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Sun d a y Re vie w

W h y Fa c tsD o n ’ tU n ify U s
Gra y M a tte r

B y TA LISH A RO T a n d C A SSR. SU N STE IN SE P T. 2 , 2 0 1 6

A c c o rd in g to th e P e w Re se a rc h C e n te r, th e n a tio n ism o re po la rize d th a n a ta n y

tim e in re c e n th isto ry . W h ile so m e o fth e issue s d ivid in g usb o ild o w n to id e o lo gy

a n d pre fe re n c e , th e re is a tle a sto n e o n w h ic h h a rd sc ie n c e sh o uld h a ve a stro n g

sa y — c lim a te c h a n ge . B utd o n um b e rsa n d figure s c h a n ge pe o ple ’ so pin io n s?

A ppa re n tly , th e y d o —th e y re sultin a d e e pe rd ivid e .

In a re c e n te xpe rim e n t, d e sc rib e d in a pa pe rre le a se d o n Frid a y o n th e So c ia l

Sc ie n c e Re se a rc h N e tw o rk , w e a n d o urc o lle a gue sSe b a stia n B o b a d illa -Sua re z

a n d Ste ph a n ie La zza ro a sk e d m o re th a n 3 0 0 A m e ric a n sse ve ra lc lim a te -re la te d

q ue stio n s, suc h a sw h e th e rth e y b e lie ve d th a tm a n -m a d e c lim a te c h a n ge w a s

o c c urrin g a n d w h e th e rth e U n ite d Sta te sw a srigh tto suppo rtth e re c e n tP a ris

a gre e m e n tto re d uc e gre e n h o use ga s e m issio n s. O n th e b a siso fth e ira n sw e rs, w e

d ivid e d pa rtic ipa n tsin to th re e gro ups:stro n g b e lie ve rsin m a n -m a d e c lim a te

c h a n ge , m o d e ra te b e lie ve rsa n d w e a k b e lie ve rs.

N e xtw e in fo rm e d pa rtic ipa n tsth a tm a n y sc ie n tistsh a ve sa id th a tb y th e y e a r

2 1 0 0 , th e a ve ra ge te m pe ra ture in th e U n ite d Sta te sw illrise a tle a st6 d e gre e s

Fa h re n h e it, a n d a sk e d th e m fo rth e iro w n e stim a te so flik e ly te m pe ra ture rise b y

2 1 0 0 .
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Th e o ve ra lla ve ra ge w a s5.6 d e gre e sFa h re n h e it. A s e xpe c te d , th e re w e re

sign ific a n td iffe re n c e s a m o n g th e th re e gro ups:6 .3 d e gre e sfo rstro n g b e lie ve rsin

m a n -m a d e c lim a te c h a n ge , 5.9 d e gre e sfo rm o d e ra te b e lie ve rsa n d 3 .6 d e gre e sfo r

w e a k b e lie ve rs.

Th e n c a m e th e im po rta n tpa rto fth e e xpe rim e n t. P a rtic ipa n tsw e re ra n d o m ly

a ssign e d to o n e o ftw o c o n d itio n s. H a lfo fth e m re c e ive d in fo rm a tio n th a tw a s

m o re e n c o ura gin g th a n w h a tth e y o rigin a lly re c e ive d ( go o d n e w sfo rth e pla n e t

a n d h um a n ity ) ;h a lfo fth e m re c e ive d in fo rm a tio n th a tw a sle ss e n c o ura gin g ( b a d

n e w sfo rth e pla n e ta n d h um a n ity ) . In th e go o d n e w s c o n d itio n , th e y w e re to ld to

a ssum e th a tin re c e n tw e e k s, pro m in e n tsc ie n tistsh a d re a sse sse d th e sc ie n c e a n d

c o n c lud e d th e situa tio n w a sfa rb e tte rth a n pre vio usly th o ugh t, sugge stin g a lik e ly

te m pe ra ture in c re a se o fo n ly 1 to 5 d e gre e s.

In th e b a d n e w s c o n d itio n , pa rtic ipa n tsw e re to ld to a ssum e th a tin re c e n t

w e e k s, pro m in e n tsc ie n tistsh a d re a sse sse d th e sc ie n c e a n d c o n c lud e d th e

situa tio n w a sfa rw o rse th a n pre vio usly th o ugh t, sugge stin g a lik e ly te m pe ra ture

in c re a se o f7 to 1 1 d e gre e s. A llpa rtic ipa n tsw e re th e n a sk e d to pro vid e th e ir

pe rso n a le stim a te s.

W e a k b e lie ve rsin m a n -m a d e c lim a te c h a n ge w e re m o ve d b y th e go o d n e w s

( th e ira ve ra ge e stim a te fe llb y a b o ut1 d e gre e ) , b utth e irb e lie fw a sun c h a n ge d b y

th e b a d n e w s ( th e ira ve ra ge e stim a te sta y e d e sse n tia lly c o n sta n t) .

