 78 59 34

 10.  Five years from now the nation’s weather will probably be more severe  
than it is now. 44 77 64 33

 11.  If we do nothing to stop global warming, we are failing our children. 49 81 68 32

 12.  Protecting the environment should be given top priority even at the risk  
of curbing economic growth. 29 61 47 32

 13.  When celebrities talk about saving the earth, I listen. 19 51 34 32

POLIT Ics  aND cL ImaTe
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 TaBLe  2 : POLITIcs & cLImaTe (cONT’D)  ReP  Dem IND R Vs . D

 14. I am worried about global warming. 49 80 71 31

 15. Global warming is something people can control. 46 77 61 31

 16.  I have noticed that over the years the climate is changing in my local area. 54 84 74 30

 17. I would describe environmentalists as practical. 36 66 55 30

 18.  I prefer to buy a brand associated with an environmental cause even if  
it costs more money. 34 64 54 30

 19.  TV and movies make problems about the environment sound  
worse than they really are. 68 38 49 30

 20.  Pop music stars should just sing and keep their views about the  
environment to themselves. 57 28 37 29

 21. Global warming is harmful to people. 56 84 70 28

 22.  Our country is in more danger from environmental hazards such as air  
pollution and global warming than it is from terrorists. 24 52 38 28

 23. It’s our duty to stop global warming. 60 87 69 27

 24.  The strain on our nation’s roads, levees, and utility lines is reason enough  
to stop global warming. 47 74 60 27

 25.  We need to stop global warming even if it means raising taxes. 25 52 37 27

 26. Global warming is not a problem. 34 7 23 27

 27.  Global warming is due to natural conditions, not caused by people. 49 23 38 26

 28.  Natural places (for example, parks, back country) have been hurt  
by environmental problems. 61 86 75 25

 29.  We need to lead other countries in solving global warming. 63 88 70 25

 30. Most scientists agree that global warming is real. 57 82 65 25

 31.  Weather conditions (such as heat waves and droughts)  
are made worse by global warming. 54 79 69 25

 32. Cars cause global warming. 52 77 70 25

 33.  I would be willing to accept a lower standard of living to conserve energy. 34 59 51 25

 34.  I worry about the effect of environmental pollution on my family’s health. 66 90 81 24

 35.  It makes me sad to think of what my great-great grandparents would say  
about what we’ve done to the environment. 53 77 61 24

 36. Climate change is harmful to people. 50 73 71 23

 37.  The same people who worry about global warming used to worry  
about global cooling. 48 25 38 23

 38. Global warming will not affect me in my lifetime. 37 15 25 22

 39.  I support pollution standards even if it means shutting down factories. 40 61 53 21

 40.  The United States uses resources like coal and gas in stupid ways. 46 66 64 20

 41. Hurricane Katrina was just bad luck. 53 33 52 20
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Education is strongly correlated with acceptance of the reality and responsibil-
ity of global warming.  The educational differences below are between those 
with a high school diploma or lower and those with a college degree or higher. 

Lesser-educated Americans are more likely to: think that global warming is not 
a big problem; think that it is God’s responsibility; not sacrifice economic growth 
or pay taxes to stop it; trust that oil and car companies will solve the problem.  
They are less likely to believe that their actions contribute to global warming.   

Americans with college and graduate degrees are more likely to think that 
there are things they can personally do to stop global warming, and that it will 
cost less to address it now rather than wait, and that we should tax pollution. 

eDuc aTION aND  
cL ImaTe

TaBLe  3 :  eDucaTION & cLImaTe <hs hs  cOLL. DeG. GRaD sch DIF

 1.  The look of a windmill is reason enough  to use more of them. 70 59 43 39 24

 2.  God will take care of global warming in God’s own way. 54 49 36 24 22

 3.  It’s God’s will that we use up whatever resources nature provides. 35 25 12 8 20

 4.  Since the US economy is in bad shape, we need to hold-off  
on programs to stop global warming. 42 25 17 16 17

 5.  We must relax environmental standards to achieve economic growth. 38 23 15 13 17

 6.  In the future, everything that is fun for me will probably  
be considered bad for the environment. 38 32 25 13 16

 7.  It makes me sad to think of what my great-great grandparents  
would say about what we’ve done to the environment. 74 70 57 56 16

 8.  The government needs to create a department dedicated  
to solving global warming, as they did with homeland  
defense to combat terrorism. 71 64 58 46 16

 9.  We tax vices like alcohol and cigarettes, so we should tax pollution. 52 56 64 71 14

 10.  There is no way to use less oil and keep our standard of living. 40 24 20 17 14

 11.  Americans should always try to buy American products. 81 87 76 66 13

 12.  It’s not fair to use my tax dollars to help solar and wind power  
companies get star ted. 42 34 30 20 13

 13. I would describe scientists as self-righteous. 36 28 21 17 13

 14.  Solving global warming problems now will cost less money  
than if we wait until later. 58 65 73 75 13

 15.  I must admit that my own behavior contributes  
to harming the environment. 48 55 63 65 13

 16.  When celebrities talk about saving the earth, I listen. 50 35 32 28 13

 17.  Threats to the environment are among the  
least important of the many issues we face. 44 34 28 25 13

 18.  The need to conserve energy has been exaggerated. 38 23 19 17 13

 19.  We need to stop global warming even if it means raising taxes. 37 32 40 51 11

 20.  There are things I can do to stop global warming. 67 72 80 80 11

91613_Report.indd   10 9/26/08   3:43:02 PM



11

american men and women have some very different perspectives on the 
climate crisis.  Women are more likely to believe global warming is real, harm-
ful, that we need to do something and that addressing it will have benefits.  
Women also have a more positive view of being environmentally friendly.

