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THE  CURRENT  DEBATE  IN  THE  UNITED  STATES  AND  COUNTRIES  
THROUGHOUT  THE  WORLD  ON  CLIMATE  CHANGE  IS  SYMPTOMATIC  
OF  OUR  TIME.  The  issue  of  climate  change  emerged  from  the  concerns  
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Table  1:  Concern  and  Sense  of  Understanding  of  Climate  Issues:  2009,  2011.

Climate  change  issue

2009 2011

How  closely  do  you  
follow  climate  change?

Very  closely 4% 2%
Moderately  closely 18 14
Occasionally 32 33
Not  closely 45 51

Level of  concern
High  concern  (8-10) 23 22
Moderate  concern  (5-7) 39 42
Less  concern  (0-4) 38 37

Level  of  Issue  
Understanding

Well  informed  (8-10) 16 11
Moderately  informed  (5-7) 42 47
Less  well  informed  (0-4) 42 42

Number  of  respondents  each  year 3,074 2,914

WHO  IS  CONCERNED  
ABOUT  CLIMATE  
CHANGE?

interested  in  economic  issues  and  the  schools  that  their  children  

this  issue.  

WHY  ARE  YOUNG  ADULTS  RELATIVELY  
UNINTERESTED  IN  THE  CLIMATE  ISSUE?

adults  to  focus  on  economic  issues.  

Interest  versus  concern.

results.
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Table  2:  The  Attitudes  of  Generation  X  on  Climate  Issues,  2011.

Disagree                                                                                      Agree
0-1 2-3 4-5-6 7-8 9-10

If  the  present  rate  of  coal  and  oil  use  continues,  
serious  long-term  environmental  damage  will
occur. 3% 6% 38% 27% 26%
We  are  already  in  the  first  stages  of  global  
warming  and  climate  change 9 8 48 21 14

The  primary  human  activity  that  causes  global  
warming  is  the  burning  of  fossil  fuels  such  as  
coal  and  oil.

7 8 52 22 11

In  the  next  20  years,  the  conversion  of  green  
plants  into  fuels  will  significantly  reduce  our  
dependence  on  gas  and  oil.

6 9 56 20 9

There  is  not  enough  scientific  evidence  to  
support  claims  that  the  Earth  is  getting  warmer. 19 15 46 11 9

All  tabulations  are  based  on  2,924  responses.  
*  Individuals  responding  that  they  were  not  sure  about  any  statement  were  assigned  a  value  of  
5  and  placed  in  the  middle  group.

Understanding  and  complexity.  A  second  set  of  

decline.

regard  to  the  statement.
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The  Concept  of  Six  Publics.

The  Alarmed

  
The  Concerned  

The  Disengaged

The  Dismissive

these  six  categories.  

colleagues.

WHO  ARE  THE  ACTIVISTS  ON  THE  CLIMATE  
ISSUE?

Figure  1:  Six  Publics  for  Climate  Change,  LSAY,  2011.
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Table  3:  Attitude  to  Climate  Change  by  Major  Groups,  2011.  
  

   Climate  Attitude   N*  
Dismissive   Doubtful   Disengaged   Cautious   Concerned   Alarmed  

    All  LSAY  Young  Adults             4%             6%         41%         26%         18%             5%   2,924  

    Education  
    Did  not  complete  high  school       1       1   60   21   12       5             85  
    HS  diploma  or  GED       4       5   45   27   17       2   1,248  

    Associate  degree       6       6   41   33   11       3         233  
    Baccalaureate       5       7   37   24   21       7         835  

    Masters       4       6   32   26   21   10         376  
    Doctorate  or  professional  degree       6       7   23   23   23   18         143  

    Minor  children  at  home  
    No  minor  children  at  home       4       6   36   28   18       9         792  

    One  or  more  minor  children  at  home       5       6   42   26   18       4   2,124  

    Scientific  Literacy  Score  
    0  to  49  (Low)       2       4   56   26   11       1         483  
    50  to  69       5       5   44   28   16       2   1,003  

    70  to  89       4       8   34   25   21       8         875  
    90  to  100  (High)       6       6   15   24   34   15         292  

    Political  partisanship  
    Conservative  Republican   10   12   42   26   10       0         531  

    Moderate  or  Liberal  Republican       5       5   44   25   20       1         269  
    Conservative  Nonpartisan   11   11   43   25   10       0         229  

    Moderate  Nonpartisan       2       4   45   28   18       3         695  
    Liberal  Nonpartisan       0       3   32   21   28   16         160  

    Moderate/Conservative  Democrat       1       1   45   27   23       3         406  
    Liberal  Democrat       1       4   24   23   27   21       339  
    *  The  number  of  respondents  in  each  row.  

children  at  home  

climate  change  

children.  The  

science  courses  

and  remain  

LSAY.
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Table  4:  Information  Acquisition  Activities  related  to  Climate  Issues: 2009,  2011.

