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Drawing on original survey data, this report sheds new light on the complexity of Canadians’ attitudes around 
climate change. Although the vast majority perceive evidence of global warming, substantially fewer believe 
humans are primarily responsible for the observed rise in temperature. Moreover, though a majority believe 
climate change will harm Canadians at some point within the next decade, few perceive themselves to be 
personally at risk. In fact, very few Canadians are well informed about climate change, and most lack even 
a general understanding of climate policy. Canadians are unwilling to pay substantial amounts to produce 
more renewable energy. These findings help explain why Canadian governments—especially the federal 
government—have shown relatively little interest in implementing ambitious climate policy. They also suggest 
that if the Trudeau government is to change this course, it will need to clearly communicate the benefits of 
its climate policy to Canadians. Further research is thus necessary to identify which strategies are most likely 
to be effective when discussing climate change with different audiences. This includes both research on and 
the diffusion of information about risks for Canadians and policies that transition Canada to a decarbonized 
economy. Such a shift, if it is to occur, will allow for a more in-depth analysis of the complex relationship 
between climate policy and public perceptions of climate change in Canada. 

Key Findings

1	A lthough most Canadians are aware that the climate is changing, substantially fewer 
attribute this warming primarily to human activity.

2	M ost Canadians perceive climate change to be happening, yet few perceive 
themselves as personally at risk.

3	D espite the urgency of the problem, the climate change issue in Canada currently 
lacks saliency.

4	T hough some provinces have taken action, Canadians remain uninformed about 
climate policy.

5	C anadians are generally unwilling to pay large sums to support increased production 
of decarbonized energy, though this willingness increases with adherence to the 
scientific consensus on global climate change. 

 

Summary
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The popular press often suggests there is a consensus 
on climate change in Canada (CBC News 2015a; CBC 
News 2015b). On this reading, public opinion is ahead 
of policy-makers who, for decades, have largely failed 
to implement ambitious climate policy at the federal 
level. There is certainly some merit to this popular 
view. Polls consistently find that strong and stable 
majorities of the Canadian population believe the 
average global temperature on earth is rising (Martel-
Morin et al. 2015; Lachapelle et al. 2014), perceive 
the science around climate change as conclusive 
(Environics 2015) and support stricter climate policies, 
including carbon taxes (Angus Reid Institute 2014; 
2015; Anderson and Coletto 2014; Rudny 2015). Yet 
Canada’s record on climate policy after ratifying the 
Kyoto Protocol in 2002 has been dismal (Office of the 
Auditor General of Canada 2012; 2014). This broad 
assertion applies to both Liberal and Conservative 
governments, which have largely failed to implement 
effective climate policies to support the ambitious 
greenhouse gas (GHG) reduction commitments 
agreed to by successive Canadian governments at the 
international level. Though some expect Canadian 
climate policy changes with the advent of the new 
Liberal government in 2015, just how motivated the 
Trudeau administration is to act on climate issues 
remains to be seen. Indeed, climate change was barely 
an issue in the 2015 election campaign; the economy, 
the niqab and Canadian values dominated headlines. If 
change in Canadian climate policy is on the short-term 
horizon, it is likely not the result of mounting public 
pressure. This situation poses important questions 
concerning the current salience of the climate change 
issue in Canada, as well as the relationship between 
public opinion and climate policy, which now appears 
more complex than originally thought. 

The objective of this report is to take stock of the state 
of Canadian public opinion on climate change in the 
fall of 2015. During this period, government leaders 
will be preparing for the climate talks to be held in 
Paris for the COP21, a critical juncture in global climate 
policy that will likely influence future policy decisions 
in Canada and around the world. Analysing data from 
the latest wave of the Canadian Survey on Energy and 
Environment (CSEE, formally the National Survey of 
Canadian Public Opinion on Climate Change), this 
report identifies areas of agreement, but perhaps 
more importantly, areas of disagreement in Canadian 
attitudes toward this crucial issue. Specifically, we 
identify five key reasons why politicians do not appear 
to be feeling public heat about climate change. These 
include: 1) ambiguity about the key tenets of the 
scientific consensus on climate change; 2) perceived 
invulnerability toward climate change risks; 3)  the 
small number of Canadians mobilized on this issue;  
4)  ambiguity around key climate policies; and 
5) limited willingness to pay for less carbon-intensive 
forms of energy. 