Men are less concerned about global warming and more likely to think that 
addressing it will entail negative personal and economic consequences. 

GeNDeR aND cL ImaTe

TaBLe  4a :  GeNDeR & cL ImaTe : FemaLes  LeaN TOWaRD maLe FemaLe

 1.  Global warming is harmful to people. 67% 74%

 2.  The government needs to create a department dedicated to solving global warming,  

as they did with the department of homeland defense to combat terrorism. 59% 66%

 3.  Green collar jobs (for example, environmentally friendly construction jobs)  

will boost the economy. 58% 65%

 4.  I am worried about global warming. 64% 71%

 5.  Five years from now the nation’s weather will probably be more severe than it is now. 60% 66%

 6.  I have noticed that over the years the climate is changing in my local area. 69% 75%

 7.  I believe much of what environmentalists have to say. 55% 61%

 8.  My own health could suffer from the same things that harm the environment. 78% 84%

 9.  I can find things that are both fun to do and environmentally-friendly. 86% 92%

 10.  If we do nothing to stop global warming, we are failing our children. 63% 69%

 11.  Weather conditions are made worse by global warming. 64% 70%

TaBLe 4B :  GeNDeR & cL ImaTe : maLes  LeaN TOWaRD maLe FemaLe

 1.  It would not bother me to have a nuclear power plant in my local area. 47% 30%

 2.  Trying to be environmentally friendly sounds like a sacrifice. 37% 25%

 3.  Trying to be environmentally friendly is a difficult chore. 55% 45%

 4.  Stopping global warming will cost me personally, even if society creates a lot of  

environmentally-friendly jobs. 40% 32%

 5.  Environmental progress retards innovation. 23% 15%

 6.  The car of the future could be faster than today’s cars  

while running on fuel that’s cheaper than gasoline. 68% 61%

 7.  TV and movies make problems about the environment sound worse than they really are. 53% 46%

 8.  There is no way to use less oil and keep our standard of living. 28% 22%

 9.  I would describe environmentalists as self-righteous. 40% 34%

 10.  Economic growth should be given top priority even if the environment suffers to some extent. 31% 25%
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Younger adult Americans are more likely to be concerned about climate; to 
believe that global warming is harmful to people; weather will get more severe 
in the future; and that it is our duty to stop global warming – even to the extent 
of raising taxes. They are more likely to vote for a president based on global 
warming, and more confident in the benefits of the new energy economy. 

The 54 and older crowd is more likely to be taking personal conservation 
action, such as buying products with less packaging; making an effort to drive 
less; and buying energy efficient products.

aGe aND cL ImaTe

TaBLe  5 :  aGe & cLImaTe 18-24  25 -29  30 -34  35 -44  45 -54  54 -65  65+ a l l  <30 v >54

 1.  I must admit that my own behavior contributes  

to harming the environment. 62 73 62 56 55 49 48 56 19

 2.  It would not bother me to have a nuclear power  

plant in my local area. 37 28 25 29 40 50 51 38 18

 3.  New technology can solve global warming without  

people having to make big changes in their lives. 61 63 53 56 45 47 44 51 16

 4.  I would like to make money by selling  

environmentally products or services. 45 42 45 40 35 38 24 37 13

 5.  The same people who worry about global  

warming used to worry about global cooling. 32 24 29 34 36 40 41 34 13

 6.  Global warming is harmful to people. 77 82 78 65 66 68 67 71 12

 7.  I make a special effort to buy products that use less  

wrapping or packaging. 49 56 65 60 66 65 64 61 12

 8.  Because of all the concern about the environment,  

nature’s beauty hasn’t been harmed much. 24 16 22 14 24 30 33 24 11

 9.  In the past year, I have made a special effort  

to buy fewer products. 44 57 62 50 60 65 58 57 11

 10.  In the past year, I have made a special effort  

to use less gas by driving less. 65 71 76 67 82 77 80 74 11

 11.  5 years from now the nation’s weather will be  

more severe than it is now. 67 71 68 66 59 60 57 63 11

 12.  There are things I can do to stop global warming. 79 81 86 74 75 68 72 75 10

 13.  Installing ‘green’ technologies in homes and  

neighborhoods will save money. 80 89 82 87 89 71 79 83 10

 14.  Preserving nature’s beauty is reason enough  

to stop global warming. 80 88 88 82 84 76 73 81 10

 15.  It’s our duty to stop global warming. 77 79 81 73 74 67 70 73 10

 16.  Climate change is harmful to people. 70 76 73 62 62 67 60 65 10
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Of all the demographic attributes tracked by the acVs, the one with the 
least differentiation was income.  Between the lower income groups (<$50k) 
and the higher income groups (>$100k) there were only 3 items with a 
10-point spread.  Controlled for education, there really isn’t much difference at all. 

There are a few things to point out here though.  Generational messages refer-
ring to ancestors and children both resonate more strongly with lower income 
groups.  Lower income groups are also more likely to have personally noticed 
local changes in climate, and to be worried about them for the future.

