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We examine whether conservative white males are more likely than are other adults in the U.S. general
public to endorse climate change denial. We draw theoretical and analytical guidance from the identityprotective cognition thesis explaining the white male effect and from recent political psychology
scholarship documenting the heightened system-justiﬁcation tendencies of political conservatives. We
utilize public opinion data from ten Gallup surveys from 2001 to 2010, focusing speciﬁcally on ﬁve
indicators of climate change denial. We ﬁnd that conservative white males are signiﬁcantly more likely
than are other Americans to endorse denialist views on all ﬁve items, and that these differences are even
greater for those conservative white males who self-report understanding global warming very well.
Furthermore, the results of our multivariate logistic regression models reveal that the conservative white
male effect remains signiﬁcant when controlling for the direct effects of political ideology, race, and
gender as well as the effects of nine control variables. We thus conclude that the unique views of
conservative white males contribute signiﬁcantly to the high level of climate change denial in the United
States.
ß 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
High consequence risks such as human-induced climate change
are central to the current age of advanced modernity (Beck, 2010a,
2010b; Giddens, 2009). Because of the mounting political and
economic stakes of dealing with climate change, this global
environmental problem has become extremely controversial in the
US, and American efforts to deal with it have provoked a signiﬁcant
degree of denial—both of the reality of climate change and of its
status as a problem deserving amelioration (Dunlap and McCright,
2010, 2011; McCright and Dunlap, 2010). A growing body of recent
scholarship has analyzed the strategies, techniques, and effectiveness of fossil fuels (and other) industry organizations (e.g.,
Freudenburg et al., 2008; Lahsen, 2005; Layzer, 2007), conservative
think tanks (e.g., Lahsen, 2005; McCright and Dunlap, 2000, 2003;
Oreskes and Conway, 2008, 2010), contrarian scientists (e.g.,
Lahsen, 2008; McCright, 2007; McCright and Dunlap, 2003;
Oreskes et al., 2008), and conservative Republican politicians
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(e.g., McCright and Dunlap, 2003, 2010; Oreskes and Conway,
2010) in promoting climate change denial in the United States.
Even casual observers of denialist activities likely notice an
obvious pattern; with rare exceptions (e.g., Sallie Baliunas), the
most prominent denialists are conservative white males.1 This is
true for contrarian scientists (e.g., Patrick Michaels and Fred
Singer), media pundits (e.g., Rush Limbaugh and Glenn Beck), think
tank representatives (e.g., Joseph Bast and William O’Keefe), and
politicians (e.g., Senator James Inhofe and Representative Joe
Barton). Within the ranks of elites, climate change denialists are
overwhelmingly conservative white males. Does a similar pattern
exist in the American public?
A burgeoning body of literature on the social bases of climate
change concern in the American public has emerged in recent
years. Such studies have analyzed the direct effects of political
ideology, race, and gender, typically ﬁnding that self-identiﬁed
liberals2 (Hamilton, 2008; McCright, 2010; Wood and Vedlitz,

1
We believe that ‘‘denial,’’ ‘‘denialism,’’ and ‘‘denialist’’ are appropriate terms for
the reasons spelled out by Dieltham and McKee (2009).
2
Similarly, self-identiﬁed Democrats are more likely to express concern about
global warming than are their Republican counterparts (Dunlap and McCright,
2008; Hamilton, 2011; Hamilton and Keim, 2009; Krosnick et al., 2000; McCright,
2010; McCright and Dunlap, 2011; Wood and Vedlitz, 2007).

1164

A.M. McCright, R.E. Dunlap / Global Environmental Change 21 (2011) 1163–1172

2007), non-whites (Malka et al., 2009; McCright, 2010; McCright
and Dunlap, 2011; Wood and Vedlitz, 2007), and females (Brody
et al., 2008; Hamilton, 2008; Leiserowitz, 2006; Malka et al.,
2009; McCright, 2010; McCright and Dunlap, 2011; O’Connor
et al., 1999) are more likely to express concern about
global warming than are their conservative, white, and
male counterparts, respectively. The analysis presented below
is the ﬁrst to (a) consider the intersection of political ideology,
race, and gender and (b) explicitly examine climate change
denial.
Speciﬁcally, our research question is this: Within the U.S.
general public, are conservative white males more likely than other
adults to espouse climate change denial? In answering this
question, we engage two bodies of scholarship. We draw upon a
recent theoretical argument in the risk perception literature—
the identity-protective cognition thesis (Kahan et al., 2007)—
that explains the ‘‘white male’’ effect, or the atypically high
levels of technological and environmental risk acceptance
among white males. We also draw upon recent work in political
psychology on the system-justiﬁcation tendencies of political
conservatives (Jost et al., 2008), which lead them to defend the
status quo and resist attempts to change it. We believe the
integration of these two arguments—the latter about conservatives and the former about white males—provide theoretical
justiﬁcation for what we call the ‘‘conservative white male’’
effect.
Examining such a conservative white male effect with regard
to climate change denial may help account, at least part, for the
USA’s intransigence in international climate policy. In the process,
we extend recent climate change public opinion studies,
especially those focusing on the impacts of political orientation
(e.g., Dunlap and McCright, 2008; Hamilton, 2008, 2011;
Hamilton and Keim, 2009; Malka et al., 2009; McCright and
Dunlap, 2011) and gender differences (e.g., Brody et al., 2008;
Hamilton, 2008; McCright, 2010). We also extend the risk
perception literature on the white male effect, by offering a
sociopolitical explanation of the denial of climate change, one of
the most serious risks facing humanity.

sociopolitical explanations: the vulnerability thesis,3 the cultural
worldviews thesis,4 and the identity-protective cognition thesis.
All three trace their origins to the suggestions made by Flynn et al.
(1994) in their initial study. We draw theoretical and analytical
guidance from the identity-protective cognition thesis, since it
seems especially relevant for explaining the climate change denial
of conservative white males.
In their initial study, Flynn et al. (1994) found that the white
male effect was caused by a subgroup of white males who reported
high levels of risk acceptance—30% of the white males in their
national sample. This subgroup of risk-accepting white males had
an afﬁnity for hierarchy, had greater trust in authorities, and
opposed democratization of risk management, leading the authors
(1994, p. 1107) to emphasize the need to ‘‘move away from gender
and toward sociopolitical explanations.’’ Near the end of their
article, they (1994, p. 1107) suggested:

2. Theoretical rationale: the white male effect, identityprotective cognition, and system-justiﬁcation tendencies

3
According to the vulnerability thesis, white males feel less vulnerable to many
risks than do females and non-whites because of their dominant position in the
social structure; they are, therefore, more accepting of such risks. Marshall et al.
(2006, p. 35) point out that early works promoting the vulnerability thesis (e.g.,
Finucane et al., 2000; Kalof et al., 2002) used ‘‘race-gender group status’’ as ‘‘a
surrogate measure of vulnerability.’’ That is, these studies used the sociodemographic characteristic of white male status as a proxy for individuals’ social
structural position in society. Satterﬁeld et al. (2004) were the ﬁrst to explicitly test
the vulnerability thesis, employing a ‘‘social vulnerability score’’—the mean of six
discrimination items—in their analyses. They found some support for the
hypothesis, as the independent effects of gender and race were partly but not
fully explained by their vulnerability composite measure. ‘‘Gender remains a robust
predictor of risk as does—to a lesser extent—race, but the inﬂuence of these two
demographic variables (particularly race) is explained in part by our measures of
vulnerability and environmental injustice’’ (Satterﬁeld et al., 2004, p. 128). Marshall
(2004) found a similar result when including an internal efﬁcacy measure in his
analytical models. This measure of vulnerability was the strongest predictor of
environmental risk perceptions among Louisiana residents; yet, even when
controlling for this variable, his ‘‘white male’’ dummy variable still had a
statistically signiﬁcant effect. In characterizing the generally supportive evidence
for the vulnerability thesis, Marshall et al. (2006, p. 36) perhaps put it the best:
‘‘race-gender groups appear to serve as a signiﬁcant but incomplete measure of
vulnerability.’’
4
The cultural worldviews thesis has not yet been tested directly in studies of the
white male effect. Nevertheless, scholars have documented the distinct political
and cultural afﬁnities of risk-accepting white males in ways that align with cultural
theory of risk (e.g., Douglas and Wildavsky, 1982; Thompson et al., 1990; Wildavsky
and Dake, 1990). For instance, risk-accepting white males are more likely than are
others to have an individualist worldview (e.g., Finucane et al., 2000; Kahan et al.,
2007; Palmer, 2003), be anti-egalitarian (e.g., Finucane et al., 2000; Flynn et al.,
1994; Palmer, 2003; Satterﬁeld et al., 2004), and favor hierarchy (e.g., Flynn et al.,
1994; Kahan et al., 2007). Furthermore, Kahan et al. (2007) integrate cultural theory
into their identity-protective cognition thesis, which we are employing.

Past research on perceptions of technological and environmental risks in the US has documented what has been termed
the white male effect, whereby white males are found to be
more accepting of a wide range of risks than are other adults.
This pattern has been found in nationally representative
samples of the U.S. public (Finucane et al., 2000; Flynn et al.,
1994; Kahan et al., 2007; Kalof et al., 2002; Satterﬁeld et al.,
2004), in convenience samples in particular U.S. localities, such
as Philadelphia (Johnson, 2002) and Los Angeles (Palmer,
2003), and in random samples of rural areas along the Gulf
Coast, such as in seven Louisiana parishes in ‘‘Cancer Alley’’
from Baton Rouge to New Orleans (Marshall, 2004) and in
Mobile and Baldwin counties on the Alabama coast (Marshall
et al., 2006). Further, the white male effect has been found with
respect to perceptions of technological risks (Finucane et al.,
2000; Flynn et al., 1994; Palmer, 2003; Satterﬁeld et al., 2004),
environmental problems (Finucane et al., 2000; Flynn et al.,
1994; Johnson, 2002; Kahan et al., 2007; Kalof et al., 2002;
Marshall, 2004; Marshall et al., 2006; Satterﬁeld et al., 2004),
and public health threats (Finucane et al., 2000; Flynn et al.,
1994; Palmer, 2003). Thus, the white male effect appears to be
quite robust.
The authors of these studies reject a biological explanation of
this phenomenon. Rather, these scholars have put forth three

