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Rhode Island and Climate Change

Key Focus Group Findings

The following are key findings from two focus groups held in West Warwick, Rhode Island on November 20, 2003. It is important to note although the groups were equally mixed based on pre-selected demographic criteria there was a distinct difference between the two groups. The first group spoke in more personal and community-based terms while the second took a broader social/global view. This indicates a need for other mechanisms to fill gaps and increase confidence in these findings. It is also important to note that the Brown University/Center for Environmental Studies will explore these findings more in depth in an Environmental Literacy Assessment under development.

General Environmental/American Image and Perceptions

· Global warming is not the first and foremost on the minds of the general population when it comes to the environment. Participants mentioned clean air, clean water, groundwater, preserving the land, and recycling/trash on highways most often. Others mentioned exhaust from fumes, ocean, and plants and trees. 

· People believe that while we have made some progress with environmental issues, we are extremely wasteful and do not do enough to protect the environment. Participants spoke of laziness, tearing everything down to put up buildings, using more than people in other countries, etc… There was some discussion, but no agreement, on it being a generational issue. There was also discussion of EPA not doing a good job to protect the environment.

· People believe that others view Americans as wasteful and spoiled. Participants were in general agreement on this.

· People are not optimistic about Americans ability to change environmental behaviors and are not sure how or what to do to improve our image. Participants mentioned a wide variety of issues ranging from the government changing policy direction and establishing standards, regulations and incentives to encourage American’s to change their fast paced lifestyle and love of big cars and houses. The second group was much more sober and sophisticated in their take on this issue. They felt that something drastic would have to happen to force change. One participant stated that it would have to be something serious that is “going to change your way of life.” One participant mentioned that a big increase in the price of gas as an example of something that would force change. Another participant said that it would have to be slow change over generations, speaking of how recycling has caught on since she was a child. Participants spoke of how good programs are set up, but resources to monitor/enforce “dry up” and people find a way to get around environmental laws. Participants recognized that people do not support funding for enforcement because the laws restrict them. Others spoke of not liking being told what to do. 
Climate Change

· People have a limited understanding of what climate change is. As usual, given a normal distribution of age, education, occupation and social class, some know more than others. Participants mentioned how the weather is getting hotter. One participant in Group 2 mentioned “irreversible change in the weather patterns caused by global warming.” Participants mentioned the changing seasons. Another used the term greenhouse. El Nino was also mentioned. One stated they haven’t noticed climate change. Participants in both groups tended to lump climate change with other pollution problems with participants in both groups mentioning ozone in relation to climate change. No one used the term carbon.
· People believe cars, planes, industry, the loss of trees, our use of energy and sometimes-natural occurrences are causing climate change. One participant mentioned the burning of fossil fuels. Another mentioned the Amazon. Another blamed the problem on foreign policy and how the US is making everything overseas in countries where regulations are lax and there is more pollution.  

· People have a limited understanding of the impacts/effects of global warming. Participants talked about heat waves, flooding from melting polar ice caps, fires, health issues (asthma), and brownouts from using more air conditioners as negative impacts. Some participants spoke about longer growing seasons and milder winters. One felt milder climate could result in longer vacation seasons and boost tourism in the state; another countered that the state is already too crowded. 

· People do not agree on the seriousness of climate change. Most believe climate change is a serious problem, but it’s not very important to them now because most impacts will come later, but they did express concern about their children and grandchildren. A few are not sure how serious it is. One participant thought the he heard that the temperature had only risen by 2 degrees and he wasn’t sure if it’s a problem or not. Another countered that a 2-degree temperature change in a human being can be catastrophic. Many respondents stated there are too many higher priorities in contemporary life such as war, terrorism and a bad economy.

· In general, people are aware that scientist do not agree on climate change. Participants recognize that scientific opinions vary depending on who the scientists work for and gave examples of the tobacco and chemical (Dupont) industries. One participant stated that scientists sometimes create problems so they can make a living curing the problem. When probed about how they go about determining who is telling the truth, participants weigh what hear and do their own research to make up their minds if it’s important to them.  

