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Strong Public Support for State-level
Policies to Address Climate Change
a report from the National Surveys on Energy and Environment
Since 2008, the National Surveys on Energy and Environment (NSEE) has been tracking public opinion about climate change and
energy policy. While recent surveys have focused on preferences for implementation of the federal Clean Power Plan,1 the latest
survey wave instead focuses on how Americans would prefer their state respond to a series of energy and climate policy options
in the Trump Era. This report presents findings from the Spring 2017 survey fielded just prior to President Trump’s June 2017
announcement to withdraw the U.S. from the 2015 international climate agreement negotiated in Paris and subsequent pledges by a
number of states to continue to honor their share of Paris emission reduction commitments.

Key Findings
1.

A majority (66%) of Americans believe that it is their state’s responsibility to address the issue of global warming in the
absence of federal action.

2.

There is very high support for renewable energy (79%) and efficiency (81%) mandates, two established state-level policy
options to reduce carbon emissions from the electricity sector.

3.

There is even greater support for increasing the use of solar energy (89%) and wind energy (83%) at the state level outside
of the context of a mandate. This increase in support is largely attributable to Republicans who, while slightly more
inclined to oppose a renewable energy mandate in their state, show very strong support for increasing wind and solar use.

4.

Support for renewable energy is high even among those Americans who do not think that there is evidence that the earth
is warming, with a majority of this group saying they support adding more solar (74%) and wind (67%) energy in their
state.

5.

A majority of Americans—including those who do not think climate change is happening—say that solar and wind
energy create jobs.
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Majority Believe States Have a Responsibility to Act
Early iterations of the NSEE asked respondents how much responsibility, if any, different levels of government have for addressing
climate change. While these early surveys consistently found that most Americans see a role for all levels of government—local, state,
and federal—in addressing global warming, most believed that the federal government should bear the greatest responsibility for
taking actions to reduce global warming. In light of the unsuccessful Congressional attempts to pass federal climate legislation in the
early Obama years, the NSEE added a question to understand whether Americans would prefer to hold out for federal action, or have
their state step in. While that question was discontinued in 2014 when the Clean Power Plan was announced, the latest survey revived
the question, finding that 66% of Americans agree that “if the federal government fails to address the issue of global warming, it is my
state’s responsibility to address the problem.” Americans today are significantly more supportive of state action than in Spring 2013,
when only 48% believed that states had a responsibility to act (see Figure 1a). Some of this is likely a reflection of more Americans now
believing that climate change is occurring—70% of Americans say there is solid evidence of global warming now compared to 64% in
Spring of 2013—and exhibiting more concern over the issue of global warming.2 It may also be prompted by reaction to the Trump
administration’s environmental policy steps prior to the Paris withdrawal announcement, including announcing plans to terminate
the Clean Power Plan (which the NSEE has previously found to have a solid base of support among the public) and pronouncements
to pursue significant reductions in federal grant programs that assist states with environmental protection, climate mitigation, and
alternative energy development.
As Figure 1b demonstrates, this increasing sense that states have a responsibility to address climate change also spans the political
spectrum. Over three-quarters (77%) of Democrats now say they believe it is their state’s responsibility to address global warming, a
20-point jump from 57% in 2013. Notably, a majority (51%) of Republicans now also agree that states should act, up from just 34% four
years ago.
Agreement/Disagreement that States have a Responsibility to Address Climate Change Absent Federal Action, Spring 2013 vs. Spring 2017
Figure 1a. Overall