Perhaps white males see less risk in the world because they
create, manage, control, and beneﬁt from so much of it. Perhaps
women and nonwhite men see the world as more dangerous
because in many ways they are more vulnerable, because they
beneﬁt less from many of its technologies and institutions, and
because they have less power and control.
Responding to the ﬁrst sentence in the above quote, Kahan et al.
(2007) craft the identity-protective cognition thesis, which
integrates insights from cultural theory and work on motivated
cognition in social psychology. The authors (2007, p. 467
[emphasis in original]) summarize their framework as follows:
We propose that variance in risk perceptions—across persons
generally, and across race and gender in particular—reﬂects a
form of motivated cognition through which people seek to
deﬂect threats to identities they hold, and roles they occupy, by
virtue of contested cultural norms. This proposition derives
from the convergence of two sets of theories, one relating to the
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impact of culture on risk perception and the other on the
inﬂuence of group membership on cognition.
Drawing on cultural theory, Kahan et al. (2007) assert that
individuals tend to form perceptions about risk that are shaped by
their cultural worldviews (e.g., hierarchicalism, egalitarianism,
individualism). Further, these authors also argue that individuals
tend to adopt beliefs that are shared by members of salient in-groups,
often resisting revision of such beliefs when they are confronted with
contrary information from perceived out-groups. This reaction,
which Kahan et al. (2007, p. 470) term ‘‘identity-protective
cognition,’’ serves to protect the status and self-esteem that
individuals receive from group membership: ‘‘as a means of identity
self-defense, individuals appraise information in a manner that
buttresses beliefs associated with belonging to particular groups.’’
The authors (2007, p. 474 [emphasis in original]) argue that
white males with a hierarchical cultural worldview would be the
most likely to downplay or ignore environmental risks, perceiving
them as challenges to the existing social, political, and economic
hierarchy:
. . . to the extent that assertions of environmental risk are
perceived as symbolizing a challenge to the prerogatives and
competence of social and governmental elites, it is hierarchical
men—and particularly white ones, insofar as minorities are
more likely to be disproportionately egalitarian in their
outlooks—whose identities are the most threatened, and who
are thus most likely to form an extremely dismissive posture
toward asserted risks.
Their multivariate analyses offer strong support for their
identity-protective cognition hypothesis. In their models predicting perceptions of environmental risks, their dummy variable for
white males with a hierarchical worldview accounted for all the
gender and race variance: ‘‘this result conﬁrms that the white male
effect for environmental risks observed in the sample as a whole
was, as hypothesized, attributable in its entirety to the extreme
risk skepticism that hierarchical commitments induce in white
males’’ (Kahan et al., 2007, p. 485).
Kahan et al. (2007, p. 491) demonstrate how the white male
effect may be explained as a speciﬁc type of ‘‘motivated cognition
aimed at protecting identities individuals form through their
commitment to cultural norms.’’ Social group membership affects
individuals’ information processing, since individuals are motivated by a strong emotional and psychic investment in having their
group’s beliefs conﬁrmed (2007, p. 470). We argue that a similar
dynamic is at work with conservative white males and climate
change denial, especially given recent insights from political
psychology.
Research by Jost et al. (2008) ﬁnds that conservatives have
much stronger system justiﬁcation tendencies than do liberals—i.e.
supporting maintenance of the societal status quo and resisting
attempts to change it. Indeed, variation on system-justifying
attitudes explains much, but not all, of the ideological difference
between conservatives and liberals. Further, Feygina et al. (2010)
more recently suggest that system justiﬁcation is associated with
the denial of problems, such as climate change, that threaten
system functioning.
The initial study documenting the white male effect found that
this phenomenon was due to a subsample of white males who
reported high risk acceptance—30% of the white males in the
national sample (Flynn et al., 1994). Indeed, the risk perceptions of
the other white males in the sample differed little from those of
other subgroups. Among other characteristics, Slovic (1999, p. 693)
reports that the risk-accepting subgroup of white males was
signiﬁcantly more politically conservative than were others in the
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national sample (see also Flynn et al., 1994; Satterﬁeld et al., 2004).
This justiﬁes our speciﬁc focus on conservative white males.
Integrating the insights from identity-protective cognition and
system-justiﬁcation tendencies, we offer two complementary
reasons for expecting conservative white males to be more likely
than other adults to endorse climate change denial. On a speciﬁc
level, conservative white male elites in the conservative movement
and the fossil fuels industry have sent a consistent message—via
conservative talk radio, television news, newspapers, and websites—to the American public for approximately twenty years:
climate change is not real and thus does not warrant ameliorative
action (e.g., Lahsen, 2008; McCright and Dunlap, 2000, 2003, 2010;
Oreskes and Conway, 2010). This message, which is unmistakably
associated with conservative political and media elites (Wolcott,
2007) and fossil fuels industry ofﬁcials (Gelbspan, 1997), is
remarkable for its constancy over the years and its sharp
divergence from the claims emanating from the scientiﬁc
community. To the extent that conservative white males in the
general public view their brethren within the elite sectors as an ingroup, then we expect that the former also will tend to reject the
global warming claims of the scientiﬁc community, the environmental movement, and environmental policy-makers. In short,
they will espouse climate change denial to defend the information
disseminated within their in-group and to protect their cultural
identity as conservative white males.
More generally, conservative white males are likely to favor
protection of the current industrial capitalist order which has
historically served them well. Fiscally conservative white males
have disproportionately occupied positions of power within our
economic system, controlling stocks and ﬂows of various forms of
capital and beneﬁting from ample amounts of prestige, status, and
esteem (e.g., Massey, 2007). Given the expansive challenge that
climate change poses to the industrial capitalist economic system,
it makes sense that conservative white males’ strong systemjustifying attitudes—triggered by the anti-climate science claims of
the conservative movement (McCright and Dunlap, 2010)—may
drive them toward climate change denial.
The parallel dynamics of identity-protective cognition and
system-justifying attitudes also suggest that heightened emotional
and psychic investment in defending in-group claims may translate
into misperceived understanding about problems like climate
change that threaten the continued order of the system. In the
context of this study, we thus expect a positive association between
conservative white males’ self-reported understanding of global
warming and their climate change denial. Further, we expect that
the subgroup of conservative white males who self-report
understanding global warming very well (which we will term
‘‘conﬁdent’’ conservative white males) will be even more likely than
other conservative white males who self-report understanding
global warming less than very well to espouse climate change denial.
3. The study
Our data come from the Gallup Organization’s annual
environment poll, conducted each March in anticipation of Earth
Day (April 22). The ten Gallup surveys covering 2001–2010 are
based on telephone interviews with nationally representative
samples of adults (age 18 years or older), ranging from 1000 to
1060, in the United States. For our multivariate statistical analyses,
we combined the available data into pooled samples.5 The March
5
Not all of the global warming items we employ were asked every year. Thus,
when we use pooled samples in our analyses, the Ns vary across the dependent
variables. Also, as typical for most national surveys, the Gallup Organization
employs weighting procedures to ensure that its samples are representative of the
American adult population. We report the results of multivariate models with
unweighted data here.
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Table 1
Coding, mean, and standard deviation for variables in the study.a
Variable
b

Timing of global warming
Primary cause of global warmingc
Scientiﬁc consensus on global warmingd
Seriousness of global warmingb
Worry about global warmingf
Political ideologyb
Raceb
Genderb
Conservative white maleb
Self-reported understandinge
Conﬁdent conservative white malee
Ageb
Educational attainmentb
Annual incomeb
Full-time employmentb
Parenthoodb
Religiosityb
Environmental movement identitye
Party identiﬁcationb
Yearb
a
b
c
d
e
f

Coding

Mean

SD

0 (all else) to 1 (will never happen)
0 (all else) to 1 (not primarily due to human activities)
0 (all else) to 1 (no scientiﬁc consensus)
0 (all else) to 1 (generally exaggerated in the news)
0 (all else) to 1 (not at all)
1 (very conservative) to 5 (very liberal)
0 (white) to 1 (non-white)
0 (male) to 1 (female)
0 (no) to 1 (yes)
1 (not at all) to 4 (very well)
0 (no) to 1 (yes)
18–99 (number in actual years)
1 (high school graduate or less) to 4 (more than college graduate)
1 (less than 20k) to 5 (more than 75k)
0 (no) to 1 (yes)
0 (no) to 1 (yes)
1 (never attend church) to 5 (attend church once a week)
1 (unsympathetic) to 4 (active participant in environmental movement)
1 (Republican) to 5 (Democrat)
1 (2001) to 10 (2010)

.11
.42
.39
.35
.18
2.80
.17
.52
.17
2.87
.05
47.06
2.05
3.26
.50
.36
3.08
2.77
3.08
5.48

.31
.49
.49
.48
.39
.98
.37
.50
.38
.77
.22
17.40
1.06
1.37
.50
.48
1.52
.80
1.67
2.89

Data is weighted.
Data for 2001–2010.
Data for 2001, 2003, 2006–2008, 2010.
Data for 2001, 2006, 2008, 2010.
Data for 2001–2008, 2010.
Data for 2001–2004, 2006–2010.

