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International Public Opinion on
the Environment

David E. Bloom

This article analyzes public opinion data on environmental issues collected in two major
surveys. The data reveal substantial concern about the environment in both developing
and industrial countries along with perceptions that the quality of the environment has
declined and will continue to decline. Developing country respondents rate their local and
national environmental quality lower than do industrial country respondents, whereas both
groups rate global environmental quality about the same. The data also reveal consid-
erable willingness among the developing and industrial countries to accept responsibility
for the world’s environmental problems and recognition of the importance of governments
in addressing local and national environmental issues and of strong international agencies

in addressing transnational issues.

Free markets tend to work poorly in allo-
cating resources for preserving and enhanc-
ing the environment. Indeed, negative ex-
ternalities, public goods, or common prop-
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erty—all classic (and related) causes of mar-
ket failure—are at the heart of most
environmental problems (1).

Whether by voting or government fiat,
societies must make decisions about allocat-
ing resources to “environmental quality”
(2). Voting mechanisms are at their best
when political leaders know their constitu-
ents’ preferences for environmental quality
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relative to their preferences for alternative
uses of society’s resources. Presumably, fiat
rulers also benefit from having information
about mass opinion. In this connection,
public opinion polls are emerging as a po-
tentially valuable source of information on
people’s perceptions about the seriousness
and causes of environmental problems,
their preferences for environmental quality,
and their preferences among alternative so-
lutions to different environmental prob-
lems. Unfortunately, as the various polls
have been conducted mainly in industrial
countries, little information has been avail-
able about developing countries.

Notable attempts to collect comparable
public opinion data on environmental is-
sues in a range of developing and industrial
countries are a 1992 Gallup survey (“The
Health of the Planet”) of 29,618 individuals
in 24 countries (12 developing and 12 in-
dustrial), whose total population represent-
ed 29% of the world’s population at that
time, and a survey conducted by Louis Har-
ris and Associates in 1988—89 (“Public and
Leadership Attitudes to the Environment
in Four Continents”) which gathered infor-
mation from 8325 individuals in 16 coun-
tries (12 developing and 4 industrial),
whose total population represented 29% of
the world’s population in 1989. Although
individual responses to the Gallup and Har-
ris survey questions are not readily avail-
able, country-level tabulations of responses
to most questions have been published, al-
lowing within-country comparisons of re-
sponses to different questions and between-
country comparisons of responses to the
same questions (3).

This article addresses three sets of issues:
(i) What is the nature and extent of public
concern about environmental quality? (ii)
What are the perceived causes of environ-
mental problems, and what countries are
being blamed for those problems? (iii) To
what extent is the public willing to bear the
cost of environmental protection and
cleanup, and do people recognize the essen-
tial role of governments and international
agencies in that effort? The article distin-
guishes between local, national, and global
environmental issues and compares indus-
trial and developing countries (4).

Methodological Issues

The collection of opinion data by polling
representative samples of large populations
has expanded rapidly in the United States
and abroad during the last six decades. At
the same time, an extensive literature has
developed on the information content of
public opinion data. In a classic study,
Schuman and Presser (5) reported on a
series of rigorous analyses of the sensitivity
of survey results to question form, wording,



and context. Their analyses generally show
that the way in which questions are asked
may affect the results. This finding suggests
that the results from a particular survey and
comparisons between Gallup and Harris
survey responses are not as meaningful as
comparisons of Gallup survey responses
across countries and of Harris survey re-
sponses across countries. Even cross-country
comparisons of responses to the Gallup sur-
vey should be interpreted cautiously given
possible differences in the way particular
questions are interpreted in different coun-
tries and cross-country differences in sample
designs [see (6, 7) for details]. All of the
Gallup surveys (except in India, where the
survey was administered predominantly in
urban areas) and the Harris industrial coun-
try surveys relied on sample designs ordi-
narily used by respected local organizations
to generate nationally representative sam-
ples. Because of the expense of surveying
rural populations, most of the Harris surveys
of developing countries are representative
of adults living in major metropolitan areas.

