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ABSTRACT 

Existing analysis suggests that individuals may reduce their concern for and belief in 

climate change as a result of macro-economic difficulties. Such conclusions are 

predominantly based on repeated cross-sectional and pooled data making it difficult to 

separate out the effects of economic conditions from other explanatory factors. 

Approaching this question through experimentally priming individuals to feel a certain 

way about the economy has also proven difficult due to economic perceptions being 

difficult to alter in a survey setting (Kachi, Bernauer, & Gampfer, 2015). This paper thus 

investigates a related question on the effect of the salience of economic perceptions on 

climate change views using an online question-order experiment, whereby salience 

denotes the prominence of the issue in the mind of the respondent. Respondents were 

randomly assigned to receiving an economic prompting question before or after being 

asked about their climate change views. The results show no effect of the prompting on 

belief in anthropogenic climate change, but they do show an effect of prompting on 

prioritization of taking urgent action to address climate change. Those with a non-positive 

view of the economy were less likely to support urgent action in comparison to those who 

considered the economy to be performing well if they were asked first about their 

economic evaluations. The salience of economic evaluations and the direction of such 

evaluations would not be significant if economic evaluations themselves were not 

important, and thus the findings also reveal that economic evaluations do matter.  

Key Policy Insights: 

• Belief in anthropogenic climate change is not affected by the salience of economic 

perceptions. 

• Support for taking urgent action to implement policies to address climate change is impacted 

by the salience of macro-economic perceptions, with respondents who have their non-positive 

economic perceptions brought to the forefront of their minds displaying reduced support for 

urgent action. 

• Policies that aim to tackle climate change are more likely to have bottom-up support from the 

public during periods when the economy is perceived to be prosperous. 
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Introduction: 

This paper investigates the role of perceptions of the state of the national economy in 

influencing individual views on climate change. The coincidence of a substantial increase in 

climate change scepticism across the western world with the 2008-2009 Great Recession has 

renewed interest in analysing the relationship between economic conditions and views on 

climate change (Kahn & Kotchen, 2011; Scruggs & Benegal, 2012). However, this shift in 

climate change views began prior to the recession and, while economic insecurity may have 

exacerbated this pre-existing trend (Nordhaus & Shellenberger, 2009), isolating the role of 

economic perceptions from other explanatory factors – such as perceptions of weather 

changes (Krosnick, 2010), issue fatigue (Downs, 1972; Gough, 2011, p. 29), attention to the 

issue in the media (Boykoff & Mansfield, 2008; Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen, Friberg, & Saccenti, 

2016; Leiserowitz, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, Smith, & Dawson, 2013), and increasing partisan 

polarisation on the issue (Dunlap, McCright, & Yarosh, 2016; McCright, Dunlap, & 

Marquart-Pyatt, 2016) - remains to be satisfactorily achieved. Limitations of existing studies 

in making causal claims include the predominant reliance on repeated cross-sectional or 

pooled survey data and a focus on objective at the expense of subjective economic 

evaluations, thereby ignoring the heterogeneity in economic perceptions at any given time.  

In this paper, the findings from an online randomly-assigned question-order survey 

experiment carried out on a representative sample of 1,751 British adults are presented.  

These findings address the question of whether economic perceptions affect respondents’ 

views on climate change, specifically, belief in anthropogenic climate change and support for 

urgently addressing it. The study achieves this by focusing on the salience of economic 

perceptions, whereby salience is used to denote the prominence of economic perceptions in 



 

 

respondents’ minds. After detailing the psychological mechanisms that may lead economic 

perceptions to affect climate change views, the next section discusses the difficulties in 

establishing a causal link between the two and expands upon the suitability of a question-

order experiment for tackling this question. The data is then presented and analysed before 

concluding by discussing the implications of the findings. 

Theoretical background: 

While the simultaneous occurrence of declines in economic fortunes and increases in climate 

change scepticism may suggest a connection between the two trends, what is it about feeling 

economically insecure that may trigger this? Cognitive dissonance theory provides one 

explanation. It proposes that individuals unconsciously seek consistency in their beliefs and 

mental frameworks and thus selectively interpret information. If information supports 

existing values and mental frameworks it will be readily accepted, but if it undermines beliefs 

it may be resisted, avoided or not perceived at all (Festinger, 1957). During periods of 

economic difficulties, people’s value orientations may change, or at least fluctuate 

temporarily, as individuals prioritize their short-term material needs as their most immediate 

concern (Inglehart, 1983, 2008; Maslow, 1970). To reduce dissonance, individuals may 

downplay the threat that climate change poses or revaluate their beliefs about its existence 

(Scruggs & Benegal, 2012) so they can justify to themselves their own actions that prioritize 

economic recovery over climate change mitigation. 