2001 survey was the ﬁrst to include the key variables employed in
this study. Also, 2001 saw the publication of the IPCC’s (2001) Third
Assessment Report and the National Research Council’s (2001)
Climate Change Science. Both reported the scientiﬁc consensus that
global warming has already begun, that human activities are a
signiﬁcant contributor to global warming, and that mean global
temperature will increase between 1.4 and 5.8 8C by 2100.
Table 1 provides the description, coding, mean, and standard
deviation for each of the variables we use in the analyses. We
employ ﬁve dichotomous indicators of climate change denial. In
each case, a higher value represents a denial view. Two variables
measure beliefs about climate science: timing of global warming
(coded 1 for ‘‘will never happen’’)6 and primary cause of global
warming (coded 1 for ‘‘not primarily due to human activities’’).7
Another variable measures a belief about the scientiﬁc community:
scientiﬁc consensus on global warming (coded 1 for ‘‘no scientiﬁc
consensus’’).8 Two more variables measure personal concern about
global warming: seriousness of global warming (coded 1 for
‘‘generally exaggerated in the news’’)9 and worry about global
warming (coded 1 for ‘‘not at all’’).10
6
Gallup’s question: ‘‘Which of the following statements reﬂects your view of
when the effects of global warming will begin to happen—they have already begun
to happen, they will start happening within a few years, they will start happening
within your lifetime, they will not happen within your lifetime, but they will affect
future generations, (or) they will never happen?’’
7
Gallup’s question: ‘‘And from what you have heard or read, do you believe
increases in the Earth’s temperature over the last century are due more to—the
effects of pollution from human activities OR natural changes in the environment
that are not due to human activities?’’
8
Gallup’s question: ‘‘Just your impression, which one of the following statements
do you think is most accurate—most scientists believe that global warming is
occurring, most scientists believe that global warming is not occurring, or most
scientists are unsure about whether global warming is occurring or not?’’
9
Gallup’s question: ‘‘Thinking about what is said in the news, in your view is the
seriousness of global warming generally exaggerated, generally correct, or is it
generally underestimated?’’
10
Gallup’s question: ‘‘I’m going to read you a list of environmental problems. As I
read each one, please tell me if you personally worry about this problem a great
deal, a fair amount, only a little, or not at all. First, how much do you personally
worry about . . . [in a list of 8–10 environmental problems] . . . the greenhouse effect
or global warming?’’

We measure political ideology (very conservative, conservative, middle of the road, liberal, very liberal) using a ﬁve-point
scale, with smaller numerals denoting a conservative orientation and larger ones a liberal orientation. Race is coded 0 for
whites and 1 for non-whites, and gender is coded 0 for males
and 1 for females. We utilize a dummy variable for conservative
white males, to examine the direct effects of this subgroup
status while accounting for the direct effects of political
ideology, race, and gender individually. In selected analyses,
we also utilize a simple measure of self-reported understanding11 of global warming that asks respondents to assess how
well they understand the issue of global warming (‘‘not at
all’’ = 1 to ‘‘very well’’ = 4).12 Combining the conservative white
male dummy variable and the self-reported understanding
indicator, we create a ‘‘conﬁdent’’ conservative white male
dummy variable to identify those conservative white males who
self-report understanding global warming ‘‘very well.’’ These
conﬁdent conservative white males are 30.4% of all conservative
white males in the pooled sample.
We also employ eight variables as statistical controls, coded as
shown in Table 1. We draw this group of variables from those that
have been used as controls in previous studies of the white male
effect. Brieﬂy, we control for the effects of the following in our
multivariate regression models: age (Flynn et al., 1994; Finucane
et al., 2000; Palmer, 2003; Satterﬁeld et al., 2004; Marshall, 2004;
Marshall et al., 2006; Kahan et al., 2007); educational attainment
(Flynn et al., 1994; Finucane et al., 2000; Palmer, 2003; Satterﬁeld
et al., 2004; Marshall, 2004; Marshall et al., 2006; Kahan et al.,
2007); annual income (Flynn et al., 1994; Finucane et al., 2000;
Satterﬁeld et al., 2004; Marshall, 2004; Kahan et al., 2007); fulltime employment (Marshall, 2004); parenthood (Flynn et al., 1994;
Marshall, 2004); religiosity (Satterﬁeld et al., 2004); environmental movement identity (Marshall et al., 2006); and party

11
Past research ﬁnds such self-assessments to be associated with objective
measures of knowledge (Pierce et al., 1989).
12
Gallup’s question: ‘‘Thinking about the issue of global warming, sometimes
called the ‘greenhouse effect,’ how well do you feel you understand this issue—
would you say very well, fairly well, not very well, or not at all?’’

A.M. McCright, R.E. Dunlap / Global Environmental Change 21 (2011) 1163–1172
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Table 2
Percents reporting selected climate change views.
Climate change view
Denial belief
The effects of GW will never happen
Recent temperature increases are not primarily due to human activities
There is no scientiﬁc consensus that GW is occurringb
Seriousness of GW is generally exaggerated in the media
Does not worry about GW at all
Perceived understanding
Understand GW very well

Total (N)

Conservative white males (N)

All other adults (N)

ga

11.6%
36.5%
39.8%
36.5%
19.0%

29.6%
58.5%
58.8%
65.1%
39.1%

7.4%
31.5%
35.5%
29.9%
14.4%

(8215)
(4967)
(3328)
(8215)
(7414)

.68***
.51***
.44***
.63***
.58***

18.0% (7413)

.28***

(10,125)
(6098)
(4086)
(10,125)
(9121)

20.3% (9113)

(1910)
(1131)
(758)
(1910)
(1707)