The public opinion literature also ad-
dresses other important technical issues,
such as nonresponse bias, nonrepresentative
samples, sampling error, sample design ef-
fects, and the effects of political context,
along with more general issues of interpre-
tation, for example, whether media cover-
age and the attitudes of elites are a cause or
a consequence of public opinion and the
connection between intentions and behav-
ior (8, 9). Notwithstanding these important
issues, it is well established in democratic
societies that carefully designed public
opinion surveys do reflect public awareness
and concerns, do influence political leaders,
and are generally a valid predictor of pop-
ular behavior, especially changes in behav-
ior over time and differences in behavior
between groups (10).

For both the Gallup and Harris surveys a
variety of quality control mechanisms were
adopted in their design and implementation.
The Gallup survey was developed with the
assistance of an experienced international
advisory panel, with considerable input from
the local Gallup affiliates that reviewed,
translated (when necessary), pretested, and
implemented the survey in each country.
The Harris survey was also carefully de-
signed and pretested, with considerable at-
tention paid to the development of ques-
tions whose meaning would not vary from
country to country. The translation quality
of both the Gallup and Harris surveys was
guaranteed by independently translating the
local language questionnaire back to English
and comparing it with the original, then
revising the translation accordingly. The or-
der of survey questions and responses was
the same in every country for both surveys.
In addition, both Gallup and Harris provid-

ed a common set of detailed instructions to
experienced interviewers in each country.
Information on nonresponse is not
readily available. Most questions allowed
for a “not sure—don’t know-refused answer”
response, thereby minimizing problems of
missing data. No data were imputed. Cov-
erage of broad geographic regions and in-
come groups and the availability of experi-
enced local survey research companies that
could conduct the surveys were the primary
concerns in selecting countries to be in-
cluded in the Gallup and Harris surveys.
Although countries included in the Harris
survey are slightly below the world average
in terms of their per capita income, coun-
tries in the Gallup survey are sufficiently
above the world average to limit their gen-
eralizability to the rest of the world.

International Concern About
Environmental Quality

The surveys reveal substantial, though not
overwhelming, concern about the environ-
ment (Table 1). Of the Gallup population,
12% views the environment as the most
important problem facing their nation, with

=

37% expressing a great deal of concern
about the environment (11). Sizeable shares
of both the Gallup and Harris populations
perceived the quality of the environment to
be poor, especially the global environment.
Both surveys also revealed a widespread per-
ception that environmental quality has de-
clined over time and a belief that it will
continue to decline in the future. Indeed, a
large proportion of the Harris population
reported that the environment where they
live had deteriorated in the preceding de-
cade. In addition, the proportion of the Gal-
lup population that expected environmental
problems to affect the health of their chil-
dren and grandchildren “a great deal” was
substantially greater than the proportion
that felt that environmental problems had
affected their health “a great deal” at the
time of the survey or 10 years earlier.

The second column of numbers in Table
1 reports differences between developing
and industrial countries in people’s opin-
ions about the environment. Although
equal proportions of the population in each
country group view the environment as
their nation’s most important problem, the
developing country population rates the

Table 1. International public opinion about the seriousness of environmental problems. Values are the
cross-country population-weighted averages in percent. DCs, developing countries; ICs, industrial coun-
tries; G, Gallup survey; H, Harris survey. See (16-20) for additional explanatory notes.

Respondents giving specific

. Specific response (%)
Survey question response
Overall DCs - ICs

What do you think is the most Environmentt 12 0
important problem facing our nation
today? (G)
How concerned are you about the A great dealt 37 12*
environment? (G)
How would you rate the quality of Poor§ 30 9
the environment in this country? (H)
Hou would you rate the quality of the
environment in:

Your local community? (G) Very bad| 14 15*

Your nation? (G) Very bad|| 19 15"

The world as a whole? (G) Very bad)| 24 -5
Do you feel the environment where Worsedl 53 8
you live has become better or worse
or stayed the same in the last 10
years? (H)
Did environmental problems affect A great dealt 13 5
your health 10 years ago? (G)
Do environmental problems affect A great dealt 33 20*
your health today? (G)
Do you expect environmental A great dealt 53 11*

problems to affect the health of your
children and grandchildren? (G)

*P < 0.05, two-tailed test.