Relatedly, system justification theory proposes that individuals have a psychological need to 

maintain a positive view of the existing social order which ‘manifests itself, not surprisingly, 

in the strong tendency to perceive existing social relations as fair, legitimate and desirable, 

even in contexts in which those relations substantively disadvantage the person involved’ 

(Nordhaus & Shellenberger, 2009). As the economic and lifestyle changes that are advocated 

for tackling climate problems – and environmental problems generally - may contradict basic 



 

assumptions on the quality of life, economic prosperity and material needs (Kollmuss & 

Agyeman, 2002, p. 255), system justification responses may be triggered whereby people are 

more willing to believe that the current system is working well rather than accept that there is 

a climate problem that may threaten life as they know it (Feygina, Jost, & Goldsmith, 2010). 

And during times of economic instability, system justification responses may temporarily 

increase as individuals have a heightened motivation to defend a threatened system (Hennes, 

Ruisch, Feygina, Monteiro, & Jost, 2016, p. 756). 

It may also be that when prioritising action on climate change, individuals make a rational 

trade-off between what they perceive as two competing goals. Possessing only a finite 

capacity to worry, their concerns over climate change may be crowded out by economic 

anxiety during times of perceived economic difficulties. These explanations are facilitated by 

the fact that climate change is seen as a distant threat in time and space for many (Kollmuss 

& Agyeman, 2002; Spence, Poortinga, & Pidgeon, 2012) and so the issue may be relatively 

easier to deprioritize. During economic contractions, the media are also less likely to report 

on climate change as it focuses more on the economy and - with media coverage being a 

strong predictor of public concern for climate change - this may contribute towards 

individuals being less concerned about climate change during recessions (Carmichael & 

Brulle, 2016). 

Studies carried out in the aftermath of the Great Recession show – using repeated cross-

sectional or pooled survey data from the US – that increases in unemployment rates are 

significantly related to decreased levels of belief in global warming (Kahn & Kotchen, 2011; 

Scruggs & Benegal, 2012). Using US panel data from 2008 and 2011, Mildenberger and 

Leiserowitz (2017), however, find no effect on belief in global warming of changing 

objective state economic indicators or perceptions of the impact of the economic downturn on 

one’s household. Other research finds that negative economic conditions have a 



 

 

correspondingly dampening effect on concern over climate change. For example, Kahn & 

Kotchen (2011), Brulle, Carmichael & Jenkins (2012) and Scruggs & Benegal (2012) find 

that increases in unemployment rates are associated with decreased concern at the aggregate 

level, with Brulle, Carmichael and Jenkins (2012) additionally finding that increases in GDP 

have the opposite effect and Shum (2012) showing a positive relationship between economic 

growth rates and concern over climate change. Contrastingly, both Mildenberger & 

Leiserowitz’s (2017) and Krosnick & MacInnis’ (2012) analysis display no evidence that 

global warming attitudes are impacted by changing economic conditions, while Mayer & 

Smith (2017) find that economic satisfaction does not significantly relate to one’s willingness 

to pay higher taxes to combat climate change.  

Rather than examining the impact of objective economic indicators, as has been the 

focus of much of the literature, this study examines the role of economic perceptions. 

Objective economic indicators can be problematic as they cannot take into account that, even 

in ‘objectively’ good or poor economic conditions, there will be heterogeneity in economic 

perceptions depending on the various individual factors that influence their formation. Such 

factors include partisanship - with individuals whose preferred party are in government 

having a tendency to perceive the state of the economy to be better (Evans & Andersen, 

2006) - and the use of cues from one’s local area (Ansolabehere, Meredith, & Snowberg, 

2014; Reeves & Gimpel, 2012), as well as perceptions being mediated by exposure to the 

media, personal experiences and various demographic characteristics (Duch, Palmer, & 

Anderson, 2000). As individuals need to perceive economic conditions in order for them to 

impact upon their political attitudes, objective economic indicators may not capture their 

perceived reality. Thus ‘subjective perceptions of economic conditions are the best indicators 

for examining how economic conditions relate to political attitudes’ (Gabel & Whitten, 1997, 

p. 84). 