30.4% (1700)
c

Climate change view

Total (N)

Conﬁdent conservative white males (N)

All other adults (N)

gd

Denial belief
The effects of GW will never happen
Recent temperature increases are not primarily due to human activities
There is no scientiﬁc consensus that GW is occurringb
Seriousness of GW is generally exaggerated in the media
Does not worry about GW at all

10.9%
36.5%
39.8%
35.6%
18.6%

48.4%
71.6%
70.7%
74.2%
57.2%

8.6%
34.2%
37.7%
33.3%
16.2%

.82***
.66***
.60***
.70***
.75***

(9113)
(6098)
(4086)
(9113)
(8109)

(516)
(377)
(266)
(516)
(472)

(8597)
(5721)
(3820)
(8597)
(7637)

a

Gamma for the relationship between the conservative white male dummy variable and the denial belief variable.
‘‘Most scientists are unsure that GW is occurring’’ or ‘‘Most scientists believe that GW is not occurring’’.
c
Conservative white males who self-report understanding global warming very well.
d
Gamma for the relationship between the conﬁdent conservative white male dummy variable and the denial belief variable.
***
p < .001 (two-tailed test).
b

identiﬁcation (Kahan et al., 2007). Also, the survey year is
measured as ‘‘2001’’ = 1 to ‘‘2010’’ = 10.
We begin by presenting some descriptive statistics to examine
the extent of climate change denial among conservative white
males, conﬁdent conservative white males, and all other adults in
the U.S. public. We then examine simple correlations between selfreported understanding and climate change denial among
conservative white males and all other adults. Finally, we run a
series of multivariate logistic regression models to investigate the
effect of conservative white male status, and conﬁdent conservative white male status, on our ﬁve indicators of climate change
denial. This allows us to establish more rigorously the existence of
a conservative white male effect vis-à-vis climate change denial.
4. Results and discussion
The top half of Table 2 reports the percents of conservative
white males and all other adults espousing climate change denial
views for each of our ﬁve indicators. Across the ﬁve items,
signiﬁcantly greater percentages of conservative white males than
of all other American adults report denialist views. For instance,
while 29.6% of conservative white males believe that the effects of
global warming will never happen, only 7.4% of all other adults
believe so. Also, 58.5% of conservative white males but only 31.5%
of all other adults deny that recent temperature increases are
primarily caused by human activities. The pattern for these ﬁrst
two items demonstrates that conservative white males are more
likely than other adults to reject the scientiﬁc consensus on climate
change—stated as early as the IPCC’s (2001) Third Assessment Report
and the NRC’s (2001) Climate Change Science. Not surprisingly then,
the pattern for the third item indicates that conservative white
males are more likely than other adults to deny the existence of a
scientiﬁc consensus (58.8% and 35.5%, respectively). Further,
slightly more than twice as many conservative white males
(65.1%) than all other adults (29.9%) believe that the seriousness of
global warming is generally exaggerated in the media. Finally,
39.1% of conservative white males but only 14.4% of all other adults
do not worry at all about global warming.
The Gamma values for the relationship between the conservative white male dummy variable and each of the ﬁve climate
change denial indicators are moderately to very strong—ranging
from .44 to .68 and signiﬁcant at p < .001. This is initial, but
compelling, evidence that within the American public conservative

white males have a strong tendency to endorse climate change
denial.13
The bottom row in the top half of Table 2 shows that a greater
percentage of conservative white males (30.4%) than of all other
adults (18.0%) report that they understand global warming very
well. The relatively modest Gamma value (.28) for the relationship
between the conservative white male dummy variable and the full
self-reported understanding variable (‘‘not at all’’ to ‘‘very well’’)
indicates that conservative white males tend to assert somewhat
greater personal understanding of global warming than do other
adults. This, of course, seems an untenable self-assessment, given
that conservative white males are more likely than are other adults
to reject the current scientiﬁc consensus. Yet, this pattern—where
conservative white males are more conﬁdent in their knowledge of
climate change than are other adults, even as their beliefs conﬂict
with the scientiﬁc consensus—is consistent with our expectation
that identity-protective cognition and system-justifying tendencies are especially strong within conservative white males. Such
processes, we argue, lead them to reject information from outgroups (e.g., liberals and environmentalists) they see as threatening the economic system, and such tendencies provoke strong
emotional and psychic investment, easily translating into (over)conﬁdence in beliefs.
To explore our assertion of an association between conﬁdence
and denial, we extended the analyses reported in the top part of
Table 2. Our conﬁdent conservative white male dummy variable
identiﬁes those conservative white males who self-report understanding global warming very well. The baseline group for this
variable includes not only all adults who are not conservative
white males but also the conservative white males who self-report
understanding global warming less than very well. We replicated
our comparisons with this new dummy variable, and the results
are reported in the bottom part of Table 2. Compared to their
respective counterparts in the top part of Table 2, each of the
Gamma values in the bottom part of the table are stronger. In other
13
In their audience segmentation analysis of the American public’s views of global
warming, Maibach et al. (2009) ﬁnd that males, non-Hispanic whites, and political
conservatives are each over-represented in their ‘‘doubtful’’ and ‘‘dismissive’’
segments. Although they do not report how the category ‘‘conservative white
males’’ is distributed across these and their other four segments, nor what
proportions of each of these segments is represented by conservative white males,
their results for the three variables individually are suggestive of a conservative
white male effect.
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Fig. 1. Percents reporting selected climate change denial beliefs: conﬁdent conservative white males, other conservative white males, and all other adults.