1This is an open-ended question, asked before it was revealed that the focus of the

survey was on the environment, except in Ireland, where it was known to be an environmental survey at the outset of the

interview.
know.

stayed the same, and not sure.
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$Other possible responses were a fair amount, not very much, not at all, and not sure/don’t
§Other possible responses were excellent, pretty good, fair, and not sure.
were very good, fairly good, fairly bad, and not sure/don’t know.

|Other possible responses
qJOther possible responses were better, worse,
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quality of its local and national environ-
ments considerably lower than the industri-
al country population rates theirs. These
differences are consistent with comparisons
of objective measures of environmental
quality between developing and industrial
countries (12, 13). The difference between
the developing and industrial populations
in the proportion who rate the quality of
the global environment as very bad is sta-
tistically insignificant.

Of serious local problems (Table 2), the
largest proportions of the developing
country population rate “inadequate sani-
tation, sewage, and garbage disposal” and
“poor water quality” as very serious. “Poor
water quality” is also the problem most
often rated very serious by the industrial
country population, although this re-
sponse might reflect different underlying
concerns than the same response in the
developing countries (for example, recre-

Table 2. International public opinion about the
seriousness of selected environmental issues. Val-
ues are the percent of those surveyed responding
“‘very serious.” Abbreviations as in Table 1. See
(76-20) for additional explanatory notes.

Cross-country
population-weighted

' ) averages
Environmental issue 9

Differ-

DCs ICs ence

“Very serious’’ in local communityt
Poor water quality (G) 43 19 24*
Poor air quality (G) 35 17 18*
Contaminated soil (G) 23 12 11*
Inadequate sanitation 45 16 29*
and garbage

disposal (G)
Overcrowding (G) 26 10 17*
Too much noise (G) 28 9 19*

“Very serious’’ in the world+t

Pollution of rivers, 61 65 -4
lakes, and oceans
@)

Air pollution and 65 55 10*
smog (G)

Soil erosion, polluted 51 48 3
land, and loss of
farmland (G)

Loss of animal and 57 51 6
plant species (G)

Loss of rainforests and 60 64 -4
jungles (G)

Global warming (G) 46 52 -6

Loss of ozone in 53 60 -7
Earth's atmosphere
)

Pollution caused by 71 78 -7
acid rain (H)%

*P < 0.05, two-tailed test. tOther possible respons-
es aside from “‘very serious’’ were somewhat serious, not
very serious, not serious at all, and don't know.
+Other responses were minor problem, not a problem,
and not sure. The reported percent is that of people
responding ‘‘major problem.”

356

ational and aesthetic concerns as opposed
to health concerns). Note, however, that
the developing country population rates
each local environmental problem as very
serious significantly more often than the
industrial country population.

In contrast, concerns about worldwide
environmental issues (Table 2) are more
congruent between developing and indus-
trial country respondents. Thus, the hy-
pothesis that people in developing and in-
dustrial countries have the same percep-
tions about the seriousness of environmen-
tal issues facing the world cannot be
rejected for seven of the eight issues speci-
fied. However, transnational environmen-
tal problems—acid rain, global warming,
ozone depletion, species loss, and loss of
rainforests—are generally perceived to be
very serious by more than half of the devel-
oping and industrial country respondents,
considerably more than the proportions
perceiving environmental issues as very se-
rious in their local communities.

Although not reported in the tables, the
correlations between pairs of industrial
countries in the proportions of respondents
rating different environmental issues as very
serious are quite high: 0.88 on average for
issues in the local community and 0.72 for
issues in the world. Perceptions about local
environmental issues are also reasonably
consistent among the developing countries,

e

with an average correlation of 0.66. How-
ever, the average correlation among pairs of
developing countries is just 0.30 for issues in
the world. This may indicate that the qual-
ity of knowledge about environmental is-
sues facing the world is more uneven or
lower in developing than in industrial
countries (14).