· Global warming is a more recognizable term than greenhouse gas or climate change. Participants stated that global warming was a more recognizable and descriptive. People linked greenhouse gas to growing of plants in greenhouses.
· Participants are not sure who should be responsible and often don’t believe it’s something they can individually be responsible for. Many panelists said that environmental protection is everyone’s responsibility, but there is some doubt among them about what positive or negative effect a single person or household can have on the global environment. Many said that it is the government’s responsibility. Some though government should study, educate and encourage environmental protection. Participants felt that educating the children would be important.  Some thought government should mandate environmental protection. And some thought that government should mandate manufacturers to only offer environmentally friendly cars and appliances. Many doubted government’s willingness and ability to enforce rules equitably, or at all. 

There was much discussion in one group on encouraging versus mandating programs/actions. However, it was clear that there is a very poor understanding of regulatory and policy functions. Some stated that encouragement will not work and noted programs that offer a lot of encouragement, but people still do the wrong thing (staying out of sun to avoid skin cancer, driving less on ozone days). Most expressed the opinion that they would ultimately bear the costs on environmental protection in continuously higher energy and product costs and higher taxes.  

Participants know that technology can help, but acknowledged that if they are inconvenient to use or require sacrifice, they won’t use them. Some cited the state’s recycling program as a positive an example of how something was done well - ample education, convenient, and initiated gradually over time. Another participant suggested the United Nations should do something about climate change because it is a global problem.

· The general public has little knowledge of international, national, regional or state efforts to slow climate change. Only one participant knew about “some international agreement that was going on to limit pollution but the US was backing out of.” The second group was more skeptical about state-level policy and regulation.

· No one appears to be doing a good job educating the public about climate change issues. One participant mentioned that he heard about the issue on The Weather Channel and Nova. Another mentioned the Providence Journal. Another mentioned Sierra Club efforts to save Alaskan forests. None of the participants have ever visited a website on the issue. The college and high school students in the second group stated that climate change is not being taught in schools and there is no discussion of the issue by students.
Energy Use and Cars

Vehicle Efficiency Incentive Program

· People disagree on the effectiveness and acceptance of a vehicle efficiency program in Rhode Island. While some participants believe that this program will persuade some to buy more fuel-efficient vehicles, others felt that most people would continue to choose vehicles based on other factors such as safety and comfort. 

Supporters felt that people would choose more fuel-efficient cars if they could save on the 7% sales tax and save gas money later. One participant stated that people complain about high taxes and that this program would provide an opportunity to lower their taxes. Participants who did not support the program noted the safety and comfort features of larger vehicles and the financial impact on people who own businesses that need trucks and/or larger vehicles. 

There was also some confusion about where the money would go. Participants wanted to know if the money would go to environmental programs or to the state budget. There was some interest and a suggestion of a possible selling point that people may support the project more if the profits supported environmental programs like open space protection. The point came up a second time even after the moderator explained that the program would be revenue neutral. Both supporters and non-supporters noted that people who can afford to pay $30,000 to $50,000 or more for larger vehicles probably would not change their behavior based on the fee. They also felt that car sales people always encourage people to purchase the larger, more expensive vehicles over fuel efficient ones. Participants also suggested investing in mass transit and/or carpooling. 

CAFÉ Standards

· People expressed cynicism for government-mandated fuel efficiency standards. Some believe that the government already mandated more fuel-efficient cars during the fuel shortage of the late 1970’s. Participants felt that the cost of cars and gas would rise if the government raises fuel efficiency standards. Participants also debated the trade-off between higher fuel-efficiency and powerful cars. Some expressed concern that SUV’s would get around fuel efficiency standards. One suggested that it would work better if they set standards by class - one level for cars, another for trucks. Some suggested that the government promote more efficient fuel mixtures.