Table 3
Correlations (Gammas) between self-reported understanding and climate change denial.
Climate change denial view

Conservative white males (N)

The effects of GW will never happen
Recent temperature increases are not primarily due to human activities
There is no scientiﬁc consensus that GW is occurring
Seriousness of GW is generally exaggerated in the media
Does not worry about GW at all

.56***(1700)
.37***(1131)
.32***(758)
.32***(1700)
.43***(1497)

*
***

All other adults (N)
.21***(7413)
.17***(4967)
.20***(3328)
.00(7413)
.06*(6612)

p < .05 (two-tailed test).
p < .001 (two-tailed test).

words, the relationship between conservative white male status
and climate change denial is stronger among those who are most
conﬁdent in their understanding of global warming.
Fig. 1 displays this pattern in a slightly different way. This ﬁgure
shows the percentages—in the following three groups—that
endorse each of our ﬁve climate change denial views: (1)
conservative white males who self-report understanding global
warming very well (our ‘‘conﬁdent’’ conservative white males); (2)
conservative white males who self-report understanding global
warming less than very well (‘‘less conﬁdent’’ conservative white
males); and (3) all other adults. Separating conﬁdent conservative
white males from less conﬁdent conservative white males reveals a
striking pattern. For instance, looking at the upper left quadrant we
see that 48.4% of conﬁdent conservative white males believe the
effects of global warming will never happen, while only 19.0% of
the less conﬁdent conservative white males and only 7.4% of all
other adults believe so.
For each of the ﬁve items, noticeably greater percentages of
conﬁdent conservative white males than less conﬁdent conservative white males report a denialist view. We believe this
suggests that identity-protective cognition and/or system-justifying tendencies are sufﬁciently strong among some conservative
white males that such processes invoke heightened emotional and
psychic investment in defending in-group claims, translating into

(mis)perceptions of knowledge about the problem that threatens
the continued order of the system. To this end, we examine the
correlation between self-reported understanding of global
warming and each of the ﬁve denial indicators, for conservative
white males and all other adults separately. Table 3 reports these
results.
Among conservative white males, there is a positive correlation
between self-reported understanding and climate change denial.
The Gamma values range in strength from moderate (.32) to strong
(.56). Among all other adults, however, we see a weaker positive
correlation (.21) on the ﬁrst denial item (the effects of global
warming will never happen), no correlation on the fourth denial
item (seriousness of global warming is generally exaggerated in
the media), and negative correlations for the remaining three
indicators. The positive correlations between self-reported understanding and climate change denial among conservative white
males are consistent with expectations based upon identityprotective cognition and system-justiﬁcation tendencies. Brieﬂy,
the latter expects a positive correlation between conﬁdence in
beliefs about a problem that threatens system order and denial of
that very problem. This is especially the case as, with reference to
identity-protective cognition, climate change denial seems to have
become almost an essential component of conservative white male
identity.

A.M. McCright, R.E. Dunlap / Global Environmental Change 21 (2011) 1163–1172

1169

Table 4
Logistic regression models predicting climate change denial in beliefs about climate science and the scientiﬁc community.
Global warming effects will never
happen

Human activities are not primary cause

No scientiﬁc consensus that global
warming is occurring

Independent variables

Base

Conservative
white male

Conﬁdent
conservative
white male

Base

Conservative
white male

Conﬁdent
conservative
white male

Base

Conservative
white male

Conﬁdent
conservative
white male

Political ideology

.47***
(.05)
.07
(.14)
.67***
(.09)
.00
(.00)
.05
(.04)
.07
(.04)
.12
(.10)
.02
(.10)
.13***
(.03)
.81***
(.05)
.37***
(.03)
.11***
(.02)

.38***
(.07)
.06
(.15)
.46***
(.12)
.00
(.00)
.05
(.04)
.07
(.04)
.11
(.10)
.02
(.10)
.13***
(.03)
.81***
(.05)
.37***
(.03)
.11***
(.02)
.35**
(.14)

.33***
(.06)
.08
(.14)
.43***
(.09)
.00
(.00)
.03
(.04)
.07
(.04)
.11
(.10)
.03
(.10)
.14***
(.03)
.81***
(.05)
.37***
(.03)
.10***
(.02)

.36***
(.04)
.17
(.10)
.27***
(.07)
.00
(.00)
.07*
(.03)
.01
(.03)
.08
(.07)
.07
(.08)
.11***
(.02)
.60***
(.04)
.21***
(.02)
.07***
(.01)

.31***
(.05)
.21*
(.10)
.18*
(.08)
.00
(.00)
.07*
(.03)
.01
(.03)
.09
(.07)
.07
(.08)
.11***
(.02)
.60***
(.04)
.21***
(.02)
.07***
(.01)
.25*
(.11)

.31***
(.04)
.21*
(.10)
.18**
(.07)
.00
(.00)
.08*
(.03)
.01
(.03)
.08
(.07)
.07
(.08)
.11***
(.02)
.60***
(.04)
.21***
(.02)
.07**
(.01)

.28***
(.05)
.30*
(.12)
.23**
(.08)
.01**
(.00)
.13**
(.04)
.02
(.04)
.01
(.09)
.10
(.10)
.06*
(.03)
.45***
(.05)
.17***
(.03)
.03**
(.01)

.20***
(.06)
.38**
(.12)
.08
(.10)
.01**
(.00)
.13**
(.04)
.02
(.04)
.01
(.09)
.10
(.10)
.06*
(.03)
.45***
(.05)
.17***
(.03)
.03**
(.01)
.41**
(.14)

.23***
(.05)
.34**
(.12)
.16
(.08)
.01**
(.00)
.13**
(.04)
.02
(.04)
.01
(.09)
.10
(.10)
.06*
(.03)
.45***
(.05)
.17***
(.03)
.03**
(.01)

Race
Gender
Age
Educational attainment
Annual income
Full-time employment
Parenthood
Religiosity
Environmental movement identity
Party identiﬁcation
Year
Conservative white male

Constant

.85**
(.30)

.41
(.34)

1.22***
(.13)
.30
(.31)

2 Log likelihood
Nagelkerke R2
Sample size

4267.83
.30
8101

4260.93
.30
8101

4180.11
.32
8101

Conﬁdent conservative white male

1.95***
(.24)
5782.79
.22
5086

1.71***
(.26)

.80***
(.15)
1.71***
(.24)

1.76***
(.29)

1.38***
(.32)

.64**
(.18)
1.55***
(.30)

5777.88
.22
5086

5752.46
.23
5086

3764.24
.16
3074

3755.13
17
3074

3751.25
.17
3074

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
*
p < .05 (two-tailed test).
**
p < .01 (two-tailed test).
***
p < .001 (two-tailed test).