Perceived Causes

In the Gallup survey, both developing and
industrial country respondents identify busi-
ness and industry being more concerned
about economic growth than the environ-
ment as the leading cause of their nations’
environmental problems (Table 3). In addi-
tion, more than half of the developing coun-
try population perceived lack of knowledge
about how to protect the envitonment and
individual wastefulness as contributing a
great deal to their nations’ environmental
problems. A large share of ‘the industrial
country population also perceived individu-
al wastefulness as contributing a great deal
to their nations’ environmental problems.
One of the lesser causes identified is govern-
ment not placing enough emphasis on pro-
tecting the environment. Nonetheless, 48%
of the developing country population and
38% of the industrial country population
cited this as a problem. Overpopulation,
which is the least cited cause of national

Table 3. Causes of national environmental problems. Values are the percent of respondents that said
each cause contributes ‘‘a great deal” to the nation’s environmental problems. Abbreviations as in Table

1. See (16-20) for additional explanatory notes.

Cross-country
population-weighted

Cause cited in survey averages
Differ-
DCs ICs ence
Overpopulation
(“There are too many people using up resources.”’)t (G) 47 26 21"
Government
(“It does not place enough emphasis on protecting the 48 38 10*
environment.”)t (G)
Waste
(“Individuals use more resources than they need and throw away 54 61 -7
too much.”)t (G)
Lack of education
(“People just don’t know what to do to protect the 58 40 19*
environment.”)f (G)
Business and industry
(*“They care more about growth than about protecting the 65 61 4
environment.”)t (G)
Technology
(““The way products are made uses too many resources and 56 46 10
creates too much pollution.”)t (G)
Cutting down of forests is a ‘‘major cause’’ of pollution or damage to 73 66 7
the environment. (H)
Failure of countries around the world to work together is a ‘‘major 56 60 -4

cause’’ of damage to the environment.$ (H)

*P < 0.05, two-tailed test.
not at all, and not sure/don’t know.
damage to the environment, and not sure.
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FOther possible responses aside from ““a great deal’ were a fair amount, not very much,
+Other possible responses were minor cause, not a cause of pollution or
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environmental problems among the indus-
trial country respondents (26%), is identi-
fied as a serious cause by 47% of the devel-
oping country respondents. This difference
corresponds closely to the much higher rate
of population growth among the developing
than among the industrial country popula-
tions (1.83 versus 0.68% per year from 1980
to 1992). Interestingly, 45% of the industrial
country respondents felt that overpopula-
tion contributed a great deal to developing
countries’ environmental problems.

The Gallup survey assessed the attribu-
tion of responsibility for the world’s envi-
ronmental problems (Table 4). The most
common response was that developing and
industrial country populations are equally
responsible. Indeed, there is little evidence
of a systematic tendency for the developing
and industrial countries to blame each oth-
er for the world’s environmental problems.
The Gallup data reveal a remarkable will-
ingness among more than half of both the
developing and industrial country popula-
tions to accept at least partial responsibility
for the world’s environmental problem:s.

Acceptance of responsibility is also ev-
idenced by data (not reported in the ta-
bles) on the willingness to pay for envi-
ronmental protection. Although the ques-
tions were rather vaguely worded, more
than half of the Gallup population ex-
pressed a willingness to pay for environ-
mental protection, either in the form of
slower economic growth or higher prices.
More than two-thirds of the Harris popu-
lation expressed the view that their nation
was not spending enough to protect and
improve the environment.

Mechanisms for Addressing
Environmental Issues

Both the Gallup and Harris surveys reveal
that the public looks primarily to govern-
ment to address environmental issues. Gov-

Table 4. Assigning responsibility for the world’s
environmental problems. Results from the Gallup
survey. See (16-20) for additional explanatory
notes.

