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Background 
in October 2009, CPi Strategic was commissioned by the ABC Four Corners program to produce an analysis  
of the publicly available market research on the climate change issue.

This study is not an exhaustive study of all of the questions raised by the climate change debate. 

Rather it focuses on three issues — 

»   the level of public concern about the issue,

»   which of the major political parties is perceived to be best able to address this issue, and 

»   the level of public support or opposition to the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme (CPRS).

While climate change has occupied and often dominated the headlines over the last couple years, the 
publicly available research on community attitudes towards issues associated with it is not extensive. 
Consequently, this study focuses on the data available from four sources — newspoll, Climate institute 
(Australian Research group [ARg]/Auspoll), lowy institute and essential media Communications (emC). 

executive Summary
While the public are still concerned about Climate change, concern appears to have dropped over the  
past 18 months.

On the best party question, support for the AlP appears to have dropped, but that loss of support has not 
translated to a significant increase in support for the liberals. Rather, the someone else/don’t know/both the 
same/no opinion/no difference categories have increased significantly.

Sentiment towards the CPRS is mixed. The differing data from emC, the Climate institute and newspoll on this 
issue suggests that the shape of the question is critical in determining the answers. however, the newspoll 
data suggests that there is more support for delaying the scheme than there was 12 months ago.

Finally, the Climate institute data demonstrates that attitudes towards climate change cannot be considered 
in isolation. According to their data, 61 per cent of people believed in April 2008 that addressing climate 
change either ‘will definitely hurt the economy and jobs’ or ‘might hurt the economy and jobs’. 

This revelation highlights the limitations of quantitative polling which need to be borne in mind when 
extrapolating conclusions from the data. These limitations are discussed below.

Findings
Climate change remains an issue about which the general public is concerned. The lowy institute Poll 2009 
finds that global warming was listed by 52 per cent of people as a critical threat to Australia’s vital interests 
while 56 per cent of people listed tackling Climate change as a very important foreign policy goal. 

The Climate institute in their poll released in may 2009 list 77 per cent of people as either extremely 
concerned, very concerned or concerned about climate change. in February 2009, newspoll revealed that  
50 per cent of people regarded climate change as a important issue to determine their vote in a federal 
election and emC had climate change rated by 69 per cent of people as an issue of national importance.
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Drop in Community Concern
however, the trend over the past 18 months has seen a significant softening in concern for the issue.  
The lowy institute Poll 2009 recorded a loss in support for the issue across all categories when compared 
with 2007 and 2008.  in addition, the other publicly available data from newspoll and the Climate institute 
supports this general movement. 

According to newspoll in February 2007, 76 per cent regarded climate change as a major problem.  
however, when asked to rate climate change as  a very important issue on how you personally would vote in 
a federal election, the figure went down from 55 per cent in July 2008 to 50 per cent by February 2009. 

in April 2008, in response the Climate institute question “About climate change in particular, how concerned 
are you about climate change?” 89 per cent of the public were extremely concerned, very concerned or 
concerned. This dropped to 77 per cent by may 2009 with the following attributes:

»  ‘extremely concerned’ dropped from 17 per cent to 11 per cent; 

»  ‘very concerned’ dropped from 32 per cent to 21 per cent; 

»   ‘concerned’ rose from 40 per cent to 45 per cent; 

»   ‘not very concerned’ doubled from 9 per cent to 19 per cent; and 

»    ‘not at all concerned’ rose from 3 per cent to 4 per cent all between April 2008 and may 2009.

given that lowy institute, newspoll and the Climate institute data all show the same trend the conclusion 
that there has been a drop in public concern for the issue seems inescapable.

  1. In 2007, Australians ranked tackling climate change as the equal most important foreign policy goal. In 2009 it ranked  
seventh out of ten possible goals, down ten points since 2008 and 19 points since 2007. (The Lowy Institute Poll 2009, p.2)

“Would you say each of the following issues was very important, fairly important, or not 
important on how you would vote during a Federal election?”.
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Better Party on Climate Change
Across all three data sets, emC, newspoll and Climate institute there has been a drop in support for the AlP 
with a slight rise in support for the liberals (see Appendix 1). in the case of emC the drop for the AlP has  
been slight but in the case of newspoll and the Climate institute it has been more significant. 

The movement appears to be away from the AlP but this does not appear to have translated significantly  
to the liberals.

Rather, there are now very large ‘someone else/don’t know/both the same/no opinion/no difference’ 
categories. it ranges between an average of 40 per cent for newspoll to an average of 58 per cent  
with the Climate institute.