After reviewing each of these key findings, we 
identify implications for policymakers. Specifically, we 
suggest that in light of a relatively disengaged public, 
policy makers intent on implementing ambitious 
climate policy will need to play a more active role in 
communicating the various benefits of moving toward 
a more decarbonized economy. More research is 
therefore required to better understand the different 
segments of the Canadian public, and the messages 
that are most likely to resonate with their values. 
Moving forward, changes in markets and economic 
structure will create both challenges and opportunities 
for Canadian climate policy design, implementation 
and resilience, providing further opportunities for 
research on the interaction among public opinion, the 
external environment, and policy change.

INTRODUCTION
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Although most Canadians are aware that the 
climate is changing, substantially fewer attribute 

this warming primarily to human activity

The consensus of an overwhelming majority of climate scientists that the climate-warming trends of the last 
several decades are very likely due to human activity has been widely publicized (Anderegg et al. 2010; Cook 
et al. 2013). Indeed, the best available scientific research provides clear evidence that mean global surface 
temperatures have been increasing on Earth since the mid 20th century (IPCC 2014). Opinions in Canada partly 
converge with this scientific view, notably on whether Canadians perceive “solid evidence” of warming global 
temperatures. This specific question measures the extent to which an individual’s perceptions line up with one 
element of the growing scientific consensus on climate change; namely, whether or not mean global surface 
temperatures on Earth are actually rising. Results are presented in Figure 1.  

Figure 1: Perceptions of a warming trend

Yes

No

Not sure/
refused

2015201420132011

80% 80% 81% 82%

6% 8% 4% 6%

14% 12% 15% 12%

Question wording: “Is there solid evidence that the average temperature on Earth 
has been getting warmer over the past four decades?”

As depicted in Figure 1, a strong majority of Canadians perceive that the average temperature on Earth has 
been rising over the past four decades. In the fall of 2015, for instance, four out of five Canadians perceived 
solid evidence of global warming. In contrast, the proportion of those who perceive no evidence of a warming 
trend is comparatively smaller (about one in ten). Remarkably, these perceptions have remained constant since 
2011, a stability that contrasts sharply with opinion trends observed in other parts of the world, notably in the 
U.S., where opinions have shifted much more over time (Borick et al. 2015; Lachapelle et al. 2015). 
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Figure 2: Adherence to the scientific consensus on climate change

5%
Unsure

13%
No

82%
Yes

14%
Caused by natural

factors (12%)

4%
Unsure

(3%)

22%
Caused by humans and
natural factors (18%)

60%
Caused by
human (49%)

Evidence of higher temperatures? Primary cause of higher temperatures?

Question wording: “Is there solid evidence that the average temperature on Earth has been getting 
warmer over the past four decades?” AND “Is the Earth getting warmer because of human activity, 
such as burning fossil fuels, or mostly because of natural patterns in the Earth’s environment?”
Note: Population percentages in parentheses.