Respondents giving

Assignment of specific response

responsibility

Differ-
DCs ICs ence
More responsibility 11 6 6*
to DCs
More responsibility 33 37 -4
to ICs
Equal responsibility 48 48 -1
to DCs and ICs
Not sure/don’t 8 9 -1
know

*P < 0.05, two-tailed test.

ernment is identified more frequently
(44%) than business and industry (21%) or
individual citizens and citizens’ groups
(29%) as having the primary responsibility
for protecting the nation’s environment,
with no significant differences between the
developing and industrial country popula-
tions. Of the Harris population, 92% be-
lieves the government has a major respon-
sibility for environmental protection, al-
though slightly less than one-third ex-
pressed a willingness to pay “somewhat
higher taxes” to finance more spending on
the environment.

The public also seems to recognize that
many environmental issues transcend na-
tional boundaries, and that international
agencies need to be funded to address these
issues and empowered to influence the pol-
icy of national governments. Indeed, most
respondents in each of the 24 countries in-
cluded in the Gallup survey either strongly
or somewhat favor these views, with stron-
ger support in every country for funding
than for giving authority. The perceived
need for greater international cooperation is
also revealed in the Harris survey, where
(insignificantly different) majorities of both
the developing and industrial country pop-
ulations point to countries’ failure to work
together as a “major cause” of damage to the
environment (see the last row of Table 3).

Conclusion

Within the confines of the available data,
international public opinion on the envi-
ronment reveals little evidence of major
impediments to addressing environmental
problems. First, people in both developing
and industrial countries perceive that envi-
ronmental quality has been and is continu-
ing to worsen, and they express substantial
concern about environmental quality over-
all and about a range of specific environ-
mental issues. Second, in assigning respon-
sibility for the world’s environmental prob-
lems, the data indicate a willingness to ac-
cept responsibility rather than exclusively
to blame others. Finally, people generally
recognize the government’s natural role in
addressing local and national environmen-
tal issues and the equally natural role of
strong international agencies in addressing
transnational issues. Although the promo-
tion of environmental quality faces many
barriers, this analysis of international public
opinion data suggests that at least some of
those barriers are not as formidable as they
might otherwise appear.
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where n is the number of countries in the sample (24
for the Gallup survey, 16 for the Harris survey, and so
on for the various developing and industrial country
samples), p, is the ratio of the ith country’s population
to the total population represented in all n countries,
andy, is the proportion giving a particular response in
country i [l. Guttman, S. S. Wilks, J. S. Hunter, Intro-
ductory Engineering Statistics (Wiley, New York, ed.
2,1971), pp. 72-74].

17. Reported differences (DCs — ICs) are sometimes not
equal to those calculated from the table due to
rounding off of the values.

18. Unless otherwise noted, the Gallup surveys were
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ris surveys were administered from February to July
1988, and all were conducted in person, in local
languages, to a representative national sample of the
total adult population. Only an abridged version of
the Harris survey was administered in the continental
United States, by telephone to individuals over the
age of 18. The developing countries (sample size)
included in the Gallup survey were Brazil (1414),
Chile (1000), Hungary (1000), India (4984, urban ar-
eas only), Korea (1500), Mexico (1502), Nigeria
(1195), Philippines (1000), Poland (989), Russia
(964), Turkey (1000), and Uruguay (800); and the
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dustrial countries included in the Harris survey were
West Germany (513), Japan (510), Norway (1006),
Saudi Arabia (398, men only in urban areas), and the
United States (1253, conducted during the first half
of 1989).