About climate change in particular, how concerned about you on climate change ? 

- Auspoll were commissioned by the Climate institute to conduct this research for both April 2008 and may 2009
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Auspoll and The Climate Institute have been tracking better party on climate change since 
March 2007.   
 
ALP’s high point was just before the November 2007 election. Their subsequent slide 
coincided with process of consultation with the Garnaut Review, Treasury modeling and 
Green Paper consultation.  ALP did receive a bounce with actual decisions under the White 
Paper, despite its criticism by most stakeholders. The dip from 32 to 27 per cent may be 
explained as a reaction to the delay to the CPRS announced on May 4.   
 
Figure 3:  Better Party for managing climate change March 2007 to May 2009 
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ALP Coalition Don't Know/Both the Same

 
 

The Coalition’s high point was after then Prime Minister John Howard announced his 
commitment to an emissions trading scheme in July 07, and Environment Minister Malcolm 
Turnbull banned incandescent light bulbs. It has bounced around low levels ever since.  
 
With such a high percentage considering the parties both the same (37% last weekend) or 
don’t know (22%) then leadership is clearly still up for grabs.  
 
There is still a chance to repair Liberal’s brand on climate change and bring it more in line with 
conservative parties overseas such as those led by the UK’s David Cameron or Germany’s 
Angela Merkel.   
 
Opposing the CPRS and deciding to go with the Nationals in extreme denial could bolt the 
Liberal brand to climate inaction for a very long time.  Backing the CPRS, and adopting 
credible 25 % reduction targets for 2020, could give it a chance of revival as the debate 
intensifies through to Copenhagen and beyond. 

 

Source: Clim
ate institute Fact Sheet m

ay 2009

Figure 3: Better party for managing climate change march 2007 - may 2009
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Support or Opposition for the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme (CPRS)
There appears to be conflicting data on what is the community’s attitude towards this issue.

The emC and newspoll data suggests that the degree of public support for the Carbon Pollution Reduction 
Scheme is more complicated than the Climate institute poll of August 2009 suggests.

in August 2009 Auspoll conducted a poll for the Climate institute which suggested that 78 per cent believe 
the liberal Party should support the draft legislation for the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme  
(see Appendix 2).

emC has asked a range of varying questions on this issue over the past 12 months. Because the questions 
were different it is impossible to directly compare them but a number of patterns are apparent. First, the ‘don’t 
know’ vote ranged from 21 per cent to 40 per cent. Secondly, whenever the option was provided to defer the 
scheme or oppose it the vote ranged between 39 per cent (deferment) to 20 per cent (opposition).

newspoll’s data on this issue appears to indicate that the public’s position is similarly shifting. it indicates a 
drop in support for the scheme from 72 per cent in October 2008 to 67 per cent in September 2009. The most 
significant drop occurred amongst men (7 point) 18-34 year olds (9 point) and labor supporters (6 point) 
(See Appendix 2).

in July 2009, 45 per cent thought the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme should only be introduced after 
learning what other countries commit to at the Copenhagen Conference and 8 per cent thought at Carbon 
Pollution Reduction Scheme should not be introduced at all with 6 per cent uncommitted (See Appendix 2).

Clearly the form of question influences the answers provided, in particular the inclusion of the Carbon 
Pollution Reduction Scheme should only be introduced after learning what other countries commit to at the 
Copenhagen Conference appears to prompt a different response from a significant number of those polled.

Other Data
in march 2007 and again in April 2008 the Climate institute released a report entitled ‘Climate of the nation’. 
One question asked was the effect on the economy of addressing climate change. 
it’s worth noting these polls were conducted prior to the global financial crisis.

in march 2007 the combined total of the two categories ‘will definitely hurt the economy and jobs’ (8 per cent) 
and ‘might hurt the economy and jobs’ (33 per cent) was 41 per cent. however by April 2008 ‘will definitely 
hurt the economy and jobs’ (15 per cent) and ‘might hurt the economy and jobs’ (46 per cent) bringing the 
total of the two categories to 61 per cent.  
To date the Climate institute have not released their 2009 ‘Climate of the nation’ report.