Driving Less

· People believe that driving less would be difficult for them and others. Participants noted their fast-paced lifestyle, the location/layout of their communities and personal safety as reasons why they would not be able to drive less. Walking was generally deemed in the purview of little old ladies and their carts, not something the mainstream would adopt.

Some felt that people would be willing to carpool; others were not as optimistic stating that people like having their own vehicles, giving them flexibility to do errands along the way. 

Some suggested that better planning on their part with regard to errands, etc would help them drive less.

Some suggested mass transit; others spoke negatively of mass transit. They noted it is not easy to use unless you live in the city because of multiple bus transfers and increased travel time. Some suggested using smaller buses to bring people to park and ride locations; others disagreed, stating that if people were taking their car to a park and ride, they would just as soon drive all the way in. 

People do not support public investment in mass transit or in making their communities more walk-able or bike-able for the purpose of encouraging people to drive less. Most believe that most people would not walk or ride their bike to work or to do errands. They feel it’s too late, that people are not willing to give up the convenience of driving after becoming so used to it. They also spoke of personal safety as an issue. People also questioned what was meant by public investment – who would pay for it, who would get the money, would we invest in specific businesses over others, etc.

Participants do not think programs that charge higher insurance premiums for driving more would encourage people to drive less. Participants felt that people would lie about miles traveled and/or drop insurance policies more often.

Energy Use in Homes

· People are willing to purchase energy saving appliances. One participant suggested that all appliances should be made energy efficient in the first place (without being prodded) and that we shouldn’t have a choice. Participants noted that performance, price and warranty are also important and that incentives and rebates would help. Also, many did not seem to realize that most appliances on the market are already energy efficient to some extent and no one mentioned “Energy Star” specifically.

· People are not willing to purchase smaller, more compact appliances. People want adequate space and other conveniences like automatic icemakers and water dispensers.  Participants also talked about how they are building oversized houses, with one panelist noting how houses used to be 900 square feet and that now many are over 4000 square. The “bigger is better” and “status” themes surfaced as well. 

· People would support changes to appliance standards to make all appliances energy efficient, even if it costs more. Participants supported this, but noted that appliance manufactures would raise the price. Again, the theme about not having a choice, that all should be energy efficient.
· People would support changes to the building codes to make new construction more energy efficient, even if costs more. Again, the theme of not having a choice emerged. Participants noted this should have been done a long time ago and noted how building codes are working to prevent fire and conserve water. People noted, however, that this would be okay for new construction, but difficult to upgrade old buildings. People felt that people would be willing to pay more up front to save more later. 

Energy Policy

· People are divided on whether or not they would voluntarily pay more for electricity from renewable resources.  Those who said they would pay more would do so if they could afford it and they would weigh it against other obligations. Many participants are mainly concerned about the equity of such a charge. Some stated they would if everyone did it. One participant noted they would be willing to pay as long as the utility companies would not be the ones making the profit. Another spoke of not being willing to pay more because they are already paying too much for too many things on their electric bills.
· Most would support passage of a law requiring that 20% of our energy come from renewable resources even if it cost $3.00 more per month on their electric bill. Participants did ask how it would be enforced. Participants noted that they are already paying so much, what’s the difference. Participants want to make sure that the $3.00 would go toward the purpose of purchasing power from renewable sources and not to something else. One stated that energy companies are making plenty of money already. There was general consensus that we have the means to make energy from wind, solar and hydro, but some noted concerns about the effects on nature.

Copy Test of Advertising Concepts

Participants were told that these were either rough ideas of advertising concepts under consideration or in use in other jurisdictions and asked to comment.

	Concept
	Reaction
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Today In 2023 with expected sea
level rise

SUV’s Matter!