B y c o n tra st, stro n g b e lie ve rsin m a n -m a d e c lim a te c h a n ge w e re fa rm o re

m o ve d b y th e b a d n e w s ( th e ira ve ra ge e stim a te jum pe d b y n e a rly 2 d e gre e s) ,

w h e re a sw ith go o d n e w s, itfe llb y le ssth a n h a lfo fth a t( .9 d e gre e s) . Mo d e ra te

c lim a te c h a n ge b e lie ve rsw e re e q ua lly m o ve d in b o th c a se s ( th e y c h a n ge d th e ir

e stim a te s b y a ppro xim a te ly 1 .5 d e gre e sin e a c h c a se ) .

Th e c le a rim plic a tio n isth a tfo rw e a k b e lie ve rsin m a n -m a d e c lim a te c h a n ge ,

c o m fo rtin g n e w sw illh a ve a b ig im pa c t, a n d a la rm in g n e w sw o n ’ t. Stro n g

b e lie ve rsw illsh o w th e o ppo site pa tte rn . A n d b e c a use A m e ric a n s a re fre q ue n tly

e xpo se d to c o m pe tin g c la im s a b o utth e la te stsc ie n tific e vid e n c e , th e se o ppo sin g

te n d e n c ie sw illpre d ic ta b ly c re a te po litic a lpo la riza tio n —a n d itw illgro w o ve r

tim e .

In th e c a se o fin fo rm a tio n a b o uto urse lve s—a b o uth o w a ttra c tive o th e rs

pe rc e ive usto b e , o rh o w lik e ly w e a re to suc c e e d —pe o ple n o rm a lly a lte rth e ir
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b e lie fsm o re in re spo n se to go o d n e w s. In c e rta in c irc um sta n c e s, th a tw illa lso b e

true fo rpo litic a lissue s—a sin th e c a se o fw e a k c lim a te c h a n ge b e lie ve rs. B uta t

tim e s, go o d po litic a ln e w s c a n th re a te n o urd e e pe stc o m m itm e n ts, a n d w e w ill

give itle ssw e igh t.

Th e se fin d in gsh e lp e xpla in po la riza tio n o n m a n y issue s. W ith re spe c tto th e

A ffo rd a b le C a re A c t, fo re x a m ple , pe o ple e n c o un te rgo o d n e w s, to th e e ffe c tth a tit

h a sh e lpe d m illio n so fpe o ple o b ta in h e a lth in sura n c e , a n d a lso b a d n e w s, to th e

e ffe c tth a th e a lth c a re c o sts a n d in sura n c e pre m ium sc o n tin ue to in c re a se . Fo r

th e a c t’ ssuppo rte rs, th e go o d n e w sw illh a ve fa rm o re im pa c tth a n th e b a d ;fo r

th e o ppo n e n ts, th e o ppo site istrue . A sth e sh e e rvo lum e o fin fo rm a tio n in c re a se s,

po la riza tio n w illb e h e igh te n e d a sw e ll.

Sign U p fo rth e O pin io n To d a y
N e w sle tte r
E ve ry w e e k d a y , ge tth o ugh t-pro vo k in g c o m m e n ta ry fro m O p-E d c o lum n ists, Th e

Tim e s e d ito ria lb o a rd a n d c o n trib utin g w rite rsfro m a ro un d th e w o rld .

I'm n o ta r o b o t
r e C A P T C H A

P r iva c y -T e r m s

Se e Sa m ple

P riva c y P o lic y

E sse n tia lly th e sa m e ta le c a n b e to ld w ith re spe c tto im m igra tio n , te rro rism ,

in c re a se sin th e m in im um w a ge — a n d c a n d id a te sfo rth e h igh e sto ffic e in th e

la n d . Vo te rsa re n o w re c e ivin g a ste a d y stre a m o f b o th po sitive a n d n e ga tive

in fo rm a tio n a b o utH illa ry C lin to n a n d D o n a ld J. Trum p. W h ic h k in d o fn e w sw ill

h a ve a la rge im pa c tw illd e pe n d pa rtly o n pe o ple ’ sm o tiva tio n s a n d in itia l

c o n vic tio n s.

B utth e re ’ s a n im po rta n tq ua lific a tio n . In o ure xpe rim e n t, a stro n g m a jo rity

sh o w e d m o ve m e n t;fe w pe o ple w e re im pe rvio usto n e w in fo rm a tio n . Mo stpe o ple

w e re w illin g to c h a n ge th e irvie w s, a tle a stto so m e e xte n t.


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Fo rth o se w h o b e lie ve in le a rn in g, a n d th e po ssib ility o fd e m o c ra tic se lf-

go ve rn m e n t, th a t’ sve ry go o d n e w s.

Ta liSh a ro tis a n a sso c ia te pro fe sso ro fc o gn itive n e uro sc ie n c e a tU n ive rsity C o lle ge

Lo n d o n . C a ssR. Sun ste in is a la w pro fe sso ra tH a rva rd .
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