Don’t  
Know

Will definitely  
hurt the  
economy  
and jobs

Might hurt 
the economy 
and jobs

Would have 
no real effect 
on economy 
and jobs

Would be 
good for the 
economy and 
jobs

effect on the economy of addressing climate change

Australian Research group were commissioned by the Climate institute to conduct this research for both march 2007 and Auspoll were commissioned to  
conduct the research April 2008
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Observations
The significant decline in the level of importance placed on climate change by the community recorded in 
the latest lowy institute Annual Report took people by surprise. it seems at odds with the general perception 
of the importance of this issue to the community. however, as this report demonstrates the trend recorded 
by the lowy institute Report is consistent with other research which has gone largely unnoticed, even if the 
decline in ranking recorded is sharper than in other research.

however, the trend is a reminder that quantitative research has limitations which make it difficult to 
determine how strong or how permanent community attitudes on a topic may be. 

For example, it is not possible with the available data to determine whether or not views on these issues are 
shared uniformly throughout the community or whether the perspective from inner metropolitan suburbs 
differs from that from the regions and outer suburbs. The depth of this geographic divide was highlighted by 
mark latham who coined the terms ‘tourists’ to describe inner metropolitan dwellers and ‘residents’ to describe 
those living those living in the regions and outer suburbs. Since there are more swinging seats in the regions 
and outer suburbs than in the inner metropolitan areas, this is a significant issue for labor and the Coalition as 
the 2004 federal election demonstrated.

Another factor is that quantitative polling cannot accurately elicit a respondent’s depth of feeling compared 
to other issues or level of knowledge about an issue. This information can be critical in assessing whether or 
not a respondent is likely to change their view on an issue and under what circumstances. For example, at the 
start of the 2004 election campaign the political advice to John howard that he should pitch for environment 
votes was overwhelming. however, a campaign by the timber industry was able to refocus a significant 
number of voters by demonstrating a concrete threat to blue-collar jobs.

The Climate institute’s data on changing community concern about the impact of climate change policies on 
the economy should be considered in this light.

level of knowledge could be critical in determining views about the CPRS. Of critical importance is how more 
knowledge of the detail would influence community views on this issue. For example, according to a recent 
report in The Australian, the liberal Party’s federal director told liberal politicians that Party research indicated 
that people do not understand the detail of the CPRS proposals and that when the details were explained 
people were negative about it. The decline in the level of support for an immediate introduction of the CPRS 
may reflect this caution.

These factors might provide an explanation of the divisions amongst liberal politicians on this issue.  
The leadership may be responding to these polls whereas the backbenchers could be responding to 
sentiment on the ground which may have taken a greater interest in the detail surrounding the proposed 
CPRS than the respondents to the polls. There are also mutterings about the leadership being too Sydney 
centric which raises the metropolitan/outer suburban and regional tension. 

For example, all candidates for pre-selection for Wannon, which is based on Victoria’s Western Districts, 
quickly become climate change agnostics or skeptics. A few weeks ago 300 people turned up to a function in 
higgins, the electorate represented by former treasurer Peter Costello, to hear climate change sceptic Andrew 
Bolt talk about the CPRS.

Clearly, a more complete reading of the market research than is publicly available would benefit political 
leaders and commentators which ever side of the debate they fall.
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WHICH ONE OF THE (LABOR PARTY, LIBERAL AND NATIONALS COALITION OR SOMEONE ELSE) 

DO YOU THINK WOULD BEST HANDLE THE ISSUE OF NATIONAL SECURITY? 

JUN OCT FEB JULY OCT FEB 
2007 2007 2008 2008 2008 2009

% % % % % % 

LIBERAL/NATIONALS COALITION 47 49 38 40 41 39 
LABOR PARTY 28 26 36 34 36 36 
SOMEONE ELSE 3 4 3 4 3 4 
NONE 4 3 3 4 2 2 
UNCOMMITTED 18 18 20 18 18 19 

WHICH ONE OF THE (LABOR PARTY, LIBERAL AND NATIONALS COALITION OR SOMEONE ELSE) 

DO YOU THINK WOULD BEST HANDLE THE ISSUE OF CLIMATE CHANGE? 

   JULY OCT FEB 
   2008 2008 2009
   % % % 

LIBERAL/NATIONALS COALITION    18 22 19 

LABOR PARTY    45 37 38 

SOMEONE ELSE    17 20 23 

NONE    4 5 4 

UNCOMMITTED    16 16 16 

WHICH ONE OF THE (LABOR PARTY, LIBERAL AND NATIONALS COALITION OR SOMEONE ELSE) 
DO YOU THINK WOULD BEST HANDLE THE ISSUE OF INDUSTRIAL RELATIONS? 