 

However, as the factors that influence economic perceptions have been shown 

themselves to affect views on climate change, inferring whether economic perceptions 

influence climate change views independently of these is problematic. While most studies 

approach the issue using objective economic conditions - predominantly with repeated cross-

sectional or pooled data - the use of subjective economic measures is preferable for the 

reasons outlined above. Additionally, whether using objective or subjective economic 

measures, the reliance on repeated cross-sectional data is problematic for being able to 

address the risk of endogeneity. Notably, Kachi, Bernauer & Gampfer (2015) attempted to 

address this through an online survey experiment in which they presented individuals with 

facts portraying the economy as either good or bad to see if economic perceptions impact 

upon climate policy support, but found no effects. This approach is limited though because, 

as the authors themselves note, individuals tend to have stable views of the state of the 

economy which may not be easily manipulated through an experimental information 

treatment. Thus, to overcome these issues and advance the state of the literature, an 

alternative approach is warranted. 

This paper presents findings from an online randomly-assigned question-order 

experiment examining the impact of economic perceptions on climate change views. The 

experiment focuses on manipulating the salience of respondents’ economic perceptions, 

whereby salience denotes the prominence in respondents’ minds of their economic 

perceptions. Such question-order survey experiments have recently been used by Heath, 

Smith, Gilby & Hoolahan (2015) to overcome a similar problem of endogeneity between 

subjective economic perceptions and partisanship. While experiments have been used in 

explaining various aspects of climate change attitudes1 they remain underutilized. Drews & 

                                                 
1See Malka et al. 2009; Hardisty, Johnson, and Weber 2010; Parag, Capstick, and Poortinga 2011; Schuldt, 

Konrath, and Schwarz 2011; Bolsen, Leeper, and Shapiro 2014. 



 

 

Van Den Bergh (2016, p. 869) have advocated that ‘future research may use more 

experiments to better identify the causal relation between factors and [climate] policy 

support’. In this experiment, respondents are randomly assigned to receiving a question on 

their economic perceptions either before or after being asked about their climate change 

views. There is a ‘tendency for people to respond to questions at least partly on the basis of 

whatever ideas are imminently salient to them’ (Zaller, 1992, p. 79) and so being asked the 

economic question should prime individuals to bring their economic perceptions to the 

forefront of their minds. The salience of economic perceptions is expected to affect climate 

change views as per the reasons discussed, but there is no reason to believe that the salience 

of climate change to the respondent should alter economic perceptions thus the question-

order effects should be partially non-separable (Lacy, 2001). As people may perceive a trade-

off between economic prosperity and protecting the climate which may lead to conflicting 

views, this makes such an experiment an ideal and appropriate method (Tourangeau, 

Rasinski, Bradburn, & D’Andrade, 1989). 

Given the sample size, there is not enough statistical power to test these effects within 

the economic evaluation response categories; instead the tests will concentrate on identifying 

overall interaction effects where statistical power will be greater. The following are the 

hypotheses that will be tested: 

H1: The effect of prompting on belief in anthropogenic climate change will be 

different according to one’s economic evaluations, with those who think the 

economy is doing well on average having higher levels of belief than those who 

do not upon prompting. 

H2: The effect of prompting on prioritization of action on climate change will be 

different according to one’s economic evaluations, with those who think the 



 

economy is doing well on average having higher support for prioritization than 

those who do not upon prompting. 

Bringing positive economic perceptions to the forefront of respondents’ minds is 

expected to result in higher reported levels of belief in the anthrophonic cause of climate 

change and support for taking urgent action to address it and vice versa for those who have 

their gloomy economic perceptions primed, and it is the difference between these that this 

study is interested in. While actual economic realities cannot be manipulated, if economic 

realities affect climate change views it ought to depend on the salience of such realities to the 

respondent. Thus, this experiment does not seek to move the needle on individuals’ 

assessment of the economy – which may be difficult to achieve - but instead manipulates the 

salience of their economic perceptions. It should also be noted that though different 

theoretical mechanisms are proposed for why economic perceptions may adversely affect 

climate views, this current research is not designed to test which mechanisms provide the 

most appropriate explanation but rather to test what ought to happen to climate change views 

if people are affected by the salience of their economic orientations. While both H1 and H2 

test a relationship between climate change views and the salience of economic perceptions, 

they each have a distinct focus. It is more onerous for the salience of economic perceptions to 

affect belief in, than prioritization of, climate change. Given this and the subtleness of the 

prompting, it is optimistic to expect H1 to be confirmed but as previous studies have 

identified a link between economic conditions and climate beliefs (Kahn & Kotchen, 2011; 

Scruggs & Benegal, 2012) it will be tested. 