Though substantial, it would be an error to infer from these findings alone that there is consensus on climate 
change in Canadian public opinion. Indeed, perceptions of a warming trend correspond to only one dimension 
of the scientific consensus on climate change. While four out of five Canadians perceive solid evidence of a 
warming planet, attributing such warming to human causes is quite another matter altogether. This is shown 
in Figure 2, which presents the distribution of respondents on both dimensions of the prevailing scientific 
consensus on climate change: whether it is real and whether it is caused by human activity. The pie chart 
to the left summarizes responses to the question on the solid evidence of global warming. The pie chart to 
the right breaks down the respondents who answered “yes, there is solid evidence” who were subsequently 
asked to name the primary cause of such warming. Because only those who first answered affirmatively were 
subsequently asked about the causes of the warming they perceived, we provide the distribution of responses 
to the causal question expressed as a percentage of climate-change believers (out of parentheses) and those 
expressed as a percentage of the total population (in parentheses). So, for instance, of the 82% who answered 
“yes, there is solid evidence of a global warming trend,” 60% attributed this warming primarily to human 
activity, which works out to 49% of the entire sample. About 22% of believers voluntarily responded “both 
human and natural factors,” bringing the percentage of Canadians who attribute at least some part of global 
warming to human activity to 67%. However, this attitude does not reflect strong convictions on humans’ 
primary role. Thus, while half of Canadians adheres to the scientific consensus on climate change, the other 
half is sceptical about climate change to some extent. This is an important nuance, since it is difficult to see why 
people would be willing to accept costly mitigation policy, which implies changes in their behaviour, if they do 
not perceive human activity as the problem’s primary cause or if they deny a warming phenomenon altogether. 

1
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Given the importance of acknowledging humans’ role in rising global temperatures in changing individual 
behaviour, decision makers must understand what helps Canadians adhere to the scientific consensus on climate 
change. To this end, we explored the relationship between people’s views on climate change (whether it is real 
and caused by human activity) and the extent to which they trust scientists as a source of information on this 
issue (Table 1). Logically, we would expect that the more individuals trust scientists as a source of information, 
the more likely they are to adhere to the prevailing scientific consensus on anthropogenic climate change.  

Table 1: Adherence to climate change consensus by trust in scientists

Strongly  
distrust

(4%)

Somewhat 
distrust
(10%)

Somewhat  
trust
(47%)

Strongly  
trust
(38%)

Row  
Total

No evidence/not primarily 
caused by humans

78% 82% 57% 31% 50%

Yes, evidence and primarily 
caused by humans

22% 18% 43% 69% 50%

Question wording: “How much do you trust or distrust scientists  
as a source of information about global warming?”

Note: x2 = 116.43; df = 980; p = 0.0000

Table 1 explores the relationship between trust in scientists and views on global warming via a bivariate frequency 
distribution. For simplicity, the 24 cases where respondents were unsure of their answer were omitted from this 
analysis. Those respondents who were unsure of whether the planet is warming or who were unsure of the 
primary cause of warming are included in the category “No evidence/not primarily human caused.” As shown 
in Table 1, there appears to be a relationship between views on anthropogenic climate change and level of trust 
in scientists. In fact, the more strongly people trust scientists as a credible source of climate change information, 
the more likely they adhere to the scientific consensus on climate change. Conversely, the more strongly people 
distrust scientists as a source of information, the less likely their views correspond with the prevailing scientific 
consensus on anthropogenic climate change. Trusting scientists as a source of information on climate change 
does not necessarily imply that Canadians are knowledgeable about the science. In fact, some Canadians 
who say they strongly or somewhat trust scientists nevertheless have opinions that are inconsistent with the 
prevailing scientific view. For these non-trivial segments of the Canadian population, science communication 
may play an important role in potentially shifting opinion to be more in line with the scientific consensus.

1
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2

Most Canadians perceive climate change  
to be happening, yet few perceive themselves  

as personally at risk

Climate science suggests global emissions will need to peak in the next few decades before sharply declining 
if the world is to avoid “dangerous” changes in the Earth’s climate (Smith et al. 2009; IPCC 2014). Following 
the definition provided by the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, dangerous climate 
change constitutes levels that would surpass the adaptive capacity of ecosystems, endanger food production 
and/or impede economic development (UN 1992). Major international organizations have also begun to link 
rising temperatures to more extreme weather events (WMO 2015). It would appear that such messages are 
having an effect (Table 2).   