JUN OCT FEB JULY OCT FEB 
2007 2007 2008 2008 2008 2009

% % % % % % 

LIBERAL/NATIONALS COALITION 31 34 27 26 30 28 

LABOR PARTY 47 47 52 52 51 51 

SOMEONE ELSE 4 3 2 5 2 3 

NONE 3 2 2 2 2 2 

UNCOMMITTED 15 14 17 15 15 16 

These surveys were conducted on the telephone by trained interviewers in all states of Australia and in 
both city and country areas.  Telephone numbers and the person within the household were selected at 
random.  The data has been weighted to reflect the population distribution.  The latest survey was 
conducted on 6-8 February 2009 and is based on 1,133 interviews among voters.  The maximum margin 
of sampling error is plus or minus 3 percentage points. Copyright at all times remains with NEWSPOLL.  
More poll Information is available at www.newspoll.com.au 
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Appendix 1
emC Polling Data

Libs ALP No Difference No Opinion



COMMUNITY ATTITUDES TOWARDS CLIMATE CHANGE






 




Appendix 2

Source: Auspoll report for Climate institute August 2009
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THINKING NOW ABOUT THE ENVIRONMENT, IN PARTICULAR, THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT’S PROPOSED CARBON POLLUTION 

REDUCTION SCHEME.  THIS AIMS TO LIMIT TOTAL CARBON EMISSIONS BY GIVING BUSINESSES A PERMIT TO RELEASE UP TO A 

CERTAIN AMOUNT OF EMISSIONS. ARE YOU IN FAVOUR OR AGAINST THE INTRODUCTION OF THE CARBON POLLUTION REDUCTION 

SCHEME? 

TOTAL MALE FEMALE
18-34 

YEARS
35-49 

YEARS
50+ 

YEARS
LABOR 

SUPPORTERS
COALITION 

SUPPORTERS
% % % % % % % % 

STRONGLY IN FAVOUR 35 34 36 37 35 33 43 23 

SOMEWHAT IN FAVOUR 37 34 39 45 40 28 39 35 

TOTAL IN FAVOUR 72 68 75 82 75 61 82 58 

SOMEWHAT AGAINST 11 13 10 9 11 13 7 17 

STRONGLY AGAINST 9 14 5 4 7 15 5 16 

TOTAL AGAINST 21 27 15 13 18 28 12 33 

UNCOMMITTED 7 5 10 5 7 11 6 9 
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CURRENTLY, THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT INTENDS TO INTRODUCE THE CARBON POLLUTION REDUCTION SCHEME IN 2010. UNDER 

THE CARBON POLLUTION REDUCTION SCHEME, THE PRICE OF ENERGY SOURCES, SUCH AS PETROL, ELECTRICITY AND GAS MAY 

BECOME MORE EXPENSIVE. DO YOU THINK THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT SHOULD DELAY OR SHOULD NOT DELAY THE 

INTRODUCTION OF THE CARBON POLLUTION REDUCTION SCHEME BEYOND 2010 BECAUSE OF THE RECENT FINANCIAL CRISIS?* 

TOTAL MALE FEMALE
18-34 

YEARS
35-49 

YEARS
50+ 

YEARS
LABOR 

SUPPORTERS
COALITION 

SUPPORTERS
% % % % % % % % 

SHOULD DELAY 30 24 35 39 26 25 32 32 

SHOULD NOT DELAY 44 45 44 44 52 40 52 32 

UNCOMMITTED 5 4 6 4 4 7 4 3 

AGAINST INTRODUCTION OF CARBON POLLUTION REDUCTION SCHEME 21 27 15 13 18 28 12 33 

      *Asked only of those in favour of the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme, or those uncommitted 

These surveys were conducted on October 24-26 2008 on the telephone by trained interviewers in all states of Australia and in both city and country areas.  
Telephone numbers and the person within the household were selected at random. The data has been weighted to reflect the population distribution. Questions 
are based on 1,205 interviews among adults aged 18 years and over. The maximum margin of sampling error is plus or minus 3 percentage points on the total 
sample.  Copyright at all times remains with NEWSPOLL.  More poll information available at www.newspoll.com.au. 
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THINKING NOW ABOUT THE ENVIRONMENT, IN PARTICULAR, THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT’S PROPOSED CARBON POLLUTION 

REDUCTION SCHEME.  THIS AIMS TO LIMIT TOTAL CARBON EMISSIONS BY GIVING BUSINESSES A PERMIT TO RELEASE UP TO A 

CERTAIN AMOUNT OF EMISSIONS. ARE YOU IN FAVOUR OR AGAINST THE INTRODUCTION OF THE CARBON POLLUTION REDUCTION 

SCHEME? 