TaBLe 6 :  INcOme & cLImaTe <$30K $30 - 49K $50 - 74K $75 - 99K $100K+ aLL

 1.  God will take care of global warming in God’s own way. 49 53 44 46 30 43

 2.  It makes me sad to think of what my great-great grandparents  
would say about what we’ve done to the environment. 73 78 66 65 55 67

 3.  When celebrities talk about saving the earth, I listen. 42 45 40 36 24 36

 4.  It’s God’s will that we use up whatever resources  
nature provides. 33 26 20 20 11 22

 5.  The government needs to create a department dedicated  
to solving global warming, as they did with the department  
of homeland defense to combat terrorism. 69 69 58 67 51 62

 6.  If we don’t do something now about global warming we  
could end up having our farmlands turn to desert. 71 63 58 66 49 61

 7.  I would be willing to accept a lower standard of living  
to conserve energy. 61 51 48 50 39 49

 8.  I have noticed that over the years the climate is  
changing in my local area. 81 75 74 66 63 72

 9.  The look of a windmill is reason enough to use  
more of them. 66 60 54 50 48 55

 10.  Messages about the environment from automotive  
companies are believable. 33 40 30 38 22 31

INcOme aND cL ImaTe
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The american climate Values survey (acVs) is a sophisticated quantitative 
research study on how to translate Americans’ shifting attitudes and motiva-
tions on global warming into broader support for solutions – especially among 
audiences that are not part of the current environmental “base.”

In 2006, ecoAmerica engaged consumer research firm sRIc-BI to conduct the 
american environmental Values survey (aeVs) to identify ways to heighten 
the relevance and priority of environmental issues so that Americans will make 
more favorable public policy and lifestyle choices.  The survey was based on 
SRIC-BI’s VaLs™ system, a groundbreaking segmentation model that goes 
beyond demographics and attitudes to offer an understanding of the underlying 
psychological motivations of different groups of Americans.  The AEVS enabled 
ecoAmerica and its partners to develop some highly successful programs that 
moved millions of Americans toward more pro-environmental behaviors.

The next iteration of research – the American Climate Values Survey – uses 
the same techniques to develop deeper, more actionable information on the 
ways in which Americans relate to global warming in the context of public 
policy and personal behavior motivations.  

The ACVS team developed hundreds of attitude items based around global 
warming themes including comprehension, political, economic and social  
factors, conservation and alternative energy, and national security in order to 
measure American perspectives. We used a framework of dr ivers and  
obstacles to guide item development and ensure relevant item content.   
We emphasized first person attitude statements and strong item content for 
sharper differentiation.     

The ACVS is a 240-item survey that measures first-person attitudes and spe-
cific indicators about climate and the environment.  It contained 85 questions 
related to global warming, 42 general environmental questions from the 2006 
AEVS, 34 on specific environmental behaviors, 7 on political attitudes, 11 on 
demographic categories and the VALS segmentation battery.

Since the ACVS goal is diagnosis and the questionnaire had over 200 items, a 
mail panel was the most effective approach.  A sample of adults (18+ years 
old) balanced on nationally representative demographics was drawn from the 
Taylor Nelson Sofres (TNS) panel.  3,000 surveys were mailed resulting in 
1,707 usable responses – 58% of the total.   In addition, the State of California 
used the same instrument to do a separate, targeted profile on California.  
Survey results were gathered in March and April 2008.

A sampling of the ACVS climate questions is included on the next page.

secTION I I I :
acVs OVeRVIeW
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Americans generally fall into one of three groups when it comes to global 
warming.  We refer to them here as Onboard, Deniers and Agnostics.  Many 
other surveys attempt to segment populations into supporters and opponents, 
but the ACVS looks deeper to identify the reasons for these positions. 

The 13 psychographic findings in the ACVS include climate segments (e.g. 
Onboard); message themes/leverage points (e.g. Oppor tunity); attitude  
themes/leverage points (e .g. Contrar ians); and behavior themes/leverage 
points (e.g. Conservation Lifestyle). 

The AmericAn climATe VAlues surVey Key Findings

 
 1.  A minority of Americans are Onboard.  They get it and want action. 

 2.  People who are strongly Onboard believe we must do something and  
 are open to a wide range of aggressive action. 

 3.  There are three more powerful messaging themes on global warming.  

	 	 •	green Tech: Leadership, a better economy, and an easy way out.
	 	 •	Opportunity: We came to improve lifestyle while saving energy.
	 	 •	health and the environment:  A strong and growing concern.

 4.  A new conservation lifestyle is emerging among some Americans.

 5. climate Activism is resonating with some non-traditional environmentalists.

 6.  Almost all Americans are skeptical about our ability to solve the climate 
crisis, but many believe we can do something about it.

 7.  The Bad Weather consequence of global warming works with well with 
some Americans and is underexploited as a messaging theme.  

 8. Most Americans adopt a “Who Knows/Who cares?” attitude. 

 9.  intellectual deniers are undermining concern and action among more   
 educated and affluent Americans.

 10.  cultural deniers are undermining concern and action among mainstream   
 Americans.

 11.   Concern about climate is Tender, not Tough – even more so than  
 traditional environmental issues.

AcVs Key F indings
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1.  Onboard – Climate Segment
Only 18% of Americans expressed strong agreement with a set of questions 
expressing belief that global warming is real, that it is caused by humans and 
that it is harmful.  They are the core of the “Onboards.”  They worry about 
global warming, believe the science and support government action.  The larg-
est numbers of Onboards are among America’s elite – our most educated  
and often wealthiest citizens.  Onboards also include younger ‘climate activists’ 
and practical, hands-on Americans – they share a common thread in their 
motivation for self-expression. This base needs to be supported and motivated.  
They respond to appeals for action as long as there is communication  
about progress.

Americans concerned about maintaining the status quo, especially those working 
their way up the social and economic ladder are generally not Onboard. 

Chart 1: Onboard 
Each of the ACVS findings is broken down by VALS segment in charts that 
show the groups that support and oppose that finding.  Those VALS segments, 
in turn, can be refined into distinct marketing targets in the American popula-
tion.  ecoAmerica uses this VALS data to target and message its programs.