Data: 

An online randomly-assigned question-order experiment was carried out on 9-10 December 

2015 in conjunction with YouGov on a sample of 1,751 British adults from their online 



 

 

panel, weighted to be representative of the British adult population2. Respondents were 

asked, ‘In your opinion, how good or bad is the state of Britain’s economy at the moment?’. 

The treatment group were first primed with this question followed by questions about their 

belief in anthropogenic climate change and how urgent an issue they perceived addressing it 

to be3. The control group was asked the same questions but had the climate change questions 

placed before the economic perception question. Responses to the economic perception 

question were almost identical among the treatment and control groups, supporting the 

expectation that economic perceptions should not be affected by climate change views. These 

responses are displayed in Table 1. 

[INSERT TABLE 1 HERE] 

These questions have previously been fielded by YouGov and have proved reliable 

measures of public opinion on climate change. Their repeated use furthers the consistent 

tracking of climate change views. In addition to capturing authentic rather than contrived 

economic perceptions, the subtleness of the prompt increases the chances of respondents 

being consciously unaware of it. This is the ideal scenario as otherwise respondents can 

decide whether they will go along with the prompt or supress it (Kubovy, 1977; Schwarz & 

Clore, 1983; Strack, 1992). Furthermore, the ‘harm our standard of living’ wording in the 

second response to the second question aids the association with the economic perception 

questions. This economic priming also mimics actual framing on the issue to which people 

may be exposed and, akin to the question-order effects that are being tested, such framing is 

                                                 
2 YouGov is an online polling company that utilises active sampling and weights their data by age, gender, 

social class, region, level of education, vote at the previous election and political interest with their target data 

derived from four sources. Further information on their methodology can be found on their website (YouGov, 

2017). 

3 See appendix for exact wording.  



 

often only effective if it resonates with its targets’ pre-existing interpretations (Nisbet, 2009, 

p. 17). 

To begin with, it is necessary to assess whether the randomisation process balanced 

individual characteristics across the treatment groups (Angrist & Pischke, 2009, p. 18).  Chi-

square tests of independence were carried out on a range of characteristics to assess this4. In 

all cases, no significant relationship was found (p≤0.05). A borderline imbalance of gender at 

the p=.06 level was however noted5. As females have been shown to express greater concern 

about climate change than males (McCright, 2010), the results have been checked carefully to 

verify whether this may have an impact upon them and the outcomes are outlined below. 

Crucially for verifying that climate change views do not affect economic evaluations, there is 

no significant difference in the distribution of economic evaluations across treatment and 

control groups. 

Furthermore, tests were carried out restricting the samples to those within each of the 

economic evaluation categories. The only case of concern arises with an imbalance of Green 

Party voters among those with ‘very bad’ economic evaluations6. This is problematic given 

                                                 
4 Age, class, education, ethnicity, gender, gross household income, industry, newspaper readership, region, 

urban/rural area, vote at previous general election and work status. 

5 While the control group has a gender balance, the treatment group is made up of 46.5 per cent males (402 

cases) and 53.5 per cent females (462 cases). Further investigating this by carrying out tests within each of 

the economic evaluation categories, there are no imbalance issues between treatment and gender conditional 

on having good economic evaluations. While not approaching the p≤0.05 level, it is within the categories of 

quite negative and neither good nor bad economic evaluations conditional on treatment where there is a 

potential imbalance issue just outside this significance level.  

6 While within every other economic evaluation response Green Party voters are balanced between the treatment 

and control groups, within the very negative economic evaluation response they are absent from the control 

yet make up 13 per cent (seven cases) of the treatment group. 



 

 

the relationship between partisanship and climate change attitudes (Linde, 2017), especially 

given that Green Party supporters tend to be strongly supportive of environmental protection 

measures and critical of the Conservative’s handling of the economy (Dennison, 2017). 

Regardless of this identified imbalance, the small number of respondents who consider the 

economy to be very bad (6 per cent) behave oddly in subsequent tests and display outlying 

patterns which questions whether valid inferences can be made from this particular group. 

Thus, those with very bad economic evaluations have been excluded from further analyses. 

Analysis: 

To give a preliminary indication of patterns within the data, crosstabulations are 

presented displaying the aggregate responses to the climate change questions by economic 

evaluation for the control group, and how the aggregate responses for the treatment group 

differ from these. Table 2 displays responses to the question about belief in anthropogenic 

climate change. Looking at the percentage figures on the left-hand side, it initially shows that 

those with quite bad economic evaluations have a higher proportion of respondents than the 

other economic evaluation categories who believe in anthropogenic climate change. Rather 

than being counter-intuitive, this should be expected in the aggregate responses due to the 

role of partisanship. Conservative Party supporters tend to view the economy more 

favourably with their party being in government while traditionally being more climate-

sceptic and Labour Party supporters tend to view the economy less favourably with their 

party being in opposition while traditionally being more sympathetic to climate change issues 

(Carter & Clements, 2015, p. 206; 218). 