 24-26 OCT ---------------------------------------------------18-20 SEPTEMBER 2009-----------------------------------------------
2008 

TOTAL TOTAL MALE FEMALE
18-34 

YEARS
35-49 

YEARS
50+ 

YEARS
LABOR 

SUPPORTERS
COALITION 

SUPPORTERS
% % % % % % % % % 

STRONGLY IN FAVOUR 35 29 27 31 27 32 28 38 18 

SOMEWHAT IN FAVOUR 37 38 34 43 46 39 32 38 39 

TOTAL IN FAVOUR 72 67 61 74 73 71 60 76 57 

SOMEWHAT AGAINST 11 10 13 7 12 9 10 8 13 

STRONGLY AGAINST 9 12 16 8 4 11 18 6 21 

TOTAL AGAINST 21 22 29 15 16 20 28 14 34 

UNCOMMITTED 7 11 10 11 11 9 12 10 9 

*Totals may not add correctly due to rounding 
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THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT INTENDS ON INTRODUCING LEGISLATION TO ESTABLISH THE CARBON POLLUTION REDUCTION 

SCHEME LATER THIS YEAR. IF THE LEGISLATION IS BLOCKED IN PARLIAMENT BY THE FEDERAL OPPOSITION, WHICH ONE OF THE 

FOLLOWING COMES CLOSEST TO YOUR VIEW ON WHAT THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT SHOULD DO? 

TOTAL MALE FEMALE
18-34 

YEARS
35-49 

YEARS
50+ 

YEARS
LABOR 

SUPPORTERS
COALITION 

SUPPORTERS
% % % % % % % % 

CALL AN EARLY ELECTION OVER THE ISSUE 19 22 16 20 19 18 20 18 

MODIFY THE LEGISLATION SO THAT IT IS PASSED 
THROUGH PARLIAMENT 

64 59 69 67 66 61 69 61 

ABANDON THE CARBON POLLUTION REDUCTION 
SCHEME ALTOGETHER 

11 14 7 6 12 12 6 17 

UNCOMMITTED 6 5 8 7 3 9 5 4 

These surveys were conducted on 18-20 September 2009 on the telephone by trained interviewers in all states of Australia and in both city and country areas.  Telephone 
numbers and the person within the household were selected at random. The data has been weighted to reflect the population distribution. Questions are based on 1,200 interviews 
among adults aged 18 years and over. The maximum margin of sampling error is plus or minus 3 percentage points. Copyright at all times remains with NEWSPOLL. More poll 
information available at www.newspoll.com.au. 

Appendix 2
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STILL THINKING ABOUT THE PROPOSED CARBON POLLUTION REDUCTION SCHEME. WHICH ONE OF THE FOLLOWING COMES 

CLOSEST TO YOUR VIEW? 

TOTAL MALE FEMALE
18-34 

YEARS
35-49 

YEARS
50+ 

YEARS
LABOR 

SUPPORTERS
COALITION 

SUPPORTERS
% % % % % % % % 

AUSTRALIA SHOULD INTRODUCE THE CARBON POLLUTION REDUCTION 
SCHEME ONLY AFTER LEARNING WHAT OTHER COUNTRIES COMMIT 
TO AT THE COPENHAGEN CLIMATE CONFERENCE IN DECEMBER THIS 
YEAR 

45 47 42 49 42 44 37 58 

AUSTRALIA SHOULD INTRODUCE THE CARBON POLLUTION REDUCTION 
SCHEME NOW AND NOT WAIT FOR THE COPENHAGEN CLIMATE 
CONFERENCE IN DECEMBER THIS YEAR 

41 35 47 40 49 37 51 27 

OR, SHOULD AUSTRALIA NOT INTRODUCE THE CARBON POLLUTION 
REDUCTION SCHEME AT ALL 

8 13 5 6 6 12 7 12 

UNCOMMITTED 6 5 6 5 3 7 5 3 

These surveys were conducted on 24-26 July 2009 on the telephone by trained interviewers in all states of Australia and in both city and country areas.  
Telephone numbers and the person within the household were selected at random. The data has been weighted to reflect the population distribution. Questions 
are based on 1,201 interviews among adults aged 18 years and over. The maximum margin of sampling error is plus or minus 3 percentage points. Copyright at 
all times remains with NEWSPOLL. More poll information available at www.newspoll.com.au. 