Table 2: Perceived risk and timing of harm in Canada

Already
(45%)

In 10 y
(14%)

In 25 y
(15%)

In 50 y
(11%)

In 100 y
(9%)

Never
(7%)

Row
Total

A great deal 24% 17% 7% 3% 6% <1% 14%

A moderate 
amount

40% 46% 25% 21% 8% 7% 31%

Only a little 30% 29% 47% 37% 26% 8% 31%

Not at all 7% 8% 21% 38% 61% 85% 24%

Question wording: “How much do you think climate change will harm you personally?”  
AND “When do you think climate change will start to harm people living in Canada?”

Note: x2 = 367.18; df = 946; p = 0.0000

Table 2 presents the bivariate frequency distribution of personal risk and perceived timing of harm caused 
by climate change in Canada. For easier interpretation, the 24 cases of “not sure” responses for the variable 
personal risk and the 41 cases of “not sure” responses on the timing variable were omitted from the present 
analysis. From the remaining cases, we found that a plurality (45%) of Canadians perceives climate change 
to already be harming people in the country. Fifty-nine percent believe climate change will start to harm 
Canadians in less than a decade. Very few (7%) believe climate change will never harm Canadians. However, 
we also found that very few (14%) Canadians perceive themselves to be at a great deal of risk from a changing 
climate. Most (55%) believe climate change poses little to no risk to them personally. To be sure, there is a 
relationship between perceived threat and timing of climate change. The further in the future people perceive 
negative impacts from climate change, the less they feel personally at risk. Conversely, the sooner the perceived 
negative impacts, the more people feel they are at risk of personally being harmed. Yet among those who 
believe climate change is already harming Canadians, most (70%) feel they are only affected from a little to a 
moderate amount. There thus appears to be a disconnect: despite perceptions that climate change will harm 
people living in Canada, few feel personally at risk.
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Figure 3: Climate change risk perceptions in Canada

Question wording: “How much do you think climate change will harm 
[you personally] future generations in Canada? 

Note: order of questions was rotated

49%

29%

13%

7%
3%

14%

30% 30%

24%

2%

Not sure/
refused

Not at allOnly a littleA moderate 
amount

A great deal

Future
generations

You
personally

If Canadians don’t perceive themselves as personally at risk from a changing climate, who then is likely to 
be harmed? Mos Canadians assess their vulnerability on a spectrum that ranges from “only a little harm” 
(three out of ten) to “moderate harm” (also three out of ten). Nearly a quarter of Canadians believe climate 
change poses no threat whatsoever to them personally. In contrast, risk perceptions for future generations 
are much greater. For instance, though few Canadians perceive themselves as considerably vulnerable in a 
warming world, a near majority believes future generations are at a great deal of risk. Less than 10% say future 
generations face no risk at all. In other words, the problem of climate change is generally perceived less as an 
individual problem than as a collective and social problem, one whose most severe consequences will be felt 
by generations yet unborn. Communicating the real and tangible risks of climate change to Canadians would 
appear to be an important element in galvanizing public concern.

2
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3

Despite the urgency of the problem,  
the climate change issue in Canada  

currently lacks saliency

The climate is a complex system and, for the average citizen, the scientifically documented long-term warming 
trend cannot be easily inferred from personal experience. It requires people to acquire and evaluate different 
types of information (Swim et al. 2011). Knowledge of climate change therefore plays an important—if only 
partial—role in forming attitudes. However, not all individuals are equally motivated to invest time and resources 
in acquiring such information. John Krosnick uses the term “issue public” to describe the segment of the 
population most passionate about a particular policy issue (Krosnick 1990; 1995). While this concept can be 
measured in different ways, such as enquiring about the importance of an issue, for instance, knowledge of 
an issue may also serve as an indicator of which members of a population are most passionate about an issue. 
Indeed, the extent to which an individual bothers to become well informed about a given issue is a useful proxy 
for how important they perceive that issue to be.    