It is the difference between the treatment and control groups that should reveal an 

isolated effect of the salience of economic perceptions, but the figures display little evidence 

of any. While receiving the prompt among those with good economic perceptions is 



 

associated with higher levels and among those with quite bad economic perceptions is 

associated with lower levels of belief in anthropogenic climate change and thus is in the 

hypothesised direction, the magnitude is quite low at three and one percentage points 

respectively. The observed differences in the neither good nor bad category between 

treatment and control groups can be attributed to a gender imbalance within this economic 

response category where males show no noticeable differences, yet females – who are more 

concerned about the climate – are overrepresented in the treatment group. Thus, the initial 

results from the descriptive statistics does not suggest a large effect, if any at all. 

 [INSERT TABLE 2 HERE] 

Table 3 displays crosstabulations between one’s perceived urgency of addressing 

climate change and respondents’ economic perceptions by control and treatment groups7. 

Focusing on the difference between the responses of the control and treatment groups, the 

crosstabulations provide support for an effect of priming on one’s perceived sense of urgency 

to address climate change. Those with good economic evaluations have higher proportions of 

respondents that would prioritize urgent action if they have been primed with their economic 

evaluations first. Similarly, those with neither good nor bad or quite bad economic 

evaluations have lower proportions of respondents that would prioritize urgent action if they 

receive the economic prompt. Looking at the magnitude of the difference in the percentage 

point change in the treatment minus control columns between prioritising action and 

believing that one should not rush into action, one sees a widening gap between these 

responses of ten, fifteen and seven percentage points respectively for having good, neither 

                                                 
7 Due to an author error, the survey was administered with the climate sceptic and climate denier responses 

pooled as one response category. However, from the previous question, it was possible to separate out these 

post-survey. As the experiment examines the difference between those who would and would not prioritize 

urgent action, for which this error should not result in cross-contamination, this should not affect the results. 



 

 

and bad economic evaluations. Unlike for belief in climate change, among the neither good 

nor bad and quite bad economic categories - where there was a borderline gender imbalance - 

there are no noticeable difference in how males and females responded to the treatment. 

There is also little difference between the control and the treatment group for those that do 

not believe in climate change. 

[INSERT TABLE 3 HERE] 

To test whether these differences are statistically significant, logistic regressions are 

carried out in which the dependent variables are dichotomized8 and regressed on receiving 

the treatment, one’s economic evaluations and the interaction between both of these as well 

as some controls9. Results for the belief in anthropogenic climate change question are 

displayed in table 4. Regardless of whether control covariates are included or not, the results 

indicate no significance for the interaction term of interest. This remains the case whether the 

neither good nor bad economic evaluations category is used as the reference category as 

displayed or good/quite bad economic evaluations are alternatively used. Thus, H1 is 

rejected. 

[INSERT TABLE 4 HERE] 

The results for the urgency of addressing climate change question are displayed in 

table 5. The models on the left-hand side are carried out on the full sample10 and in models on 

                                                 
8 For belief in climate change, the dependent variable is coded as 1 if one believes in anthropogenic climate 

change and 0 if one does not state this. For urgency of addressing climate change, the dependent variable is 

coded 1 if one believes that urgent action is needed and 0 if one does not believe this. 

9 Education, partisanship, gender and region. 

10 Less those who responded ‘don’t know’ and ‘very bad’ to the economic evaluation question for reasons 

discussed above. 



 

the right-hand those who do not believe in anthropogenic climate change, and are thus 

unlikely to prioritize action on climate change regardless (Krosnick, Holbrook, Lowe, & 

Visser, 2006), are removed. Models are additionally displayed showing the results under each 

of these samples when covariates are and are not included. Firstly, in all models, the negative 

association between economic evaluations on their own and the dependent variable – which 

is statistically significant between the good and quite bad categories - is as expected given the 

role that partisanship plays in the formation of economic perceptions and how partisanship 

also impacts upon climate change views as discussed previously11. 