We now turn to Tables 4 and 5, which report the results of
ﬁfteen multivariate logistic regression models examining the
effects of key variables on our indicators of climate change denial—
the three belief items in Table 4 and the two concern items in Table
5. For each denial item, we report three models: (1) a base model
examining the direct effects of political ideology, race, and gender,
while controlling for the effects of nine other relevant social,
demographic, political, and temporal variables; (2) an expanded
model which adds our conservative white male dummy variable to
the base model; and (3) an expanded model which adds our
conﬁdent conservative white male dummy variable to the base
model. We ﬁrst examine the performance of our political ideology,
race, and gender variables in the base model for each of our ﬁve
climate change denial indicators, before discussing the performance of our conservative white male and conﬁdent conservative
white male dummy variables in the expanded models for each
denial item.
As shown in the base model for each of the ﬁve denial
indicators, political conservatives and males are more likely to
report a climate change denial view than are their politically liberal
and female counterparts. This is consistent with the ﬁndings of
existing climate change public opinion studies that self-identiﬁed
liberals (Hamilton, 2008; McCright, 2010; McCright and Dunlap,
2011; Wood and Vedlitz, 2007) and females (Brody et al., 2008;
Hamilton, 2008; Leiserowitz, 2006; Malka et al., 2009; McCright,

2010; McCright and Dunlap, 2011; O’Connor et al., 1999) are more
likely to express concern about global warming than are their
conservative and male counterparts. Past research ﬁnds race to be
a weaker and less consistent indicator of climate change concern,
though several studies report that non-whites express more
concern than do whites (e.g., Malka et al., 2009; McCright, 2010;
McCright and Dunlap, 2011; Wood and Vedlitz, 2007). Our results
here indicate that non-whites are more likely than are whites to
deny that a scientiﬁc consensus exists and that whites are more
likely than are non-whites to believe that the media exaggerates
the seriousness of global warming. Race has no direct effect on the
other three denial indicators.
In the conservative white male model for each of the ﬁve
climate change denial indicators in Tables 4 and 5, the statistically
signiﬁcant positive coefﬁcient for our conservative white male
dummy variable means that conservative white males are more
likely to espouse climate change denial than are other adults. This
effect exists when controlling for the separate, direct effects of
political ideology, race, and gender—and for the effects of nine
other relevant social, demographic, political, and temporal
variables. In other words, the intersection of ‘‘conservative,’’
‘‘white,’’ and ‘‘male’’ does matter for explaining the distribution
of climate change denial in the American public. To answer our
research question, what is observed anecdotally about climate
change denialists being overwhelmingly conservative white males
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Table 5
Logistic regression models predicting climate change denial in concern about global warming.
Media exaggerates seriousness of global warming

No worry at all about global warming

Independent variables

Base

Conservative
white male

Conﬁdent
conservative
white male

Base

Conservative
white male

Conﬁdent
conservative
white male

Political ideology

.38***
(.03)
.38***
(.09)
.48***
(.06)
.00
(.00)
.06*
(.03)
.09***
(.02)
.08
(.06)
.02
(.06)
.08***
(.02)
.66***
(.04)
.34***
(.02)
.09***
(.01)

.33***
(.04)
.33***
(.09)
.39***
(.07)
.00
(.00)
.06*
(.02)
.09***
(.02)
.08
(.06)
.02
(.06)
.08***
(.02)
.66***
(.04)
.34***
(.02)
.09***
(.01)
.23*
(.09)

.35***
(.04)
.35***
(.09)
.42***
(.06)
.00
(.00)
.05
(.03)
.09***
(.02)
.08
(.06)
.03
(.06)
.08***
(.02)
.66***
(.04)
.33***
(.02)
.09***
(.01)

.36***
(.04)
.01
(.11)
.42***
(.07)
.00
(.00)
.02
(.03)
.04
(.03)
.02
(.08)
.00
(.08)
.10***
(.02)
.74***
(.04)
.29***
(.02)
.09***
(.01)

.28***
(.05)
.07
(.11)
.26**
(.09)
.00
(.00)
.02
(.03)
.04
(.03)
.03
(.08)
.00
(.08)
.10***
(.02)
.741***
(.04)
.29***
(.02)
.09***
(.01)
.31***
(.11)

.26***
(.05)
.07
(.11)
.25***
(.08)
.00
(.00)
.00
(.03)
.04
(.03)
.03
(.08)
.01
(.08)
.11***
(.02)
.74***
(.04)
.29***
(.03)
.08***
(.01)

Race
Gender
Age
Educational attainment
Annual income
Full-time employment
Parenthood
Religiosity
Environmental movement identity
Party identiﬁcation
Year
Conservative white male

Constant

2.37***
(.20)

2.15***
(.22)

.54***
(.13)
2.23***
(.20)

2 Log likelihood
Nagelkerke R2
Sample size

8502.35
.31
8101

8496.18
.31
8101

8484.31
.31
8101

Conﬁdent conservative white male

1.47***
(.25)

1.14***
(.28)

1.10***
(.13)
1.09***
(.26)

5627.04
.25
7097

5619.38
.25
7097

5553.54
.27
7097

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
*
p < .05 (two-tailed test).
**
p < .01 (two-tailed test).
***
p < .001 (two-tailed test).

among elites is replicated to a considerable degree among the
American public. Conservative white males are signiﬁcantly more
likely than are other adults to report climate change denial.
The third model for each denial indicator shows that conﬁdent
conservative white males are even more likely to espouse climate
change denial than are all other adults (a category that includes
conservative white males who self-report understanding global
warming less than very well). To compare the effect of the
conﬁdent conservative white male dummy variable to the effect of
the conservative white male dummy variable (which includes all
conservative white males, regardless of their conﬁdence levels), we
present relevant model ﬁt tests and odds ratios in Table 6.