Only 18% of americans 
strongly believe that 
global warming is real, 
caused by humans, and  
is harmful.
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2.   “Must Do” Something – Attitude Theme
Within those that are Onboard is a strong ‘must Do’ theme in the ACVS  
that relates to the ‘Destruction of the Planet’ theme in the 2006 AEVS. Global 
warming is much more relevant to more highly educated and affluent  
Americans than general environmental issues.  These leaders believe that  
problems of clean air and water have been solved.  

People with this attitude are not waiting for someone to tell them what to do.  
They cast a wide net over climate solutions including voting, raising taxes, and 
prioritizing global warming over other national threats. They are already acting 
in ways they understand. The majority of ‘Must Do’ will respond to appeals for 
their help.  Communications need to report not only what is planned for future 
efforts, but also report on the status of efforts in progress.  

Many traditional ‘anti-pollution’ environmentalists are not convinced that we 
‘must do’ something about global warming.  They don’t connect well to the 
issue and often have been confused by global warming deniers.

3.  Messaging Themes
The ACVS revealed three communications themes that work best with people 
who are already Onboard and could be useful in moving people from Agnostic 
to Onboard.  They are ‘Green Tech,’ ‘Opportunity’ and ‘Health/Environment.’

a) Culturally, Americans view ‘GreenTech’ as high status and a relatively easy 
solution.  Those in this group place a premium on technology and emphasizing 
job growth as a way to boost the economy.  The positives of Green Tech 
include a) New sources for jobs; b) Americans’ hoping to be rescued from having 
to make significant lifestyle changes; and c) attraction to novel solutions.  

‘GreenTech’ might offer the opportunity to reposition global warming solu-
tions as ‘macho.’ The issue with Green tech is the risk that it is “discounted,” that 
is accepted and expected.  It runs the risk of being a “motherhood” statement.  
Positioning green tech dramatically (amount of energy, low cost, leadership, size 
of wind turbines, economic benefit) can help avoid this.
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Americans who are personally concerned about ‘getting ahead’ are the least 
likely to relate to Green Tech because it deviates from the status quo, changes 
the rules of the game and represents potential personal downside for some.

b) Some Americans believe that we can reduce energy use and improve the 
quality of our lives at the same time. They subscribe to an Opportunity theme 
that emphasizes the benefits from global warming solutions, a “master-of-our-
own-destiny” outlook as well as a high degree of independence and self-reli-
ance.  Culturally, Opportunity is viewed as high status and slightly more tradi-
tional than trendy.

Focusing on the ancillary benefits of global warming solutions will inspire 
groups of people who buy into this theme as well as provide traction for 
other groups on the edge of the global warming issue.  Positioning on self-
reliance can also provide a macho flavor to global warming.  The Opportunity 
theme also connects to ‘wager’ (“What if you’re wrong?”) arguments about the 
risks of being wrong.

c) Another communications theme in ACVS data is connecting health  
concerns with the environment, which is probably connected to people’s  
concerns about food and/or the role of carbon dioxide in food production.  It 
is a broad concern: family, personal, generational, and pollutants.  Health  
attitudes have broader acceptance in 2008 compared to 2006. 

Health can be a powerful motivator of action if threats are personally  
connected.  Specific linkages between health and global warming are needed.  
Emphasizing the pollution that underlies global warming could help gain  
traction with a wider audience.  Support from health advocacy groups and 
physician’s organizations could provide additional leverage.

4.  Conservation Lifestyle – Behavior Theme
The ACVS indicates two strong green behavior themes: ‘conservation  
lifestyle’ and ‘Activism.’  ‘Conservation Lifestyle’ identifies those making a  
special effort to use less energy at home, drive less, and use less plastic  
among other conservation-flavored behaviors.  This theme is culturally more 
traditional than trendy – a more stable, reflective, and mature position as 
opposed to a dynamic and exciting position.

The ‘Conservation Lifestyle’ theme resonates particularly well with two dispa-
rate groups.  Higher educated, more affluent Americans are adapting the life-
style for moral and idealistic reasons.  For them, using less is not a tradition but 

We can reduce energy 
use and improve the 
quality of our lives at 
the same time.  
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could well represent a new enlightenment on resource issues.  Other less afflu-
ent American workers see ‘Conservation Lifestyle’ as an extension of their 
independence as well as a way to save money. 

The ‘Conservation Lifestyle’ might become a strategic goal of the environmental 
movement. This theme goes beyond simple frugality, and even beyond the idea 
of “reduce, reuse, recycle.”  With the right targeting and messaging the  
Conservation Lifestyle could become appealing for many Americans. 

5. Activism  – Behavior Theme
Activists exhibit a set of behaviors that influence action, such as signing a peti-
tion, reminding friends and coworkers to be environmentally conscious, and to 
a lesser extent, contributing money.  The Activism theme has moved from being 
viewed as traditional in 2006 toward trendy in 2008. 

‘Activism’ has a new profile.  In the case of global warming, many traditional 
environmentalists drop out of the activist mode.  They remain committed to 
protecting natural areas and wildlife, and to stopping pollution, but they pursue 
global warming less aggressively.  Global warming deniers confuse some of 
these drop-offs, while others remain committed to earlier priorities.  

There are wide variations in acceptance of the Climate Activism theme.  Some 
of these traditionalists are being replaced by younger, more expressive Climate 
Activists who have the opposite perspective.  They don’t use the ‘E-word’ and 
most don’t subscribe to a Conservation Lifestyle, but they are energized by 
efforts to stop global warming. 