It is the interaction term between economic evaluations and receiving the treatment of 

prior economic prompting that allows such an issue to be overcome. Compared to the 

baseline group, respondents who receive the treatment and have good economic evaluations 

are statistically more likely at the p≤0.05 level to support urgent action to tackle climate 

change in all models. An indication of the magnitude of these effects can be seen by 

calculating predicted probabilities for all possible combinations of economic evaluations and 

being in the treatment/control group, with everything else in the models kept at their mean 

value. In model 2 – the full sample model that includes covariates - there is an eight 

percentage point difference between the predicted probabilities of supporting action among 

those who have good economic evaluations if they have received the treatment (47 per cent) 

versus if they have not (39 per cent), an eight percentage point difference among those with 

neither good nor bad economic evaluations if they have received the treatment (39 per cent) 

versus if they have not (47 per cent) and a four percentage point difference among those with 

quite bad economic evaluations if they have received the treatment (50 per cent) versus if 

they have not (54 per cent), in all cases in the hypothesized directions. When non-believers in 

                                                 
11 Carrying out logistic regression analysis without the interaction term confirms that this negative relationship 

disappears when partisanship is accounted for. 



 

 

anthropogenic climate change are removed from the sample, this increases the magnitude of 

the effect. Predicted probabilities show that treatment in model 4 has a most substantial effect 

among those with neither good nor bad economic evaluations where there is a fifteen per cent 

difference between those who received the treatment (59 per cent) and those who did not (74 

per cent). Thus, H2 is accepted12. 

[INSERT TABLE 5 HERE] 

It is also worth examining how the magnitude of this effect compares with the magnitude of 

the effects of other predictors in the model. When predicted probabilities are calculated 

separately for the other covariates in the model and holding everything else at their mean 

value, this eight percentage point effect for model 2 compares quite favourably to the 

magnitude of the effect of region, where there is an eleven percentage point difference 

between those from London (51 per cent) and those from the North (40 per cent) – and to 

education where there is a thirteen percentage point difference in the predicted probability of 

going from no formal education (38 per cent) to holding a masters or PhD qualification (51 

per cent). All of these are still dwarfed by partisanship where Liberal Democrat voters, as the 

most supportive of action in the model, have a 64 per cent probability of prioritising climate 

change action whereas for Conservatives voters this is only 36 per cent13.    

                                                 
12 For robustness, multinomial regressions were carried out for models 1 & 2 in which the category for not 

prioritising urgent action on climate change was broken down into those who believe in the occurrence of 

climate change but do not want to rush into action, those who are either unsure or do not believe in climate 

change and the ‘don’t know’ category (table contained in supplementary online appendix). Relative to the base 

outcome of those who prioritise urgent action, the interaction terms indicate that those who received the 

treatment and have good rather than neither good nor bad economic evaluations are less likely to respond with 

each of these ‘non-prioritisation’ responses. While only statistically significant for the category of those who do 

not want to rush into action, this is likely a power issue due to the small sample size in the other two categories. 

13 Predicted probabilities were not calculated for gender as it was not statistically significant. 



 

Conclusions: 

This research aimed to examine whether the salience of economic perceptions 

independently affects belief in anthropogenic climate change and support for taking action to 

address it. This was investigated through the use of an online question-order experiment 

which allows for the effect to be isolated from other contributing causes. 

No association was found between the salience of economic perceptions and belief in 

anthropogenic climate change. While contrary to the findings of studies investigating the 

broader link between economic conditions and climate beliefs that have used repeated cross-

sectional or pooled data, it is in line with the results of Mildenberger & Leiserowitz (2017) 

who reached similar conclusions using panel data analysis. As both the panel-data analysis 

that they used and the experimental method used in this paper are better equipped to unearth 

causal mechanisms, this further suggests that there is no direct causal link between economic 

conditions and belief in anthropogenic climate change. 

A statistically significant relationship was, however, found between the salience of economic 

perceptions and support for urgently tackling climate change. Namely, those who received 

the economic question first and had good economic evaluations were more likely to support 

urgent action while the reverse was true for those with neither good nor bad or quite bad 

economic evaluations. The results suggest that the effects of economic uncertainty on support 

for action on climate change is particularly strong. An effect of the salience and direction of 

economic evaluations on support for action would not occur if economic evaluations 

themselves were not important, and thus the findings suggest that economic evaluations do 

matter. While this further strengthens results from cross-sectional data analysis, it runs 

counter to the findings from the experimental analysis of Kachi, Bernauer & Gampfer (2015) 

as well as the panel-data analysis of Mildenberger & Leiserowitz. On the former, as 

mentioned, their manipulation may not have worked as they tried to prime people with 



 

 

economic facts while individuals’ economic perceptions at any given point may be relatively 

stable. As the design of this current experiment used respondents’ own economic perceptions, 

then such an issue was overcome. On the latter, the authors were looking at the effect of 

subjective evaluations of the recession on one’s household rather than the effect of subjective 

evaluations of the economy itself. Thus, it may be that sociocentric rather than the egocentric 

perceptions of economic hardship matter more for the prioritisation of action on climate 

change. Given that Mayer & Smith (2017, p. 354) find that some but not all types of 

subjective economic assessments matter for being willing to pay for climate policy, future 

studies should pay more attention to the measure of subjective economic evaluations being 

used. 

