Is Nature Stable, Delicate, or Random?

Lower-income and environmentally “Disengaged” Americans are most
likely to think that nature is random and unpredictable

Americans conceptualize the balance of nature in very different ways. Some think the balance of
nature is very stable, while others think it is very delicate, or alternatively, random and
unpredictable. Differences in these underlying mental models about the balance of nature are also
related to beliefs about specific issues. For example, people who believe nature is very stable tend
not to believe that global warming is happening, while people who believe nature is delicately
balanced are much more likely to believe global warming is happening.

Here we explore these deep underlying mental models of nature, how they influence global
warming beliefs, and which demographic groups tend to prefer one model vs. another. The analysis
comes from a nationally representative survey on the environment conducted in November, 2014
by the Yale School of Forestry & Environmental Studies and The AP-NORC Center for Public Affairs
Research.

1. Americans are most likely to think nature’s balance is “somewhat stable” or
“random and unpredictable.”

Respondents were asked to choose among the following statements regarding the balance of nature
(the percentage of Americans who chose each response is in parentheses):

Which of the following statements best represents your understanding of the balance of nature?

“Nature has a somewhat stable balance. Small changes will not have a lasting impact, but big
changes can cause environmental disasters.” (41%)

e  “Nature has a random and unpredictable balance. We do not know what will happen.” (30%)
e “Nature has a delicate balance. Small changes can cause environmental disasters.” (23%)
“Nature has a very stable balance. Large changes will not have a lasting impact.” (6%)

Four in ten Americans (41%) believe nature’s balance is “somewhat stable” - small changes don'’t
have lasting impacts, but big changes can be disastrous. Three in ten (30%) believe nature is
random and unpredictable. One in four (23%) think nature’s balance is “delicate” - small changes
can cause environmental disasters. Least commonly, 6% of Americans think nature’s balance is
“very stable” - even large changes will not have a lasting impact.
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2. Most Americans who think nature has a delicate balance believe global
warming is happening, while most Americans who think nature is very stable
believe global warming is not happening.

Mental models of the balance of nature are strongly related to beliefs about the reality of global
warming. The great majority (83%) of Americans who think that nature has a delicate balance
believe that global warming is happening. On the other hand, most of those who think nature has a
very stable balance (53%) do not believe that global warming is happening.?

A Large Majority of Americans Who Think Nature is Delicate

Also Believe Global Warming is Happening
--Most Americans Who Think Nature is Very Stable Believe Global Warmingis Not Happening--

Global warming is... = Happening Not Sure/Refused Not Happening

ALL AMERICANS 24% 20%
Very Stable 17% 53%
Somewhat stable 21% 21%
Unpredictable 37% 23%

0% 50% 100%
Which of the following statements best represents your understanding of the balance of nature?

(a) “Nature has a delicate balance. Small changes can cause environmental disasters;” (b) “Nature has a very stable
balance. Large changes will nothave a lasting impact;” (c) “Nature has a somewhat stable balance. Small changes will not
have a lasting impact, but big changes can cause environmental disasters;” (d) “Nature has arandom and unpredictable
balance. We do not know what will happen.”

Base: Americans 18+ (n=1,576). November, 2014. E Yale

! Please note that this survey, conducted in November 2014, found that 56% of Americans at that time thought
global warming is happening. Our most recent survey in November 2016, however, found that 70% of Americans
think global warming is happening. Opinions have changed since 2014, but the underlying relationship between
public mental models of the balance of nature and beliefs about global warming is unlikely to have changed much.
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3. The environmentally “Disengaged” are most likely to think nature has a
random and unpredictable balance.

In a 2015 report, we identified nine segments of the American public based on their attitudes
towards environmental issues, how they viewed themselves in relation to the environment, and
how they responded when scientific and religious views about the environment came into
conflict. The nine segments ranged from the “Liberal Greens” on the more environmentally-
conscious side to the “Conservative Browns” on the anti-environmentalism side.

Among the nine groups, Liberal Greens (48%), followed by the Outdoor Greens (42%) were the
most likely to think nature has a delicate balance. Conservative Browns (23%) were the most
likely to say that nature’s balance is very stable. But perhaps most striking was that among the
“Disengaged” - those who are most apathetic about environmental issues - about six in ten
(59%) think that nature is random and unpredictable, greatly surpassing any other group.
Among their defining characteristics, the Disengaged are the only segment among the nine who
are majority non-white. They also have the lowest incomes and educational attainment of the
nine groups.

A Majority of Disengaged Think Nature Has an
“Unpredictable Balance”

Nature’s balance is... Delicate Very Stable Somewhat Stable Unpredictable NA
ALL AMERICANS 6% 41% 30% 1
Liberal Greens |72 41% 10% 1
Outdoor Greens |77 41% 16%
Religious Greens |INNNEEEEEZ7NN 1 36% 30%
Middle-of-the-Roaders I 4% 50% 26%
Homebodies 5% 45% 29% i
Outdoor Browns 11% 42% 30%
Religious Browns 8% 45% 42% 1
Conservative Browns T2 23% 29% 44%
Disengaged 2 25% 59% 5%
0% 50% 100%

Which of the following statements best represents your understanding of the balance of nature?