6.  “Can Do” Something – Attitude Theme
Most Americans are not convinced that we ‘can do’ anything about global 
warming.  To the extent they view it as a threat, they view it as a fait accompli. 
However, the new, younger Climate Activists have a ‘Can Do’ attitude about 
global warming and believe we need to do something even if it’s not perfect.  
These Americans are looking for leadership.  They understand that something 
has to happen, but are not clear on what to do.  Moving them into ‘Must Do’ 
mode will be a very important step for the global warming brand.

americans are looking 
for leadership. They 
understand something 
has to happen, but are 
not clear on what to do.  
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7.  Bad Weather – Message Theme
The ACVS data suggest there is more awareness of changing weather patterns 
than is generally acknowledged.  Weather makes the problem concrete, and 
somewhat avoids the science and verbiage behind climate change activism.   
It permits a visceral connection to global warming.  For example:

•		local	physical	changes	such	as	extended	or	shortened	growing	seasons,	
species loss, or altered migration patterns.

•		an	increase	in	unusual	weather	events	such	as	tornados,	floods,	or	
droughts in the area or as reported by the media.

Culturally, the weather is viewed as low status and trendy (similar to weekly  
TV shows). There may be confusion as to the cause of changing weather  
conditions but this theme resonates well with the action-oriented groups who 
live and work closer to the weather.  It may also have macho appeal.

8.  Who Knows/Cares? – Attitude Theme
Relative to other VALS surveys, the ACVS had a high percentage of people 
responding, “I have no idea” to sur vey questions.  These response rates  
likely indicate:

•	a	low	level	of	interest	in	global	warming.

•	a	low	level	of	understanding	of	the	issues	involved.

•		lack	of	engagement	because	a	need	for	simple	answers	cannot	 
be satisfied.

•	an	abdication	of	responsibility	because	they	feel	overwhelmed.

Because there are no simple answers to global warming, reaching the  
groups of Americans who have this attitude will be a challenge.  However, 
those who have the ‘who knows/who cares’ attitude about global warming 
generally want to: a) do their part, b) do what is expected and c) follow  
the letter of the law.   

As more and more Americans are engaged in the fight against global warming, 
groups who have this ‘who knows/who cares’ attitude will become supportive.  
We may never get this large segment of Americans to really understand the 
issue or care that much, but they’ll follow accepted social norms and modify 
their behavior if those norms transform.
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9.  Intellectual Deniers – Attitude Theme
There are people who deny either that global warming is happening, that it is 
harmful, or that it is human caused.  Only 18% of Americans strongly agree with 
questions on this logic chain.  There are two categories of Deniers: Intellectual 
and Cultural.

Intellectual Deniers include some of the most educated and affluent who claim 
to be environmentalists but do not accept global warming as real or the prior-
ity of it relative to other global issues.  These people base their denial of global 
warming in science, and reject the norm.  Their denial is very problematic 
because it ‘permits’ other groups to discount possible solutions.  Few other 
environmental issues have had to contend with this intellectual skepticism.

Brute force challenges, such as, “Overwhelming evidence supports conclusions 
on dangerous, man-made Global Warming,” only stimulate Intellectual Deniers.   
Direct argument is unlikely to be effective with them.

One approach is to appeal to their curiosity – what they don’t know – and 
pro-active mindset through appeals such as wager logic (what if you’re wrong). 
“Doing something is better than doing nothing,” i.e. there’s more to gain than 
to lose by taking steps to improve climate may also provide appeal.

Rather than try to change their minds, it could be more effective to blunt Intel-
lectual Denier arguments and make them less effective with other groups.  This 
might be accomplished with targeted public challenges and ridicule.  The “what 
if they’re wrong?” argument may also help keep them from infecting others 
then but not change their own minds.

10. Cultural Deniers – Attitude Theme
Other Americans deny the reality of global warming or the need to act on it 
for reasons other than science – for political, religious, economic and other 
reasons.  There are three groups of these “Cultural Deniers”:

•	hidden in the middle:  Folks who tend to deny global warming because 
they don’t want their lives to change.  They might say global warming is real, 
but they don’t do anything about it.

•	Doubting Thomas:  People who deny global warming that are confused 
by Intellectual Deniers with errant science and tradeoff arguments.

•	Intransigents:  Some Americans deny global warming because the science 
conflicts with their economic or partisan interests, or with their faith beliefs.

ask climate change 
deniers, “What if 
you’re wrong?”
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It is likely as important to deal with these Cultural Deniers as it is to refute the 
Intellectual Deniers.  However, Cultural Deniers are comprised of different 
groups of people with different motivations, so there is not one common solu-
tion.  Targets need to be further refined from a psychographic perspective to 
determine how best to target and message to them.

11.  Tender Not Tough – Attitude Theme
The gender findings from the 2006 AEVS are magnified in the 2008 ACVS. 
Climate change attitudes are even more feminine than general environmental 
attitudes.   In every respect, women in general are much more aligned with 
environmental and climate values than men.  They are more aware, more  
concerned, more motivated and more likely to see global warming solutions  
as opportunities.

Men, in general, deviate from the environmental mean in their lack of concern. 
It’s culturally “macho” to dismiss global warming as a problem and solving prob-
lems (including global warming) is perceived as feminine.  To the extent  men 
are concerned climate is about the cost and other tradeoffs involved in solving 
the problem. 

In the current energy debate, dr ill ing, coal and nuclear are all seen as  
“macho” solutions.  They resonate well with people who have a masculine  
cultural perspective.

Global warming solutions such as “green tech” don’t have a tough edge.  They 
are seen as soft – more feminine.  Being ‘Tender’ can be an obstacle.  Given that 
‘finding solutions’ is perceived as culturally feminine, finding and framing argu-
ments with macho appeal is key to communicating with a broader swath of 
Americans.  This is an important marketing challenge - ‘Real men’ need to fight 
global warming too.
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The environmental movement and those who are “onboard” with climate 
change feel the urgency.  The window for action is closing.  American public 
sentiment around climate change must reach a critical mass if we expect to 
bring carbon emissions down to sustainable levels in time to avoid the worst 
consequences of climate change.  Three things are required to successfully stop 
and reverse global warming.  

