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Do Americans understand how air pollution from fossil fuels harms
health?

MostAmericans(73%)areawarethatairpollutionfromthe use offossilfuels harmsthe health
of Americans.However,onlyabouthalf(55%)are abletoname evenonesuchhealthimpact,
Additionally, the mostfrequently cited healthimpacts are general(e.g.,breathingproblems,
respiratory illness) rather than specific (e.g., asthma). This according to the results of our recent
Climate Change in the American Mind survey (December, 2018).

Inthe surveyconductedbythe Yale ProgramonClimate Change Communicationandthe
George Mason University Center for Climate Change Communication, a nationally
representative sample of 1,114 Americans were asked: “In your view, does air pollution from
the use of fossil fuels harm the health of Americans?” Seventy-three percent of participants
said "yes," 9% answered "no," and 17% percent answered "don’t know."

Participants who answered "yes" were then asked the open-ended follow-up question: “To the
bestofyourknowledge, whathealth problemsare causedbyairpollutionfromthe use offossil
fuels?” Slightly more than half (65%) of all participants named atleast one health problem
related to air pollution from the use of fossil fuels. Non-specific references to respiratory
problems (e.g., “breathing problems,” “respiratory illness”) were given most frequently (35%),
followed by asthma (20%), and non-specific references to cancer (14%)." A total of one in three
participants eitherrespondedthattheydon’tknow (20%)ordid notprovide aresponsetothe
question (13%).

The results indicate that Americans are particularly unaware of neurological health problems
causedbyexposuretoairpollutionfromthe use offossilfuels. Onlyone percentofparticipants
responding to the open-ended question cited neurological health problems, and no
respondents mentioned a number of otherhealth conditionslinkedtoair pollution, including
diabetes, kidney disease, or weakening of the bones.

Air pollution-related health problems identified by respondents (open-ended)
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Note: N=1,114.Thetotal of "don'tknow"responsesincludes 17% ofrespondents who said “don’tknow” tothe
initial closed-ended item and an additional 3% who said “don’t know” to the open-ended follow-up item. "0"
denotes that at least one participant, but less than 0.5% of the full sample, provided this response; "--" indicates
that no participants provided this response. COPD = chronic obstructive pulmonary disease.

Among respondents who said that air pollution from the use of fossil fuels causes health
problems, an additional set of question was also asked. First, we asked “Do you think that some
groups of Americans are more likely than other Americansto experience health problems
causedbyairpollutionfromthe use offossilfuels?” Inresponse, 56% of participants said they
think some groups of Americans are more affected by air pollution from the use offossil fuels
than others, while 4% said no group is at higher risk, and 12% indicated that they “don’t
know.”?

Participants who responded that they did think some groups of Americans are more affected by
airpollutionfromthe use offossil fuelsthanothers were thenasked the open-ended follow-up
question: “Which groups of Americans do you think are more likely than other Americans to
experience health problems causedbyairpollution fromthe use offossil fuels?” Nearly half of
participants (48%)named atleastone group. Seniors were mentioned mostoften (15%),

2 Percentages are based on the full sample of Americans (N = 1,114).



followed bythose wholive orworkinpolluted areas (13%), children (8%), peoplewholivein
cities (8%), people who are sick or disabled (7%), those in low-income households (7 %), infants
and very young children (3%), those with weak immune systems (2%), minorities (2%), people
living in specific geographic locations (1%), and coal miners (1%).

Many of these responses align with scientific findings. According to the American Lung
Association, children and teenagers, older adults, people who have low incomes, people who
workorexerciseoutdoors, peoplewholiveorworknearbusyhighways,and peoplewithlung
diseases, cardiovasculardiseases, or diabetes are all at higher risk of suffering health problems
from air pollution.

Populations identified by respondents as being vulnerable to the healthimpacts
of air pollution (open-ended)
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Note: Note: N=1,114. The total of "don't know" responses includes 11.8% of respondents who said “don’t know”
totheinitial closed-ended itemand an additional 1,6% who said “don’tknow” tothe open-endedfollow-up item.
"0" denotes that at least one participant, butless than 0.5% of the full sample, provided this response.

These findings demonstrate that despite decades of public education about the health effects
of air pollution, many Americans are still unable to name a specific health problem caused by
airpollution fromthe use of fossilfuels, and many more Americans are unaware of the full
array of serious health problems caused by air pollution fromthe use of fossilfuels. Many
Americansarealsounawarethatsomegroupsare morelikelytobe affected byairpollution
from fossil fuels than others, and even fewer are able to name which groups are more
vulnerable.

Methods

Thisresearchnoteisbasedonfindingsfromthe nationally representative survey, Climate
Change in the American Mind, conducted by the Yale Program on Climate Change
Communicationandthe George Mason University Centerfor Climate Change Communication.
Interview dates: November 28 — December 11,2018. Interviews: 1,114 adults (18+), average
margin of error +/- 3 percentage points atthe 95% confidence level. Percentages are rounded
to the nearest whole number.

Two graduate students coded the open-ended responses using codinginstructions developed
by the lead author. Intercoderreliability statistics for all categories as well as the coding
instructions can be found below. Reliability was calculated using the ReCal web service
(Freelon, 2010).

Theresearch was funded by the 11th Hour Project, the Endeavor Foundation, the Energy
Foundation, the Grantham Foundation, and the MacArthur Foundation.
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for information about the intercoder reliability test results for the content analyses.

for information about the coding instructions for the perceived health problems from
air pollution.

for information about the coding instructions for perceived vulnerable populations
from air pollution.


http://www.climatechangecommunication.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Coding-instructions-perceived-health-problems-from-air-pollution.pdf
http://www.climatechangecommunication.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Coding-instructions-perceived-vulnerable-populations-.pdf
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