Figure 4: Attention to the issue of climate change in Canada 

When asked to assess their own understanding of global warming, barely one in four Canadians responded 
by saying they know “a lot” (Figure 3). This low level of issue saliency in fall 2015 is consistent with the fact 
that climate change was barely mentioned in the 2015 federal election campaign. In past research (2014), 
we examined level of knowledge around climate change using objective measures of factual climate change 
knowledge, which highly correlated with the self-assessment scale. It also suggested most Canadians know 
little about even the basics of climate science. For instance, of 1401 people polled in the 2014 CSEE, only a 
third of respondents correctly answered a question on whether climate scientists believe carbon dioxide is 
responsible for the hole in the ozone layer. The same proportion correctly answered a question about whether 
methane is a more powerful greenhouse gas than carbon dioxide. All of this suggests that, in their “finite pool 
of worry” (Weber 2006) few Canadians care enough about global warming to become well informed. Thus, 
we find little evidence that the Canadian public is sufficiently literate and broadly mobilized on the issue of 
climate change.

Question wording: “How much do you feel you know about global warming?”

27%

59%

12%

2% 1%

Not sure/refusedNothingVery littleA littleA lot
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4

Though some provinces have taken action, 
Canadians remain uninformed  

about climate policy

This lack of public attention also has major consequences on climate policy literacy. In fact, we found that 
Canadians are generally uninformed about the key policy instruments offering the best hope of reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions. For instance, there is now a virtual consensus among many policy experts, including 
economists of various political stripes and international organizations like the World Bank and OECD, that a 
key pillar in climate policy is to establish a price on carbon pollution (Lachapelle 2011). Although different 
instruments may be used for this end, politicians have tended to shy away from more visible carbon taxes, given 
the widely held view that voters generally dislike new taxes (Rabe and Borick 2012). For this reason, cap-and-
trade systems, which also establish a price on carbon, are thought to have several distinctive political advantages 
over carbon taxes (Paterson 2012) and have been widely adopted around the world (Kossoy et al. 2015). 
Notably, such policies are currently at to the top of American and Chinese policy agendas in 2015. In Canada, 
the governments of Quebec, Ontario, Manitoba and British Columbia were all, at one time, full members of 
the Western Climate Initiative (WCI), a voluntary partnership among several provinces and U.S. states intent 
on establishing a regional cap-and-trade system to coordinate emissions reductions across jurisdictions. Since 
its creation in 2007, however, most of the original members have rescinded their commitment, leaving only 
Quebec, California and more recently Ontario (in 2015) as jurisdictions that have explicitly adopted and, in 
some cases (Quebec and California in 2012) , linked their cap-and-trade programs.

To measure public awareness around this policy, we briefly described it to Canadians (see question wording 
below Figure 5). We then asked individuals whether they had heard a lot about this system, a little or nothing 
at all. As the blue bars show on the left panel of Figure 5, a large plurality (nearly half) of Canadians reports 
having heard nothing at all about cap-and-trade. Though roughly a third of Canadians say they are somewhat 
familiar with this instrument, very few (about 1 in 5) say they have heard “a lot” about this policy. 

This low level of self-reported familiarity with cap-and-trade was further verified with a factual question asking 
Canadians to indicate whether their province has adopted such a program. Answers were coded so that 
respondents in Quebec and Ontario responding “Yes”, and respondents in all other provinces offering “No” 
to the question “…has your province adopted such a program” were coded as correct. All others were coded 
as incorrect, except for those who explicitly mentioned they were not sure or refused to answer. Results from 
this test are reported with the blue bars on the right panel of Figure 5. They further demonstrate that cap-
and-trade policy is not well known among Canadians. About seven out of ten respondents either answered 
incorrectly (for instance, saying their provincial government had no cap-and-trade policy when, in fact, it did) 
or chose not to answer. In fact, a plurality (about two out of five respondents) falls into this latter category of 
explicitly unsure. We subsequently tabulated correct, incorrect and unsure responses on awareness of policy 
with self-reported knowledge of global warming (not shown). The results suggest that there is some confusion 
even among those who believe they know “a lot” about the issue. For instance, those who say they know “a 
lot” are more likely (41%) to offer correct responses than those who say they know “a little” (28%) or “very 
little” (19%) about the global warming issue. However, those who say they know “nothing” are equally as 
likely (40%) to answer correctly whether or not their province has adopted a cap-and-trade system. Moreover, 
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among those who say they know “a lot,” a good portion offer incorrect (29%) and “unsure” (30%) responses. 
The results were replicated when we tabulated the awareness question with how much an individual has 
heard about cap-and-trade. Overall, this suggests the public holds ambiguous views about this policy. Indeed, 
the right panel of Figure 5 reveals an interesting distribution: an equal split between correct and incorrect 
responses. This suggests that some unsure respondents randomly made a correct choice (Converse 1964; 
1970). In other words, the minority of Canadians who correctly identified whether or not their province has 
adopted a system of cap-and-trade may be a generous estimate of how aware Canadians are of this policy. 
Clearly, this policy, which experts believe to be a central pillar in government responses to climate change, is 
not well understood by the public.