It is worth noting that the experiment took place during a period of unusually high salience 

for climate change, coinciding with the 2015 Paris Climate Conference. The fact that a subtle 

prompt affects views on climate change prioritization during a high profile climate change 

conference - and thus a rare occasion when climate policy is placed in the public spotlight 

and is a tangible and immediate public policy issue - indicates that the public are affected by 

the salience of economic perceptions when deciding whether to prioritize mitigation 

measures. Future research may examine whether the extent of this relationship would be of a 

similar magnitude during periods of lower climate change salience. Additionally, to test how 

long such effects last, the inclusion of attitudinal climate change and economic perception 

questions concurrently in longitudinal panel data is necessary. And while one would expect 

the effect of the salience of economic perceptions on climate change beliefs and attitudes to 

behave similarly in other developed countries, future research should also test this through 

similar research in other national contexts. 

Overall, the findings highlight that a portion of the public continue to link protecting the 

climate with economic sacrifices. As a result, they are cautious about undertaking remedial 



 

action on climate change during uncertain economic periods. This presents challenges when 

the economy is not - or at least not perceived to be - performing well. It also highlights how 

an emphasis on economic woes prior to discussions on climate change in public discourse 

may reduce support for climate change mitigation.  Finding ways to lessen this link – such as 

by focusing on the economic benefits that can come with climate change mitigation measures 

through the conversion to a green economy – will be vital if public support for tackling 

climate change is to last during challenging economic times. 
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Tables: 

Table 1: Economic Evaluations by Control and Treatment 

 Control Treatment 

Economic Evaluation % N % N 

Very Good 1.5 12 1.5 13 

Quite Good 28 253 27.5 232 

Neither Good Nor Bad 34 311 35 294 

Quite Bad 26 238 26 219 

Very Bad 6.5 58 6 51 

Don’t Know 4 37 3.5 31 

N 100 909 99.5 842 

  Note: Due to rounding from weights, the total N in the Treatment group does not exactly match the addition of 

its components 

 

 

Table 2. Crosstabulation of Climate Change Beliefs with Economic Evaluations by Treatment (%). 

 Control(C)  Treatment (T)-Control   n(C+T) 

 Economic Evaluations Economic Evaluations   

 Good Neither Quite 

Bad 

 Good Neither Quite 

Bad 

   

Climate Change Belief:            

Changing as a result of human 

activity 

57 58 71  +3 +6 -1    1089 

Changing but not because of 

human activity 

27 23 14  0 -6 0    358 

Not Changing 4 3 5  -1 0 -3    61 

Not Sure 13 15 10  -2 -1 +4    243 

Sum 101 99 100        1751 

Note: ‘Very Bad’ (n=109) and ‘Don’t Know’ (n=69) responses to the economic evaluation question are not 

displayed 



 

 

 

 

 

Table 3. Crosstabulation of Climate Change Action with Economic Evaluations by Treatment (%). 

 Control(C)  Treatment(T)-Control   n(C+T) 

 Economic Evaluations Economic Evaluations   

 Good Neither Quite 

Bad 

 Good Neither Quite 

Bad 

   

Climate Change Views:           

Happening and requires urgent 

action 

36 47 56  +7 -6 -3   796 

Happening and does not require 

urgent action  

39 29 22  -3 +9 +4   534 

Unclear if it is occurring  15 12 10  -3 -5 -2   179 

Not happening 4 3 4  -1 0 -1   52 

Don’t know 7 9 8  0 +3 0   190 

Sum 101 100 100       1,751 

Note: ‘Very Bad’ (n=109) and ‘Don’t Know’ (n=69) responses to the economic evaluation question are not 

displayed 



 

 

 

Table 4.  Logistic Regression of Treatment and Economic Evaluations on Belief in Anthropogenic Climate 

Change. 