•		A	massive	market	shift	in	energy	technology:  Energy production must be 
based on renewable sources.  Distribution and use needs to shift, for 
most applications, from moving carbon around to electricity and kinetics. 
Combustion, man’s source for energy since the discovery of fire, needs to 
be a small fraction of energy.   

•	 Public policy legislation that provides the impetus, support and framework 
domestically and internationally is necessary to enable this shift.  Govern-
ments can a) provide incentives (taxes and credits), b) unleash market 
forces (cap and trade), and c) enact regulations and laws (CAFÉ, RPS).

•		Public support is required to shift public policy.  Lobbyists may provide 
money and information, but voters in America have at least an equal say.  
With greater levels of public support, we will have more timely and 
effective climate solutions. 

Clean Tech is enjoying a period of massive global investment as countries and 
companies work on wind, geothermal, solar, biofuel, tidal and other sources.   
The lobbying side of public policy is an engaged battle, with Environmental 
Defense Fund, the Sierra Club, NRDC, the League of Conservation Voters and 
other NGO’s lined up against the legacy carbon interests.  The strategic gap in 
successfully addressing climate is that third point – public support.  While a 
number of NGOs and foundations have modest efforts in this area, only two, 
the Alliance for Climate Protection and ecoAmerica, are dedicated to it.

ecoAmerica uses a specific formula of psychographic research, strategic part-
nerships and engagement marketing to target and shift the personal and  
civic choices of environmentally agnostic Americans.  We star t with people, 
designing highly leveraged, scalable programs ‘backwards’ that focus on oppor-
tunities and benefits for people and our partners and build a base of public 
support for environmental action on all levels.  

secTION IV : PuBL Ic 
suPPORT FOR cL ImaTe 
INIT IaTIVes

The window for action 
is closing. With greater 
levels of public sup-
port, we will have 
more timely and effec-
tive climate solutions.
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Institutional Programs are an effective way of ‘building the base’ for climate 
solutions.  There are many kinds of programs that can be implemented by  
corporations, NGOs and governments to address global warming.  Because 
global warming touches almost every aspect of modern society, most of these 
programs have significant side benefits.  The range of programs include things 
as diverse as land conservation, grassroots activism, carbon offsets, farmers 
markets, bicycle infrastructure, public awareness and support initiatives,  
recycling programs and retail promotion of green tech products.  Programs as 
diverse as the Alliance for Climate Protection’s WE campaign, ecoAmerica’s 
American College & University Presidents’ Climate Commitment, General 
Electric’s Ecomagination, T. Boone Pickens Energy Plan, CERES Investor  
Network on Climate Risk, and in a meta-sense, the Energy Foundation itself, all 
fall into this category.

Most organizations have a specific mission.  They are focused on a particular 
goal or set of goals, and they employ certain tactics to accomplish those goals.  
Building public support is typically not part of their strategy.  They can create 
great opportunity to enhance the effectiveness of their programs by incorpo-
rating people into their strategy and tactics..

ecoAmerica is relatively issue and audience agnostic.  We use psychographic 
research coupled with other marketing research to determine which groups of 
Americans are susceptible to changes in awareness, attitudes and behaviors on 
climate, and how to reach them. We then design programs around those groups 
of people.
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Following are some conceptual targeting and campaigns based on the ACVS 
research coupled with audience considerations (scale, cohesive, absorb, retain, 
diffuse), potential impact, cost/benefit and timing considerations.  ecoAmerica 
will be exploring and sharing these concepts to determine our 2009 and 
beyond initiatives.  This list is provided to provoke ideas and discussion that 
might help organizations determine new tactics to build public support for 
their initiatives.

Potential ACVS Program: The Climate Media Center
The Climate Media Center would be a ‘War Room’ tasked with building a val-
ues majority for the environment by a) undermining the Deniers; b) reframing 
global warming from a longer term catastrophe to an immediate economic/
jobs, American leadership/national security and health/safety issue; and c) con-
necting it to Americans daily lives (e.g. Bad Weather). With a staff of marketing 
and media professionals the Climate Media Center would aggressively provide 
information and resources on a pro- and reactive basis to media, corporations 
and NGOs. 

Potential ACVS Program: Green Community College Curriculum
America needs to build its capabilities to go green, and that star ts with  
general and vocational education.  Higher education is rapidly rising to this 
challenge with schools announcing new degrees and programs weekly.  A  
model green curr iculum would enhance and accelerate this process.   
Partnering with higher education programs, ecoAmerica would assemble teams 
from leading schools to design this model curriculum.  It would then be  
distributed free of charge through a wiki-based website and evolve with new 
participants and content. 

Potential ACVS Program: Business Leaders Bestseller
America’s business community’s realization of the economic opportunity is 
growing, but it is still largely a fringe concept – most Main Street and main-
stream business leaders are still skeptical and not engaged.  Among the oppor-
tunities to address this would be a business celebrity green opportunity book.  
Featuring well-known, highly successful business leaders, this would be either 
an edited collection of essays, or a single author book.   

Potential ACVS Program: Professional Association Outreach
Beyond business, many other sectors of the American society and economy 
are ready to green.  A program could target a professional association, such as 
architects, nurses or interior designers to establish a commitment with a  
credentialing component, support structure and outreach to get that sector to 
incorporate green into their profession. 