Figure 5: Awareness of cap-and-trade

Cap-and-trade is indeed a complex policy not often covered in the media, even in Quebec where such a system 
has been in place since 2012. Some might see this as a potential advantage, a form of carbon pricing by stealth. 
According to this view, the relative opacity of cap-and-trade contributes to its political acceptability since what 
is less visible is also likely to be less controversial. An alternative reading is also possible, however. Research on 
framing in competitive environments reveals that it is possible for some groups to gain a framing advantage 
over others (Chong and Druckman 2006). In a low-information environment, for instance, negative frames that 
resonate strongly with the public can quickly become a frame of reference. From this perspective, the low level 
of information about cap-and-trade could make this policy more vulnerable to the communication strategies of 
its opponents. We explored the distribution of support for cap and trade by how much an individual has heard 
about this policy. We ask: Is the information currently circulating around cap-and-trade more likely to increase 
or decrease support for this policy?

4

31% 30%

40%

19%

37%

44%

1%

Question wording: “Some provinces and a number of US states have adopted a policy known as 
cap-and-trade where the government issues permits limiting the amount of greenhouse gases that 

companies can put out. If a company exceeds their limit, they have to buy more permits. If they don’t 
use all of their permits, they can sell or trade them to others who exceed their cap. The idea is that 

companies will find ways to put out less greenhouse gases because that would be cheaper than buying 
permits.” […] “Have you heard a lot about this system, a little, or nothing at all?”  […]  

“To the best of your knowledge has your province adopted such a program”?

Not sure/
refused

IncorrectCorrectNot sure/
refused

Not at allA littleA lot
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Table 3: Support for cap-and-trade by awareness of policy

A lot
(19%)

A little
(37%)

Not at all
(44%)

Row  
Total

Strongly support 34% 29% 25% 28%

Somewhat support 28% 40% 42% 38%

Somewhat oppose 9% 15% 11% 12%

Strongly oppose 26% 9% 8% 12%

Not Sure 4% 7% 13% 9%

Question wording: Some provinces and a number of US states have adopted a policy known as 
cap-and-trade where the government issues permits limiting the amount of greenhouse gases that 
companies can put out. If a company exceeds their limit, they will have to buy more permits. If they 
don’t use all of their permits, they will be able to sell or trade them to others who exceed their cap. 
The idea is that companies will find ways to put out less greenhouse gases because that would be 

cheaper than buying permits.” […] “Have you heard a lot about this system, a little, or nothing  
at all?”  […]  “Do you strongly support, somewhat support, somewhat oppose or strongly  

oppose a cap-and-trade system in your province?”
Note: x2 = 69.77; df = 1000; p = 0.0000