 Model 1 – Without 

covariates 

Model 2 – With 

covariates 

 

Treated 

 

0.265 

(0.187) 

 

0.189 

(0.197) 

 

Neither Good nor Bad Economic Evaluations 

Quite Bad 

 

 

Good 

 

 

0.554** 

(0.204) 

 

-0.058 

(0.191) 

 

 

0.390 

(0.216) 

 

0.097 

(0.205) 

 

Treatment*Neither Good nor Bad Economic Evaluations 

Treated*Quite Bad 

 

 

Treated*Good 

 

 

 

-0.308 

(0.293) 

 

-0.138 

(0.276) 

 

 

 

-0.298 

(0.307) 

 

-0.009 

(0.289) 

 

Constant 0.324 

(0.130) 

-0.855 

(0.335) 

 

ll(null) 

ll(model) 

 

-1038.261 

-1028.510 

 

-1038.261 

-951.890 

Observations 1573 1573 

Note: Those who responded ‘don’t know’ to the economic evaluation question have been excluded, as have 

those that responded ‘very bad’ for reasons discussed above. Education, partisanship, gender and region 

are also included as controls in model 2, but their coefficients are not displayed. 

*p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; Coefficients are log-odds ratios; Standard Errors in parentheses 



 

 

 

Table 5.  Logistic Regression of Treatment and Economic Evaluations on Urgency of Addressing Climate 

Change. 

  

Full Sample 

 Among Anthropogenic 

Climate Change Believers 

 Model 1 – 

Without 

covariates 

Model 2 – 

With    

covariates 

 Model 3 – 

Without 

covariates 

 

Model 4 – 

With 

covariates 

 

Treated 

 

-0.264 

(0.183) 

 

-0.346 

(0.191) 

  

-0.585* 

(0.247) 

 

-0.606* 

(0.257) 

 

Neither Good nor Bad Economic 

Evaluations 

Quite Bad 

 

 

Good 

 

 

 

0.378* 

(0.192) 

 

-0.436* 

(0.194) 

 

 

 

0.265 

(0.201) 

 

-0.324 

(0.202) 

  

 

 

0.067 

(0.266) 

 

-0.548* 

(0.261) 

 

 

 

0.100 

(0.269) 

 

-0.495 

(0.268) 

 

Treatment*Neither Good nor Bad 

Economic Evaluations 

Treated*Quite Bad 

 

 

Treated*Good 

 

 

 

 

0.139 

(0.277) 

 

0.543* 

(0.275) 

 

 

 

 

0.176 

(0.292) 

 

0.650* 

(0.280) 

 

  

 

 

0.462 

0.381) 

 

0.914* 

(0.365) 

 

 

 

0.458 

(0.393) 

 

0.981** 

(0.370) 

Constant -0.121 

(0.129) 

-0.661 

(0.326) 

 1.003** 

(0.183) 

1.135* 

(0.485) 

 

ll(null) 

ll(model) 

 

-1084.540 

-1069.993 

 

-1084.540 

-1017.485 

  

-617.822 

-610.392 

 

-617.822 

-594.587 

Observations 1573 1573  997 997 

Note: Those who responded ‘don’t know’ to the economic evaluation question have been excluded, as have 

those that responded ‘very bad’ for reasons discussed above. Education, partisanship, gender and region 

are also included as controls in these regressions in models 2 and 4, but their coefficients are not 

displayed. 

*p ≤ 0.05; **p ≤ 0.01; Coefficients are log-odds ratios; Standard Errors in parentheses 



 

Appendix: Question Wording 

In your opinion, how good or bad is the state of Britain’s economy at the moment? 

- Very good 

- Quite good 

- Neither good nor bad 

- Quite bad 

- Very bad 

- Don’t Know 

 

On the subject of climate change do you think: 

- The world’s climate is changing as a result of human activity 

- The world’s climate is changing but NOT because of human activity 

- The world’s climate is NOT changing 

- Not sure 

Thinking about global warming and climate change, which of these statements comes closest 

to your view: 

- It is a serious and urgent problem and radical steps must be taken NOW to prevent 

terrible damage being done to the planet. 

- Climate change is definitely happening but there is time to work out the best actions 

to take, and we should not rush into anything that could harm our standard of living. 

- It is not yet clear whether climate change is happening or not – scientists are divided 

on this issue. 

- I don’t believe climate change is happening at all – it’s simply scare-mongering and 

we should ignore it14. 

- Don’t Know 

 

                                                 
14 As discussed in footnote 8, the climate sceptic and denier responses were mistakenly fielded in the same 

response category. Using responses to the climate belief question, it was possible to separate out climate deniers 

from climate sceptics post-survey 