TArgeTing,  
messAging And  
PrOgrAm ideAs

To build a values 
majority for climate, 
advocates need to 
undermine the 
deniers, reframe the 
debate and link cli-
mate to mainstream 
Americans’ lives.
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Potential ACVS Program: Seniors Outreach
The ACVS indicates that Seniors have large untapped potential to support and 
participate in climate change advocacy.  With their longer term perspectives, 
stronger connection to the ‘pre-‘ global warming era, commitment to future 
generations and greater resources including both time and money, they can be 
activated on both the programmatic and public policy front to influence the 
global warming debate.  They might be reached through partnerships with 
AARP, through respected authors (generational book on global warming), and 
through their grandchildren.   

Potential ACVS Program: Museum/Zoo/Aquarium Program
Over 150 million Americans visit zoos and aquariums each year, more than 
NFL, NBA, NHL and MLB combined attendance.  They spend an average of 
four hours per visit, and two thirds of adults visit with a child.  Add in museums 
and the total climbs to 865 million visits per year.  Zoos and aquariums, and 
many types of museums (science, botanical, natural history) are ideal places to 
engage Americans in global warming.  With their credibility and experiential 
educational capabilities, they can convey the message more powerfully than 
perhaps any other institutions.  Many are already doing so.  Highly leveraged 
impact is possible through partnerships with the American Association of 
Museums and Association of Zoos and Aquariums to develop and implement 
support programs for climate education. 

Potential ACVS Program: Climate ‘MoveOn’
Many Americans might like to engage in environmental activism in some way, 
but they are not ‘joiners.’  A program of engaging communications and activities 
that they can do individually or with their friends and families can be devel-
oped to give them a low-anxiety, high reward experience in solving global 
warming.  This program might best be developed as an adjunct to an existing 
climate advocacy program (eg. WE) to provide support and synergistic benefits.

These programs all emanate from the ACVS research.  In addition to the abil-
ity to proactively identify high-potential existing and conceptually new pro-
grams, the same research and techniques can be used reactively to support 
existing goals or programs.  The same ‘star t with people’ + ‘strategic partners’ 
+ ‘engagement marketing’ techniques that make ecoAmerica’s programs so 
successful can be applied to vir tually any climate or environment programs.

If you are interested in working with ecoAmerica on any of our programs, or 
in having us work with you on yours, please contact: 

Lee Bodner, Executive Director : lee@ecoAmerica.org  202.457.1115
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The American Climate Values Survey (ACVS) is the second psychographic 
research project conducted by ecoAmerica and SRIC-BI.  The american envi-
ronmental Values survey (aeVs), released in October 2006, focused on a 
broader perspective of american environmental values and resulted in ten 
major findings (below), all of which remain relevant and valuable.   Summary 
findings of the AEVS follow.  A more detailed report on the AEVS is available 
at: http://ecoamerica.typepad.com/blog/2006/12/american_enviro.html

This section highlights two trends: a) differences between Americans’ environ-
mental and climate values, and b) shifts in their environmental concerns as 
measured by AEVS 2006 vs. ACVS 2008.  The differences between Americans’ 
environmental and climate values include:

•		Support	for	action	on	climate	is	significantly	weaker	among	most	Ameri-
cans than it is for action on traditional environmental issues.  Global 
warming Deniers are the likely culprit for this fall off. 

•		Going	the	other	direction,	a	significant	number	of	younger,	more	self-
expressive Americans are less concerned about traditional environmental 
values but demonstrate concern and initiative on climate.

•		The	gender	divide	on	the	environment	documented	by	the	AEVS	in	2006	
is even more pronounced on climate.  Climate problems and solutions 
are seen as “feminine” (weak, passive) versus the more aggressive and 
macho drilling for oil or of building nuclear power plants.  

People’s fundamental psychology doesn’t change quickly, and there was  
remarkable stability between the 2006 AEVS and the 2008 ACVS. 42 specific 
questions from the 2006 AEVS were repeated in the ACVS.  Most indicated  
no significant shift in attitude, but 11 had moderate shifts.  The table on the 
following page shows the net agree percentage of those questions which  
have shifted.

Over the two-year period, concern about environmental issues declined slightly  
while personal action increased.  There is now less willingness to accept 
tradeoffs (e.g. sacrifice economic growth for environmental protection) but 
less of a perceived need to.

aPPeNDIX:
aeVs  –  acVs  
cOmPaRIsON

Over the two-year 
period, concern about 
environmental issues 
declined slightly while  
personal action 
increased.
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TaBLe  7 :  aeVs  v s . acVs :  B IGGesT shIFTs  aeVs  acVs  
  2006  2008  

 1. I would call myself an environmentalist. 45 32 -13%

 2.  Protecting the environment should be given top priority even at the risk of  
curbing economic growth. 56 45 -11%

 3.  Our country is in more danger from environmental hazards such as air pollution  
and global warming than it is from terrorists. 45 37 -8%

 4. I would describe environmentalists as self-righteous. 44 36 -8%

 5. Environmental regulations infringe too much on individual property rights. 41 33 -8%

 6. I support pollution standards even if it means shutting down factories. 57 51 -6%

 7. The need to conserve energy has been exaggerated. 30 24 -6%

 8. Environmental progress retards innovation. 23 17 -6%

 9. I make a special effort to look for products that are energy efficient. 75 80 5%

 10. I worry about the effect of environmental pollution on my family’s health. 83 78 -5%

 11. I would describe scientists as self-righteous. 32 27 -5%

Following is a summary of the findings of the 2006 american environmental 
Values survey.

1. Americans’ environmental concerns are divergent and polarized. 
There is no common agreement on environmental priorities.  Different groups 
of Americans understand “environment” differently – e.g. hunting habitat, out-
door recreation areas, resources for development or global ecosystems.  These 
different conceptualizations produce tension between groups, each of which 
tend to be hyper-sensitive to bias against their points of view.  As such, it’s dif-
ficult for advocates to establish broad issue credibility. 