Table 3 presents in a contingency table results of the bivariate relationship between support for cap-and-trade 
and awareness of this policy. For simplicity, the five respondents not sure of having heard of cap-and-trade 
were omitted from the analysis. Respondents (n=99) who were unsure of whether they would support a system 
of cap-and-trade were kept in a separate category of “not sure” for the purpose of this analysis, given their 
relatively large number and potentially meaningful position. Examined discretely, we found that a majority (66%) 
of Canadians support a cap-and-trade system, though we also found that roughly one out of four oppose such 
a system in their province. When broken out in Table 3, we find a relationship between greater attention to 
cap-and-trade and support for this policy. The more Canadians had heard about cap-and-trade, the more likely 
they were to support this policy. However, at other levels of support, information appears to play a different 
and, at times, less important role. For instance, among those unaware of cap-and-trade, we saw a tendency 
for soft support (likely, acquiescence bias but also potentially a result of the question preamble describing cap-
and-trade). This suggests that once provided with some information, the policy makes sense to individuals and 
they give it their soft support. Among those who had heard a lot about cap-and-trade, a non-trivial number 
(about one out of four) was in strong opposition. This is smaller than the third of informed Canadians who 
strongly support cap-and-trade, but it does suggest that information alone is not the primary cause of support. 
Of course, there is some likely self-selected information that drives these differences. Nevertheless, there appear 
to be some advantages to clearly communicating the benefits of cap-and-trade, including increasing overall 
support for and resiliency of this policy.

4
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5

Canadians are generally unwilling to pay 
large sums to support increased production of 
decarbonized energy, though this willingness 

increases with adherence to the scientific 
consensus on global climate change

Mitigating GHG emissions to avoid dangerous climate change essentially involves behavioural and structural 
changes in the production, consumption and investment of energy. Individuals can contribute by choosing 
more energy-efficient products and services, consuming less and investing in less carbon-intensive forms of 
energy production, if at a premium. For instance, some private companies operating on Canadian markets, 
such as Bullfrog Power, offer energy consumers the option of purchasing electricity produced by renewable 
energy at a premium price of 2.5 cents per KWh (about $1 per day) so that more renewable energy is injected 
into the electricity grid. The idea is to provide energy consumers an opportunity to assist in generating more 
sustainable energy (small hydro and wind) across Canada. 

To what extent are Canadians willing to pay for the production of more renewable energy? According to the 
information reviewed thus far, we might expect little. Why pay for a problem that is not well understood, for 
which humans are not deemed responsible, whose effects are perceived as impersonal, and whose solutions 
are not well understood? Indeed, we could expect those whose views mirror the scientific consensus on climate 
change to be more willing to pay for more renewable energy than those who are either sceptical of a warming 
trend or of humanity’s role in it (c.f. Figure 2). We examine this possibility in Table 4.

Table 4: Willingness to pay for more renewable energy according  
to adherence to the climate change consensus

GW real and human GW sceptic Row total

$500+ 9% 5% 7%

$250 - $500 10% 5% 7%

$100 - $250 17% 13% 15%

$50 - $100 21% 18% 20%

$1 - $50 26% 22% 24%

Nothing 16% 35% 25%

Not sure 2% 3% 3%

Question wording: “If it required you to pay extra money each year in order for more renewable 
energy to be produced, how much would you be willing to pay?”

Note: x2 = 60.82; df = 1004; p = 0.0000
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When asked how much they would be willing to pay for more renewable energy to be produced, most 
Canadians (about one in four) say they would be willing to pay nothing. Of those who are willing to pay, a 
plurality (about forty-five percent) are willing to pay between $1 and $100 a year. This is substantially less than 
what it currently costs Bullfrog power consumers in Canada. When broken down by adherence to the scientific 
consensus on climate change, differences emerge in the public’s willingness to pay for renewable energy. For 
instance, those with more sceptical views are twice as likely to say they are willing to pay nothing, though 63% 
of sceptics are also willing to pay something. Conversely, those whose views on climate change are closer to the 
prevailing scientific consensus are more willing to pay larger amounts of money for more renewable energy to 
be produced. Overall, however, there is a low propensity to pay large sums of money to increase the production 
of renewable energy, regardless of views on climate change. To foster a culture where individuals are willing to 
pay more, the benefits of renewable energy and climate policies will need to be better communicated to the 
public. 