The results of the likelihood ratio tests (1 df, x2 distribution) in
Table 6 indicate that the conﬁdent conservative white male
dummy variable improves model ﬁt more than does the
conservative white male dummy variable. Further, for each denial
indicator, the odds ratio for the conﬁdent conservative white male
dummy variable is greater than the one for the conservative white
male dummy variable. For example, while conservative white
males are 1.43 times more likely than other adults to believe the
effects of global warming will never happen, conﬁdent conservative white males are 3.39 times more likely than other adults to do
so. Thus, conﬁdent conservative white males are much more likely
than are other adults to report climate change denial. Building

Table 6
Model comparison statistics and odds ratios from logistic regression models: conservative white male versus conﬁdent conservative white male.
Likelihood ratio testa

The effects of GW will never happen
Recent temperature increases are not primarily due to human activities
There is no scientiﬁc consensus that GW is occurring
Seriousness of GW is generally exaggerated in the media
Does not worry about GW at all
a

Odds ratiob

Conservative
white male

Conﬁdent
conservative
white male

Conservative
white male

Conﬁdent
conservative
white male

6.90
4.91
9.11
6.17
7.66

87.72
30.33
12.99
18.04
73.50

1.43
1.28
1.51
1.26
1.37

3.39
2.23
1.89
1.71
3.00

Comparison of conservative white male or conﬁdent conservative white male model to base model, based on a chi-square distribution.
Exponentiated logistic regression coefﬁcient of conservative white male dummy variable in conservative white male model or conﬁdent conservative white male dummy
variable in conﬁdent conservative white male model.
b
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upon the results presented in Table 3, the patterns revealed in
Table 6 further suggest that climate change denial is a form of
identity-protective cognition, reﬂecting a system-justifying tendency.
It is also important to note the effects of the other social,
demographic, political, and temporal variables we employed as
controls in our models. Age generally has no effect on climate
change denial, but older adults are more likely than are younger
adults to believe there is no scientiﬁc consensus. Lesser educated
adults are more likely than are their more highly educated
counterparts to believe human activities are not the primary cause
of recent warming and that there is no scientiﬁc consensus. Adults
with higher socioeconomic status (both educational attainment
and annual income) are more likely than are their lower SES
counterparts to believe the media exaggerates the seriousness of
global warming. Employment status and parental status have no
direct effect on climate change denial. For each of the ﬁve denial
items, more religious individuals, people unsympathetic to the
environmental movement, and self-identiﬁed Republicans are
more likely to express climate change denial than are their
respective counterparts. Finally, climate change denial has
increased over the time period between 2001 and 2010.
5. Conclusion
Integrating insights from Kahan et al.’s (2007) identityprotective cognition thesis and Jost et al.’s (2008; Feygina et al.,
2010) empirical work on the strong system justiﬁcation tendencies
of conservatives, we argued that conservative white males would
be more likely than other adults in the US to express climate
change denial views. Further, risk perception scholars have found
that white males who report atypically low environmental risk
perceptions are more conservative than are other adults (Slovic,
1999; see also Flynn et al., 1994; Satterﬁeld et al., 2004). We
offered two complementary reasons for a conservative white male
effect with regard to climate change denial.
On one level, conservative white males in the general public
likely perceive conservative white male elites to be their in-group.
Over the last twenty years, conservative white male elites have
challenged the reality of climate change via conservative talk radio,
websites, television news, and newspapers (e.g., Wolcott, 2007).
Thus, we argued that conservative white males in the general
public would be more likely than other adults to embrace and
defend the claims of conservative white male elites. This follows
reasoning by Kahan et al. (2007, p. 467): ‘‘It is natural for
individuals to adopt a posture of extreme skepticism, in particular
when charges of societal danger are leveled at activities integral to
social roles constructed by their cultural commitments.’’
On another level, the work of Jost et al. (2008; Feygina et al.,
2010) shows that conservatives—and we would extend this to
conservative white males—strongly display tendencies to justify
and defend the current social and economic system. Conservatives
dislike change and uncertainty and attempt to simplify complexity
(Amodio et al., 2007). Further, conservative white males have
disproportionately occupied positions of power within our
economic system. Given the expansive challenge that climate
change poses to the industrial capitalist economic system, it
should not be surprising that conservative white males’ strong
system-justifying attitudes would be triggered to deny climate
change.
We do ﬁnd strong evidence for a conservative white male effect
on climate change denialism, whereby conservative white males
are more likely than are other adults to espouse climate change
denial. Further, we ﬁnd that those conservative white males who
self-report understanding global warming very well—conﬁdent
conservative white males—express an even greater degree of
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climate change denial. The positive correlation between selfreported understanding of global warming and climate change
denial among conservative white males is compelling evidence
that climate change denial is a form of identity-protective
cognition, reﬂecting a system-justifying tendency.
While we have documented that conservative white males
contribute disproportionately to climate change denial in the U.S.,
our results indicate that denialism is sufﬁciently diffuse within the
American public that it obviously cannot be attributed solely to
conservative white males. Even controlling for the denialism of
conservative white males (and even conﬁdent conservative white
males), conservatives (and Republicans), males, more religious
individuals, and those unsympathetic to the environmental
movement are still more likely to report denialist beliefs than
are their respective counterparts. Finally, what is most sobering,
especially for the scientiﬁc community and climate change
communicators, is that climate change denial has actually
increased in the U.S. general public between 2001 and 2010
(Newport, 2010), although primarily due to a signiﬁcant increase in
the past two years which may prove abnormal in the long run
(Leiserowitz et al., forthcoming).
Our results relate back to earlier work on the political
mobilization of conservative elites and organizations in the US
to challenge climate science and policy (e.g., Dunlap and McCright,
2010, 2011; Freudenburg et al., 2008; Lahsen, 2005, 2008;
McCright, 2007; McCright and Dunlap, 2000, 2003, 2010; Oreskes
and Conway, 2008; Oreskes et al., 2008). Conservative think tanks,
conservative media, corporations, and industry associations
(especially for the fossil fuels industry)—domains dominated by
conservative white males—have spearheaded the attacks on
climate science and policy from the late 1980s to the present.
The results presented here show that conservative white males in
the general public have become a very receptive audience for these
efforts. When mobilized, these conservative white males may
constitute a key vector of climate change denial in their own right
via their online and ofﬂine social networks and through
participation in various protest and campaigning events.
Since the mid-1990s, organized climate change denial has
diffused from the US to other Anglo nations with established
conservative think tanks that promote free-market conservatism
and front groups promoting industry interests, most notably Great
Britain, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand (e.g., Hamilton, 2010;
Hoggan and Littlemore, 2009; Monbiot, 2007). This spread of
climate change denial has been driven to a signiﬁcant degree by
key actors—and their resources, strategies, and tactics—in the U.S.
climate change denial machine (e.g., Dunlap and McCright, 2011).
Throughout these Anglo countries organized denial seems to be
dominated by politically conservative white males (e.g., Hoggan
and Littlemore, 2009; Washington and Cook, 2011), and this
suggests that a similar conservative white male effect might be
emerging in the general publics of these nations with regard to
climate change denial. Clearly the extent to which the conservative
white male effect on climate change denial exists outside the US is
a topic deserving investigation.
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