(a) “Nature has a delicate balance. Small changes can cause environmental disasters;" (b) “Nature has a very stable
balance. Large changes will not have a lasting impact;” (c) “Nature has a somewhat stable balance. Small changes will not
have a lasting impact, but big changes can cause environmental disasters;” (d) “Nature has arandom and unpredictable
balance. We do not know what will happen.”

. Yale
Base: Americans 18+ (n=1,576). November, 2014. f"_: =
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4. Americans with annual household incomes under $25,000 are most likely to
think nature has a random and unpredictable balance.

Demographically, four in ten Americans with annual household incomes under $25,000 (41%)
think that nature has a “random and unpredictable balance,” more than any other income group.
One potential explanation is that lower incomes are related to a reduced sense of control and
efficacy, including over environmental hazards. People with less control over their lives may
perceive nature to be more capricious. For example, lower incomes are often associated with
greater vulnerability and lower resilience to environmental disasters2.

In contrast, as household incomes increase, people are more likely to believe that nature has a
somewhat or very stable balance. Higher incomes often represent a greater capacity to prepare for,
withstand, and recover from environmental disasters, perhaps fostering a greater sense that nature
has a more stable balance. If so, this suggests that people may partially interpret the stability of the
natural world through the lenses of their experience of the social world.

Americans With Household Incomes Under $25,000
Are Most Likely to Think Nature Has an “Unpredictable Balance”

® Delicate Balance B \/ery Stable Balance
Nature has a... )
Somewhat Stable Balance Unpredictable Balance
50% 46%
1% 42% 42%
38%
33%
’ 33% 31%
27%
25% 23% 23% 23%
25% L 2 2 22%
5% 20% ’
0% 9%
5% 4%
1% l
v, M= |
Under $25K $25K-50K $50K-75K $75K-100K $100K+

Household Income

Which of the following statements best represents your understanding of the balance of nature?
(a) “Nature has a delicate balance. Small changes can cause environmental disasters;” (b) “Nature has a very stable
balance. Large changes will nothave a lasting impact;” (c) “Nature has a somewhat stable balance. Small changes will not
have a lasting impact, but big changes can cause environmental disasters;" (d) “Nature has arandom and unpredictable
balance. We do not know what will happen.” o
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Base: Americans 18+ (n=1,576). November, 2014. —_—

2 Cutter, S. L. (2016). The landscape of disaster resilience indicators in the USA. Natural Hazards,
80(2),741-758. d0i:10.1007/s11069-015-1993-2
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People’s underlying assumptions about the balance of nature likely influence many of their
subsequent judgements about the reality and seriousness of different environmental issues. Some
reason that if nature is inherently stable and able to withstand the influence of any human
activities, then most environmental “problems” aren’t problems at all. Others start from the
assumption that nature’s balance is very delicate, thus the slightest human intervention can lead to
cascading disastrous consequences. Others assume that nature is just random and unpredictable, so
human activities have unknown impacts on a chaotic world. And finally, some view nature as
having threshold effects - that nature is resilient to a limited degree, able to absorb and withstand
some human impacts. But once those limits or thresholds are exceeded, disastrous environmental
problems can occur.

These differences in people’s underlying assumptions about how nature works can lead them to
very different conclusions about the current state of the environment and what, if anything, we
should do about it. This research suggests that educating people about how humans can disrupt the
balance of nature and that many of the impacts are well understood and predictable by modern
science could help lay the foundation for more constructive discussions about how to address
environmental issues.
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Survey Method

The data in this report are based on a nationally representative survey of 1,576 American adults,
aged 18 and older, conducted from November 20 - December 1, 2014. All questionnaires were self-
administered by respondents in a web-based environment. The survey took, on average, about 22
minutes to complete.

The sample was drawn from GfK’s KnowledgePanel®, an online panel of members drawn using
probability sampling methods. Prospective members are recruited using a combination of random
digit dial and address-based sampling techniques that cover virtually all (non-institutional)
resident phone numbers and addresses in the United States. Those contacted who would choose to
join the panel but do not have access to the Internet are loaned computers and given Internet
access so they may participate.

The sample therefore includes a representative cross-section of American adults - irrespective of
whether they have Internet access, use only a cell phone, etc. Key demographic variables were
weighted, post survey, to match US Census Bureau normes.

The survey instrument was designed by Anthony Leiserowitz, Geoff Feinberg, and Seth Rosenthal,
of Yale University, and Jennifer Benz and Trevor Tompson of The AP-NORC Center for Public Affairs
Research.

Margin of error

All samples are subject to some degree of sampling error - that is, statistical results obtained from a
sample can be expected to differ somewhat from results that would be obtained if every member of
the target population was interviewed. For this survey, the margin of error at the 95% confidence
level is +/- 3 percentage points.

Rounding error
For tabulation purposes, percentage points are rounded off to the nearest whole number. As a
result, percentages in a given chart may total slightly higher or lower than 100%.

Reference
Cite as: Cutler, M., Leiserowitz, A., and Rosenthal, S. (2017). Is nature stable, delicate, or random?

Yale University. New Haven, CT: Yale Program on Climate Change Communication.

To view the report on-line, click here.
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