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Abstract

Sundblad, E-L (2008). People’s knowledge about climate change: Uncertainty as a
guide to future commitments. Department of Psychology, University of Gothenburg,
Gothenburg, Sweden.

Knowledge of climate change is provided by scientists to other groups in society who
have to interact to establish sustainable development. Hence, the knowledge must
reach people and the content must be evaluated as important and relevant. In Study 1,
knowledge and confidence in one’s own knowledge was studied in a survey among
four groups in society: experts, politicians, environmental journalists and laypersons.
The study revealed gradually decreasing knowledge levels from experts to journalists,
politicians and laypersons. The confidence levels showed a similar pattern. Both
knowledge and confidence levels were higher for causes than state and consequences
of climate change. All groups had less knowledge of health consequences as
compared to weather and sea/glacier consequences. The realism of confidence in their
own knowledge was somewhat higher among journalists than among experts, and
relatively low among politicians and laypersons. Study Il tested to what extent
scientific knowledge of various domains was related to cognitive and affective risk
judgements among laypersons. Subgroups divided by gender, being a parent or not,
education, age and type of residence were analyzed. The results revealed that
knowledge of both health consequences and causes of climate change was positively
related to cognitive and affective risk judgements. Gender influenced affective but not
cognitive risk judgements, as women were more worried than men. Study Il
revealed that information of scientific uncertainty of climate consequences influence
risk perception. Study IV revealed that temporal distance to negative environmental
consequences did not influence participants’ intention to mitigate CO, emissions.
Taken together, this research represents some steps towards a greater understanding
of what facilitates and hinders the process toward a sustainable society. The studies
show that scientific knowledge about climate change seems to be disseminated in an
unbiased manner in society. Moreover, the results support the claim that both
knowledge and confidence levels will increase when people learn more about climate
change. In particular, risk awareness can be raised by increased knowledge of health
consequences and of causes of climate change.
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