Figure 1b. By Political Party
44%

38%

41%

30%

30%

28%

24%
28%
24%
18%
27%

13%

27%

21%

33%

11%
9%

15%

15%
25%

26%

10%

10%

26%

17%

18%

19%
26%

39%

23%
Strongly agree

20%
23%

Somewhat agree
Somewhat disagree
Strongly disagree

2013

2017

2013

2017
Democrat

2013

2017

Independent

2013

2017

Republican

Question text: “Please identify your level of agreement with the following statement, indicating if you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or
strongly disagree. If the federal government fails to address the issue of global warming it is my state’s responsibility to address the problem.”
Note: “not sure” responses not shown
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Strong Support for Renewables, Efficiency Mandates
Not only do Americans think it is their state’s responsibility to act to address climate change in general terms. There is also strong
support among Americans for specific policies such as state level renewable energy and energy efficiency mandates, which have been
implemented in recent decades in more than half of the states.3 The Spring 2017 survey finds that 81% of Americans support their state
requiring increased energy efficiency standards, often referred to as energy efficiency resource standards (EERS). Additionally, 79%
of Americans support their state requiring a set portion of all electricity come from renewable energy sources. This policy, commonly
referred to as a renewable portfolio standard (RPS), is active in 29 states plus the District of Columbia.4 Support for renewable energy
is even higher if you remove the context of a state-level mandate. An overwhelming 89% of these same survey respondents would
support increasing the use of solar energy in their state, and 83% say the same about wind energy (see Figure 2).
Figure 2. Public support and opposition to clean state-level energy policy
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Question text: “Now I would like to ask you a few questions about government policy designed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.
For each of the following policy options I read please indicate if you strongly support, somewhat support, somewhat oppose, or
strongly oppose your state adopting that policy as a means of reducing emissions?” [Full question text in Note 5.]
Note: “not sure” responses not shown
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Support for State-level Energy Policy Spans Partisanship
With such high levels of overall support, it is perhaps unsurprising that this suite of energy policies finds broad support across the
political spectrum. There is overall support by large majorities of both Democrats and Republicans for all four of these policies.
Republicans tend to be slightly more inclined than Democrats to oppose renewable energy or energy efficiency mandates, with
Republican opposition to these policies at 25% and 21%, respectively (see Figure 3a). However, this does not mean that Republicans are
opposed to renewable energy. Indeed, an outright majority of Republicans say they strongly support increasing solar (57%) and wind
energy (53%) outside of the context of a mandate.
While Democrats show very low opposition to renewable energy mandates, they do have slightly more opposition to specific renewable
technologies. While just 3% of surveyed Democrats oppose requiring renewable energy, 6% of these same respondents say they oppose
increasing the use of wind energy in their state and 4% oppose increasing the use of solar energy (see Figure 3b).
Public support and opposition to clean state-level energy policy, by political party
Figure 3a. Republicans (N = 214)

Figure 3b. Democrats (N = 281)
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Question text: “Now I would like to ask you a few questions about government policy designed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.
For each of the following policy options I read please indicate if you strongly support, somewhat support, somewhat oppose, or
strongly oppose your state adopting that policy as a means of reducing emissions?” [Full question text in Note 5.]
Note: “not sure” responses not shown
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Even Climate Change Skeptics Support Adding Renewable Energy, Perhaps for
Economic Reasons
Perhaps surprisingly, there is majority support for all four of these state-level energy policies even among those Americans who do
not think there is solid evidence that global warming is occurring. While just over half support renewable energy mandates (51%) or
energy efficiency standards (57%), a full two-thirds (67%) of those who do not think the climate is changing say they would support
increasing the use of wind energy and nearly three-quarters (74%) support increasing solar energy in their state (see Figure 4).
Figure 4. Public support and opposition to clean state-level energy policy, among those who do not think there is solid
evidence that the average temperature on earth has been getting warmer over the past four decades (N=155)
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Question text: “Now I would like to ask you a few questions about government policy designed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions.
For each of the following policy options I read please indicate if you strongly support, somewhat support, somewhat oppose, or
strongly oppose your state adopting that policy as a means of reducing emissions?” [Full question text in Note 5.]
Note: “not sure” responses not shown

5

The Center for Local, State, and Urban Policy
This high support for renewable energy technologies particularly among this group of Americans indicates the diverse motivations
driving renewable energy deployment across the country. Key among these are economic motivations. A majority of Americans (81%)
believe wind and solar energy create jobs. The numbers are nearly as high among those who think there is no solid evidence that global
warming is occurring: 70% believe solar energy creates jobs while 74% believe the same of wind energy (see Figure 5).
Figure 5. Agreement/Disagreement that renewable energy technologies create job, by technology
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Question text: “Please tell me whether you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree or
strongly disagree with the statement: [Solar panels / wind turbines] create jobs.”
aNote: “not sure” responses not shown
Note: split sample; half of respondents (N=422) were asked about solar panels while remainder (N=413) were asked about wind turbines.