5
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At present, we see limited evidence to suggest that 
Canadian public opinion constitutes a pressure on 
government for more climate action. In this study, 
we provided five key reasons to support this general 
finding. First, Canadian opinion is somewhat divided 
on the role of human activity in climate change: only 
half believes it is both real and caused primarily by 
humans. If those with more ambiguous views on 
humans’ role are included, two-thirds of Canadians 
at best attribute climate change at least in part to 
human activity. Second, despite that many perceive 
likely harm from climate change in the relatively short 
term, few Canadians believe they are personally at 
risk. Third, despite scientific calls for swift and decisive 
action to mitigate the effects of climate change, 
a minority of Canadians care enough to become 
informed about this issue. Fourth, Canadians have a 
rudimentary knowledge of climate policy, confirming 
the low salience of climate change. Fifth, Canadians as 
a whole are willing to pay only between $1 and $100 
per year for more renewable energy to be produced. 
This amount is likely far below any transitional costs 
required to significantly expand renewable energy 
across the country.

These results suggest that public sensitization on the 
issue of climate change remains partial, at best. Large 
segments of the Canadian population are still unclear 
on the causes, consequences and policy solutions 
that can be put in place to respond to the problem 
of a warming world. As long as public awareness-
raising is incomplete, public opinion on this issue will 
unsurprisingly be limited to a narrowly defined “issue 
public.” Other citizens will remain more attentive 
and sensitive to other problems (like the economy, 
for instance), which are more concrete and show 
more immediate benefits. It will also be difficult to 
garner public support for new climate policies if the 
rationale for such policies is not well understood. 
If Trudeau’s newly elected government is serious 
about implementing ambitious climate policy, it will 
need to seriously engage with the Canadian public 
on the problem of climate change, its causes, likely 
consequences and most appropriate policies. To 

move forward, more research is needed on the types 
of policies and solutions most likely to address the 
problems of climate change in a way that resonates 
with Canadian public opinion. Though understanding 
policy options—particularly economic instruments—
will be important, communications should focus 
on the broader benefits of transitioning toward a 
decarbonized economy and illustrate the concrete 
economic, lifestyle and health benefits, for instance. 
Future research should also more closely examine 
which co-benefits Canadians most value. To the extent 
that Canadians trust scientists, greater effort should 
also be made to openly discuss and communicate 
the latest scientific findings, including with respect 
to likely consequences of climate change for people 
living in Canada.

Two caveats to these conclusions are, however, in 
order. First, simply providing Canadians with more 
information is unlikely to change attitudes, given 
individuals’ well-documented tendency to discount 
information and sources perceived as being at odds 
with one’s fundamental predispositions (Kahan et al. 
2012; Lachapelle et al. 2014). This implies that science 
communication should be targeted to resonate with 
the values of different audience segments in the 
Canadian population. Future research should go 
further in identifying the value structure in Canada in 
the goal of developing more targeted communication 
strategies. Second, our report is limited in that it 
provides a very basic descriptive analysis and made 
some effort to highlight bivariate relationships among 
key variables. Future research should dig deeper 
into these relationships, particularly with respect 
to unpacking the various causes of climate change 
scepticism with more sophisticated multivariate 
analyses. Future research should also put public 
attitudes in context and pay greater attention to how 
attitudes evolve in the face of a changing climatic, 
economic, social and political environment in which 
the media plays the important role of disseminating 
information. 

Conclusion
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The survey used for this study was designed by Chris Borick (Muhlenberg College), Barry Rabe (University of 
Michigan) and Erick Lachapelle (Université de Montréal). The instrument was administered to a nationally 
representative sample of 1,014 Canadians aged 18 and over. All interviews in Canada were conducted via 
telephone in English and French from September 1, 2015, to September 15, 2015. Calls were made using both 
landline (601 completes) and mobile (413 completes) phone listings. Up to seven callbacks were made. The 
AAPOR RR3 Response Rate was 8% overall. The margin of sampling error for the full sample is about 3.1% in 
19 of 20 samples. Results reported here are weighted according to gender, age and region to reflect the latest 
population estimates from Statistics Canada (Census 2011).

Method
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