2. Libertarian values are ascendant over communal values. 
Two competing themes in American culture impact politics and the environ-
ment – populism: “We’re In This Together” (WITT) and individualism: “You’re 
On Your Own” (YOYO).  These values are deep rooted and hard to change.  
The AEVS data indicates that the YOYO philosophy is more appealing to 
Americans today.  The problem for environmentalists is that WITT is at the 
heart of traditional ecological thinking. 

3. Issue complexity has paralyzed many Americans. 
Most Americans don’t well understand current environmental challenges 
because to do so requires a high level of knowledge about the issues, how they 
relate to the economy, and a long-term perspective.  This limitation prevents 
people from acting.  To expect most Americans to change their standard of 
living today for environmental benefits tomorrow is not realistic.  
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4. Men and women have some very different environmental concerns. 
As a cultural idea, the environment is gendered, and the gap between male and 
female perspectives on the subject is large.  Women are more sensitive to envi-
ronmental issues while men are more skeptical and concerned about trade-offs.  
Environmentalists need to find new themes to reach out to men, e.g. self-suffi-
ciency, conservation, economic and national security.

5. Environmentalism is hampered by anti-science attitudes. 
Americans have a long tradition of skepticism about intellectuals.  This skepti-
cism is an easy way to refute an argument or point of view that you don’t 
really want to hear.  The AEVS data shows that skepticism of science itself, as 
well as how it prioritizes ‘facts’ over religious or social concerns, is currently 
popular in today’s culture.  This skepticism of science extends to environmental-
ism in general.  It’s important to refute anti-intellectual arguments, but not  
necessarily by using more scientific research – scientific arguments are not  
compelling to many Americans. 

6. Indifference is a major factor among some groups of Americans. 
In the AEVS, indifference is characterized by a “so what, who cares” philosophy.  
Unlike anti-intellectualism, indifference is not pervasive throughout America, but 
it is apparent among lower income and less-educated groups.   Environmentally 
indifferent people use a fatalistic attitude to sidestep responsibility for protect-
ing the environment – “It’s going to happen anyway.”  Because of this fatalistic 
attitude, indifferent Americans are difficult to motivate.  They will act only after 
environmentalism is supported by mainstream America.  They are fairly immune 
to images of environmental trauma and destruction. 

7. Competing priorities affect all groups of Americans. 
Even the most environmentally sympathetic people have competing priorities.   
AEVS analysis yielded nine competing priorities: 

•	Financial	Woes			 •	Religious	Values	
•	Personal	Safety	 •	No	Good	Taxes		
•	Modernity	(environmentalism	is	old	solutions	to	old	problems)	
•	Education	Imperative	(fund	education	versus	environment)	
•	Political	Futility	(why	worry,	I	can’t	do	anything	anyway)	
•	Cynicism	(‘the	system’	is	controlled	by	special	interests)	

Instead of trying to compete with these priorities, advocates should incorporate 
them into their outreach efforts. 

8. There are three major environmental issue groupings  
among Americans. 
The AEVS indicates that most Americans don’t connect distinct but ultimately 
inter-connected environmental issue, but there are three issue clusters various 
groups of Americans relate to: 
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Destruction of the Planet: destruction of natural areas, food chains, rainforests 
and extinction of endangered species. These issues are conceptual and global; 
most Americans cannot relate to them.  These issues are most effective for use 
with well-educated, successful, and self-confident segments of the American public. 
Polluted Resources:  a concern for polluted resources, pesticides in food, and 
toxic waste. These are more visible, easier to understand, and more accepted 
issues.  Focusing on polluted resources is most effective in messaging to lower-
income, less educated Americans. (One barrier : some groups believe pollution 
problems have been solved.)
human ecology: a concern for uniquely human challenges such as traffic con-
gestion, population growth, noise pollution, and sprawl.  All Americans relate to 
these issues. 

The implication of this finding is that environmental issues should not be inter-
mixed. Creating messages within issue clusters will work, but creating messages 
across issue clusters will only be understood by the most sophisticated. 

9.  Pocketbook environmentalism. 
Capitalizing on consumer behavior is a highly effective route to changing  
environmental awareness, attitudes and behavior.  While many Americans are 
unresponsive to direct environmental appeals, most are immediately concerned 
about pocketbook issues.  Home-based behavior that can save money is a  
relatively powerful motivator. Also, some groups of Americans are motivated by 
the total cost of ownership over the lifetime of products and services.  In addi-
tion to pointing out the savings and benefits of environmental actions, it would 
be helpful to make Americans aware (in creative ways) of the hidden costs of 
products and services that are not environmentally friendly. 

10.  Environmental responsibility is getting more personal. 
Traditional concern for the environment arose out of broad social movements.  
It is evolving into a more individualistic and emotional concern.  While few 
Americans currently embrace personal responsibility for the environment, those 
who do comprise the trend leaders in our society.  Responsibility as a commu-
nications theme could be useful among more highly educated Americans and to 
target other groups by tapping into aspects of their self-image. 

11.  Environmentalism and environmentalists have an image problem. 
Eco-terrorism?  Soy and granola?  Partisan liberals?  Regulations with huge tax-
payer cost? America’s environmentalists have an image problem.  They have dis-
connected with Americans, or Americans have disconnected with them.  The 
AEVS also revealed that many Americans view the environmental movement as 
traditional dated and out of touch.  The result? – only a very small percentage of 
Americans are consciously environmentally active.  Advocates would help 
advance their cause if they were perceived as part of the mainstream rather 
than on its fringe, and by more strongly relating to other groups and values.

Traditional concern  
for the environment 
arose out of broad 
social movements.   
It is evolving into a 
more individualistic  
and emotional  
concern.
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