6

www.closup.umich.edu

Strong Public Support for State-level Policies to Address Climate Change

Conclusion
As President Trump was announcing that the U.S. will withdraw from the Paris Accord, a number of governors (and mayors)
reaffirmed their commitment to reducing carbon emissions, pledging deep cuts within their boundaries and proposing more interstate collaboration.6 Our data suggest that these state-level pledges match the expectations of a majority of Americans who feel that
in the absence of federal action, state governments have a responsibility to act to address climate change. Furthermore, while it is still
unclear what specific policies states will seek to uphold their pledges, our data finds the suite of policy options that have previously
formed the backbone of state climate policy are likely to enjoy broad-based public support across the political spectrum. This even
holds among those who don’t necessarily think that climate change is occurring. Future waves of the NSEE will continue to track
American attitudes about state and intergovernmental climate and energy policy, especially as they relate to policies that have been
adopted or are under active consideration in various states.

Methods
The Spring 2017 NSEE surveyed 841 adult (age 18 or older) residents of the United States between April 17 and May 16, 2017.
Respondents were interviewed in English on both landlines (201) and cell phones (640) by the staff of the Muhlenberg College Institute
of Public Opinion (MCIPO) in Allentown, Pennsylvania on the Institute’s Computer Aided Telephone Interviewing (CATI) system.
Both the landline and cell phone samples were chosen randomly from sampling frames of United States landline and cell numbers
provided the Marketing Systems Group (MSG), Horsham, Pennsylvania.
With a randomly selected sample of 841 respondents the margin of error for the surveys is ±3.5% at a 95% level of confidence. Margins
of error for questions with smaller sample sizes will be larger. In addition to sampling error, one should consider that question
wording and other fielding issues can introduce error or bias into survey results. The sample data has been weighted by age, race,
educational attainment, income and gender to reflect 2015 population parameters for these factors provided by the United States
Census Bureau. The calculation of sampling error takes into account design effects due to the weighting identified above. In order to
reach a representative sample of adult Americans both landlines and cell phones are called up to 10 times. The response rate for this
survey as calculated using the American Association of Public Opinion Research (AAPOR) RR3 formula is 9%. Due to rounding, the
totals provided in tables may not equal 100.
The instrument was designed by Christopher Borick of Muhlenberg College, Sarah Mills of the University of Michigan, and
Barry Rabe of the University of Michigan. For more detailed information on the methods employed please contact the MCIPO
at 484-664-3444 or email Dr. Borick at cborick@muhlenberg.edu.

Funding, Financial Disclosure, and Research Transparency
Funding for the NSEE surveys to-date has been provided by general revenues of the University of Michigan Center for Local, State,
and Urban Policy, and the Muhlenberg College Institute of Public Opinion. The authors did not accept any stipend or supplemental
income in the completion of the survey or the reports from this survey. The NSEE is committed to transparency in all facets of our
work, including timely release and posting of data from each survey wave on our website.
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a.

“Increasing the use of wind energy in your state.”

b.

“Increasing the use of solar energy in your state.”

c.

“Requiring increased energy efficiency standards in your state.”

d.

“Requiring a set portion of all electricity to come from renewable energy sources such as wind and solar in your state.”

Storrow, Benjamin. (2017, June 1). “Governors Pledge Climate Action in Face of Possible Paris Withdrawal.” E&E News. Retrieved
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Reports from Issues in Energy and Environmental Policy
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Cap-and-Trade Support Linked to Revenue Use (June 2015)
Widespread Public Support for Renewable Energy Mandates Despite Proposed Rollbacks (June 2015)
Neighbors Diverge: An Explanation for the Differences in Silica Sand Mining Activity in Wisconsin and Minnesota (May 2015)
Public Perceptions of Hydraulic Fracturing in Three Marcellus Shale States (May 2015)
Acceptance of Global Warming Among Americans Moderately Increases in Late 2014 (February 2015)
Public support for regulation of power plant emissions under the Clean Power Plan (January 2015)
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Shale Gas and Hydraulic Fracturing in the Great Lakes Region: Current Issues and Public Opinion (April 2014)
Wind Energy Development in the Great Lakes Region: Current Issues and Public Opinion (April 2014)
The Decline of Public Support for State Climate Change Policies: 2008-2013 (March 2014)
Using Information Disclosure to Achieve Policy Goals: How Experience with the Toxics Release Inventory Can Inform Action on Natural Gas Fracturing
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State of the Debate: Natural Gas Fracking in New York’s Marcellus Shale (January 2014)
The Chilling Effect of Winter 2013 on American Acceptance of Global Warming (June 2013)
Public Opinion on Fracking: Perspectives from Michigan and Pennsylvania (May 2013)
NSEE Findings Report for Belief-Related Questions (March 2013)
NSEE Public Opinion on Climate Policy Options (December 2012)
All IEEP reports are available online at: http://closup.umich.edu/ieep.php
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