	Too much blame on one source. Offends SUV owners. Far fetched. One participant (SUV owner) spoke about how they were blaming the terrorists on SUV’s and that it really irked her. Also, discussed how some SUV’s are more fuel-efficient than others.

	[image: image2.jpg]Rising sea levels matter some places a bit more
than others.

Rhode Islanders —
Let's do our part to slow global climate change.




	Confusing. Looks too much like a vacation advertisement. Looked more like we were encouraging people to get around in boats. Did not understand. Concept would work better if used a Rhode Island landmark such as the Coast Guard house.

	[image: image3.jpg]Zed - the last of his species





	Participants in both groups liked the concept. Says it all. To the point. People would remember. Do not believe using “sucks” offensive. They liked character, but did not know what it was. Memorable. Would get noticed by kids.



	[image: image4.jpg]Cool It, Rhode Island !





	Missed meaning. 

	[image: image5.jpg]We’ve got a problem that will make
you sweat!!

What’s the problem? Climate change.




	Too many words. Exaggerates the issue – truth in advertising is important. Not sure about meaning. Looks like character is crying. 

	[image: image6.jpg].save money! ..save enerdy! ..save the planet!





	Missed meaning. People will think of weight and low-carb diets. Would not appeal to the masses. 

	[image: image7.jpg]Did you know there is a way Rhode Island-
ers can save over $700 million dollars. . .

and, help slow global climate change?




	That’s good. Like using money/savings, but better be able to back up claim -- want to know how we are saving, where the money is going. Would support more if were going back to something important to the community. Did not necessarily believe the $700 M, but it would get their attention. Would be curious about the rest of the message.
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e Americans consume roughly
23 times more than the aver-
age person in the world.

e The US makes up only 5% of
the world’s population, but...
e Consumes approximately
33% of the world’s paper
e Consumes 25% of the
world’s energy
¢ Produces 24% of the

world’s greenhouse gas
emissions





	Too many numbers and words, but good information that people should know about – put in a brochure. Suggested capturing concept more visually – with charts, pictures. Sparked a discussion in Group 2 about how much we care as Americans and how we would like to care but we are too busy. Participants talked about the need to change the mentality of society as a whole before we can make a difference on climate change issues.
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	Cute, would bring people in. People love Kermit. Discussion that it’s not easy being green, but that we have to start somewhere. Talked about getting the message to the young children to bring it home (like anti-smoking). Likened to Smokey Bear and the Indian with the tear. Would appeal to all.
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“You’re going to get people who want to by luxury cars. That’s America. That’s the status symbol.”


Manny 


East Providence


 


“There’s still a lot of good people left in this world.”


Tony


North Providence








“You can’t irrigate. Everything dries out. You die.”


John,


Cranston





“We really won’t see it to the extent that we think. … This is a slow process. We’re talking about 100 years down the road.”


John,


Johnston





“In most situations, you get one opinion on one hand and another opinion on the other… If it’s something that really interests you, then I think you’ll take the time to delve into it and try to come up with an answer that maybe is not right, but that’s suitable to you – that makes you comfortable to live in this society.”


Ann


Providence


	


 








“People don’t care. Everything is about money today.”


Marie


N. Providence








“I think people really want to care. I just think they are so busy, they don’t have time…. I think they are in so much of a hurry … they’re too busy, they just don’t care about anybody but themselves.”


Tanya


Jamestown








“We solve everyone else’s problems but not our own.”


Christine


E. Providence








“Years ago, you was just a fruitcake if you cared about the environment. Today, it’s different. I never cared about that stuff, but now I do cuz’ I am getting older and I have grandchildren. I think of this now.”


Tony


N. Providence











“The guy with the most toys wins.”


 John


Cranston








“Change foreign policy…. If this country spent half as much money as we do on the pursuit of oil into other fuel sources, I think we would have something that would be safe for the environment. The problem is that politics in this country and all countries are influenced by people who have money. So, oil equals money for a lot of people in this country.”


David


N. Providence
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