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Understanding How People Perceive
Climate Change Policies

Introduction

In recent years, a growing number of
countries have strengthened their emission
reduction pledges by updating their
Nationally Determined Contributions or by
pledging carbon neutrality targets towards
mid-century. Despite this progress, there
is a long way to go to keep global warming
below 1.5 to 2 degrees compared with pre-
industrial times (Georgieva 2021). Closing
this gap will require ambitious and carefully
calibrated policies that accelerate the green
transition. But even the smartest policies
cannot succeed without support from the
public. To achieve this support, we must ask
how people think about climate change and
the policies needed to address it.

One way to answer this question is through
public perception surveys. This article
summarizes the results of a recent large-
scale international survey conducted by
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) on
climate mitigation policies (see Dabla-Norris
et al, 2023 for details). Almost 30 thousand
individuals across four continents, covering
28 countries - including Japan and 10 other
countries in Asia - were surveyed.' The
survey spans some of the largest emitters
of greenhouse gasses as well as those most
vulnerable to climate shocks. Respondents
were asked detailed questions about what
they think about climate change, preferences
across policies, and views on policy costs
and benefits.

Era Dabla-Norris, Assistant Director, Fiscal Affairs Department, International Monetary Fund
Akihiko Yoshida, Director of the Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific, International Monetary Fund

Perceptions of Climate Change
and Knowledge of Policies

A majority of people surveyed consider
climate change a serious problem, a result
that is in line with other recent global
polls (Leiserowitz and others 2021, Pew
2021). However, beliefs about the urgency
and imminence of climate change vary
significantly across countries. For example,
around 70 percent of respondents in the
Philippines believe that climate change
is already happening and is personally
affecting them and their families, compared
with only 36 percent in Japan, and 20
percent in Norway. Responses also show
that those who were more concerned about
climate change tend to be female, more
educated, followers of news, and more
accepting of government’s role in regulating
the economy. Limited concern for climate
change is also correlated with “carbon
dependence:” lack of public transport and
car usage.

Countries around the world have put in
place a range of measures to achieve net
zero. These include policies that put a price
on carbon (for example, carbon taxes or
emissions trading systems), subsidies to
support the breakthrough of low-carbon
technologies and renewable energy,
and regulatory standards to drive down
the energy use of buildings, cars, and
appliances. However, the survey shows that
there are big gaps in the public’s knowledge
of key policies and their government’s
commitments to tackle climate change. For
instance, 60 percent of the respondents in

11



B

Global Trends

12

Japan said that they were either unaware or
unsure of their national commitments to cut
emissions. Similarly, even though twenty
out of the twenty-eight countries surveyed
have some form of carbon pricing policy in
place (Parry, Black, and Zhunussova 2022),
a surprisingly small number of respondents
had any prior knowledge of a carbon tax or
emissions trading (cap-and-trade) systems
compared with other policies.

Support for Carbon Pricing

Putting a price on carbon is central to
effective climate policy, but many countries
are reluctant to use this policy lever
comprehensively. In fact, across the three
policies considered in the surveys (carbon
pricing, subsidies, and regulations on
emissions), overall support is highest for
subsidies to low-carbon technologies and
renewables across all countries compared
to other policies. Interestingly, support for
all three policies in Japan tends to be below
50 percent, among the lowest across all
countries, although subsidies are still more
favored.

While broad-based support for renewables
and innovation subsidies can help accelerate
the green transition, carbon pricing will
have to necessarily play an important role in
any portfolio of policies to address climate
change. As such, examining people’s beliefs
about policy attributes can help explain
potential resistance to carbon pricing.

What factors that drive support for carbon
pricing and how do perceptions and beliefs
vary across countries?” The analysis
suggests that respondents who view climate
change as a more serious threat are also
more likely to support it. The surveys also
point to a positive correlation between the
perception that the carbon pricing policy
is effective at reducing emissions and the
strength of support for the policy. The
perception that carbon pricing policies
such as a carbon tax may be regressive
explains much of the lack of support. In the

Netherlands and the United Kingdom, for
instance, about 70 percent of respondents
believe that low-income earners, the middle
class, and small businesses would lose from
carbon pricing.