Information  Acquisition  Activity 2009 2011

Talk
Talk  to  friends  or  co-workers 1.8

3.6
2.1

4.0Talk  to  other  family  members 1.7 1.8
Attend  lecture  about  … 0.1 0.1

Read
Read  newspaper/magazine 1.5

1.6
1.5

1.6
Read  book  about  … 0.1 0.1

Broadcast
Watch  television  show  about   1.5

2.7
1.4

2.3
Listen  to  radio  show  about  … 1.2 0.9

Online

Found  info  on  the  Internet 1.7

2.8

1.6

2.9
Searched  Google,  Yahoo,  … 0.6 0.7
Read  blog  about  … 0.2 0.3
Posted  on  blog  about  … 0.1 0.1
Printed/downloaded  info 0.2 0.2

Special
Learned  about  … at  museum 0.1

0.2
0.2

0.3
Found  info  at  public  library 0.1 0.1

Total  information  acquisition  activities 10.5 11.1
Number  of  respondents  each  year 3,058 2,913

Cell  entries  are  the  mean  number  of  times  each  activity  occurred  in  the  previous  month.

seriousness  of  the  issue  or  to  dismiss  it.  The  data  from  the  LSAY  

Democrats  share  that  sense  

issue.

HOW  DO  GENERATION  X  YOUNG  ADULTS  KEEP  
UP  WITH  THE  CLIMATE  CHANGE  ISSUE?

their  understanding.  

learning.
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arguments  on  the  issue.

CLIMATE  CHANGE  AS  AN  ISSUE  AND  AS  
A  SYMBOL  OF  THE  POLITICS  OF  THE  21ST  
CENTURY

and  schools  for  their  children  –  than  the  needs  of  the  next  

st

st

REFERENCES



Today, the Longitudinal Study of American Youth (LSAY) 

is the longest and most comprehensive longitudinal 

study of a national sample of public school students ever 

conducted in the United States.

To provide a more intensive longitudinal examination of 

the development of student achievement in middle school 

and high school (and the relationship of those patterns to 

career choices), the National Science Foundation (NSF) 

funded the LSAY in 1986. After a year of pilot testing 

of instruments, the LSAY began collecting data from a 

national sample of 7th and 10th grade students in 50 U.S. 

public school systems in the fall of 1987. During the next 

seven years, each of approximately 5,900 students in 

the two national probability cohort samples were given 

mathematics and science achievement tests (based on the 

National Assessment of Educational Progress item pools) 

each fall and were asked to complete attitudinal and self-

report questionnaires each fall and spring. 

In addition, one parent of each of the LSAY students 

was interviewed each spring by telephone, and all of the 

mathematics and science teachers who served one or more 

LSAY students were asked to complete a questionnaire for 

each course, including information about the objectives of 

the course, the textbook used, and the allocation of time 

and effort in the course to various kinds of instructional 

activities. The principal of each of the participating 

schools was asked to complete a school inventory and 

questionnaire periodically. The initial period of data 

collection ended in the spring of 1994 when the 7th-grade 

cohort was one year beyond high school and the 10th-grade 

cohort was four years beyond high school. 

With support from the NSF STEP program in 2005, the 

LSAY was able to locate or account for more than 95% 

of the original sample of students. Data collection was 

resumed in 2007 and four additional cycles of data 

collection have been completed with NSF support.  

The LSAY participants in the two cohorts are now 36 and 

39 years of age, respectively. Because of its extraordinary 

longitudinal record of these young adults – who represent 

the core of Generation X – the LSAY is committed to 

continuing an annual program of measurement and 

analysis in future decades.

During the years in which students were enrolled in 

middle school and high school, data were collected 

primarily through the use of printed questionnaires and 

tests administered in school by a local school staff member 

employed part-time by the LSAY. Teacher questionnaires 

were printed and collected by a combination of mail and 

the use of a local in-school coordinator. During the in-

school years, one parent of each participating student 

was interviewed by telephone once each year. Currently, 

approximately 75% of participating young adults complete 

an annual questionnaire online and the remaining 25% 

use a printed questionnaire and a postage-paid return 

envelope. Current participants are offered a small payment 

in appreciation for their time and effort. 

All of the data collection and data management procedures 

used by the LSAY are approved by the University of 

Michigan Institutional Review Board. In earlier years, 

LSAY data collection procedures were reviewed and 

approved by the Institutional Review Boards at Michigan 

State University, Northwestern University, and Northern 

Illinois University. The data are deposited (in a blinded 

format to protect the identity of individuals) in the Inter-

university Consortium for Political and Social Research 

(ICPSR) at the University of Michigan and are available for 

secondary analysis according to ICPSR rules. Over the last 

two decades, LSAY data have been used in approximately 

40 dissertations and more than 200 articles in refereed 

journals. 

A more comprehensive description of the LSAY is 
available at www.lsay.org.

The  Generation  X  Report  is  based  primarily  on  data  from  the  
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