19. Because the Gallup survey in India was administered
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solely to the urban population, only the urban portion
of India’s population is used in constructing popula-
tion-weighted averages. Similarly, because the former
East Germany was not in either survey, only West
Germany’s population was used in calculating the
population weight for Germany. Population figures for
1988 and 1992 were used to construct the population
weights in the Harris and Gallup surveys, respectively.
20. The values in the tables are population-weighted av-
erages of the percentage of respondents in each of
the country samples giving the response indicated.
As such they may be interpreted as estimates of the
proportion of the total population in the surveyed
countries with the specified perceptions or prefer-
ences. In the interest of parsimony and conserva-
tism, the focus is generally on the most extreme of
the possible responses to each question. For exam-
ple, statistics are reported on the percentage who
say they have “‘a great deal”” of concern about the
environment, but not on the larger percentage who
say they are concerned either “‘a fair amount” or “‘a
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great deal.” The weights used are based on 1992
country population estimates for the Gallup survey
results and 1988 estimates for the Harris survey re-
sults. For convenience, the populations to which the
reported results correspond are referred to in the text
as the Gallup and Harris populations, respectively.
Analyses were also performed on averages weight-
ed by gross domestic product, which reflect both
population and income per capita differences across
countries, and simple cross-country averages,
which give equal weight to every country. As these
alternative measures generally exhibit patterns that
are qualitatively similar to those based on the popu-
lation-weighted averages, they are not reported
here. All figures reported include “not sure/don’t
know" responses in the base.

21. The author is indebted to S. Glied, D. Krane, C. Kyle,
W. Noor, B. O’Flaherty, A. Reddy, R. Sah, R. Sha-
piro, and two anonymous referees for helpful discus-
sions and comments. R. Sah and W. Noor also pro-
vided excellent research assistance.

Environmental Unknowns

Norman Myers

Among the environmental problems ahead, the most important ones could be those that
are still unknown to us. This conceptual article explores this prospect on the grounds that
it is important not only to supply answers to recognized questions but to raise appropriate

new questions.

I might seem fruitless to speculate about
seemingly unknown problems in the envi-
ronmental field. But recall that at the time
of the first major international conference
on the environment in Stockholm in 1972,
there was next to no mention of what have
now become established as front-rank prob-
lems: global warming, acid rain, and tropi-
cal deforestation. Environmental scientists
could have gone at least partway toward
anticipating these problems. They had had
100 years of warning from the Swedish sci-
entist Arrhenius about the possibility of
global warming. For decades acid rain im-
pacts were accumulating unseen and unsus-
pected; could we not have asked whether all
of those SO, and NO, pollutants would
eventually have an adverse effect on biotas?
We could readily have alerted ourselves to
tropical deforestation through remote-sens-
ing surveys if only we had thought to iden-
tify it as a problem. So does the difficulty lie
with “ignorance” or “ignore-ance”?

In the midst of much scientific uncer-
tainty about our world—a world on which
we are imposing multitudes of simultaneous
new insults—we can be all but certain that
there are environmental processes at work,
or waiting in the wings, with the capacity to
generate significant problems and to take us
by ostensible surprise. Of course a true sur-
prise is, by definition, beyond our purview.
But is it truly beyond our scientific scope to
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identify a few likely candidates for semisur-
prises, especially those that could develop
into outsize problems? The issue surely
ranks as a prominent challenge for environ-
mental science, yet it receives scant re-
search attention (1).

Recent portents of environmental prob-
lems include the decline of amphibians, the
bleaching of coral reefs, the appearance of
phytoplankton blooms, the decline of sea
urchins, mass mortality among seals and
dolphins, and cancer epizootics in fish. All
these share several characteristics. First,
they are regional or even global phenome-
na. Second, they are unprecedented in our
scientific experience and in our general
ecological understanding. Third, there is no
immediate or obvious explanation, al-
though a primary or contributory cause is
probably widespread pollution. Fourth, this
pollution seems to cause the most harm
when it works in conjunction with other
stresses such as aquatic eutrophication, oth-
er forms of habitat disruption, and whatever
else can induce immunosuppression, all op-
erating in possibly reinfbrcing unison (2).
Most important of all, they may add up to a
whole flock of miners’ canaries singing.

Discontinuities

One category of impending problems for
environmental processes comprises discon-
tinuities. The classic instance of a disconti-
nuity is when liquid water suddenly changes
to ice or steam. Environmental discontinui-