Not surprisingly, concerns about higher
prices, more expensive energy and cost of
living impacts resonate with respondents.
Concerns about higher fuel costs are more
strongly correlated with lack of support in
Germany and the United States relative to
other countries. At the same time, policy
co-benefits such as enhanced air quality,
investment in renewable energy, potential
for new jobs, and improved health outcomes
are associated with higher support for
carbon pricing. China, India, and other
emerging market economies in Asia stand
out with the highest share of respondents
highlighting improved air quality as a key
benefit of carbon pricing, while respondents
in Australia, Japan, and Norway are more
inclined to support carbon pricing if it can
incentivize investment in renewable energy.

Which of these perceptions and beliefs matter
most? The most important factors explaining
support for carbon pricing in the study are
perceptions of policy effectiveness and
concerns about climate change, with equity
and fairness considerations and policy benefits
close behind. Concerns about economic and
personal costs and perceptions of policy
ineffectiveness are higher in advanced than
in emerging market economies. This suggests
that providing information about climate
change impacts, how carbon pricing works,
and improving awareness of policy co-benefits
can all be critical for public acceptance of
carbon pricing.

The fact that people care about policy
progressivity and its distributional
implications is also evident when we look at
how people think the revenues from carbon
pricing should be recycled. People are
more likely to support carbon pricing when
revenues are used to protect economically
vulnerable groups, used to fund education



B

Global Trends

and health spending, or earmarked for
funding green infrastructure and low-
carbon technologies. In Canada, Japan,
South Korea, and Singapore, a large share
of respondents also supports offsetting cuts
to other taxes. About a third of respondents
in Australia, China, the United States,
and Vietnam support assisting workers
in affected industries. This suggests that
design features matter for increasing public
acceptance of carbon pricing.

Conclusion

Achieving net zero emissions globally will
require a range of policy interventions, but
the devil is in the design of these policies.
Carbon pricing policies can be made more
acceptable by designing and presenting them
in a way that responds to citizen concerns.
The way in which revenues from carbon
pricing are spent can also address demand
for progressivity and finance the clean
transition by subsidizing clean technologies.

Importantly, the surveys underscore the
importance of increasing climate change
awareness and understanding of climate
policies. However, there is still a sizeable
information gap to be filled in most countries.
The surveys show that there is a disturbingly
large share of respondents in many countries
with no clear opinions about climate
mitigation policies. For example, about 50
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percent of the respondents in Japan, Indonesia,
and Egypt neither support nor oppose a
carbon pricing policy in their country.
Providing concrete information to the public
on climate risks, costs of inaction, and efficacy
of different policy option will be crucial for
increasing support for climate mitigation.

As part of our efforts to help mitigate the
information gap mentioned above, we held
a regional seminar on February 15, 2023 in
Tokyo, in which one of co-authors (Dabla-
Norris) presented the survey result and the
other (Yoshida) moderated the discussion.
The seminar was well-received by the
audience with lively Q&A sessions, also
benefitting from helpful interventions by
a discussant (Ms. Akane Enatsu, Nomura
Research Center of Sustainability).
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[Original footnotes]

1 The online, nationally-representative surveys were
conducted between July 5 and August 11, 2022, on our
behalf by YouGov, a global leader in data analytics
(see Dabla-Norris et al, 2023 for details). The countries
covered include Asia-Pacific (Australia, China, India,
Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore,
Korea, Thailand, Vietnam); Americas (Argentina,
Brazil, Canada, Colombia, Mexico, United States)
Middle East and North Africa (Egypt, Saudi Arabia);
and Europe (France, Germany, Italy The Netherlands,
Norway, Poland, Spain, Tiirkiye, United Kingdom).

2 The study uses regression analysis to empirically
examine the perceptions and beliefs that are correlated
with support for carbon pricing, controlling for
socio-economic and demographic characteristics of
respondents in the full sample of countries, as well as
for individual countries.
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