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Editorial note
Rethink Priorities is an independent, non-partisan, non-profit 501(c)3 policy think tank that
does polling and policy analysis. Rethink Priorities is not funded by any candidate or political
party committee and does not poll on behalf of any political candidate or party.



Key points
● We surveyed UK respondents, asking them to list (without prompting) the three factors

they thought most likely to cause human extinction in the next 100 years.
● We estimate AI risk to be reported by 9% of British adults, at a similar level to Natural

disasters (10%)
● The relative ordering of risks aligns well with previous polling from YouGov in 2023,

using an alternative methodology. Climate change (58%) and Nuclear weapons/WMDs
(42%) were top concerns, followed by Pandemics (37%).

● Some demographic effects were quite large, such as that men were substantially more
likely than women to raise the issue of nuclear weapons.

● Polling suggests AI risk is not a wholly niche issue, but is substantially less of a concern
to the public than cases such as nuclear weapons or the climate.

Introduction
Increasing attention is being paid to risks from AI, but it is unclear to what extent the general
public are concerned about or even aware of AI as a serious risk. This has relevance for
understanding to what extent, and in what manner, we should engage in outreach about AI risk.
Public perception of AI risk may also affect the viability and palatability of AI policy proposals.

Previous work from Rethink Priorities has considered US respondents’ expectations of
extinction from AI by 2100, finding that while the single most common response was a very
low (~1%) likelihood, the median estimate was around a 15% likelihood. YouGov has also
conducted longitudinal polling that asked respondents to pick up to three factors they think
most likely to cause extinction from a range of possible threats. Approximately 17% of
respondents selected AI/robots, relative to 55% selecting Nuclear war and 38% picking Climate
change, in 2023. The Existential Risk Observatory (ERO) took a different approach, asking
American and Dutch respondents to freely respond with what they thought were the top three
possible causes of extinction by 2100. This ‘open comment’ approach may be more likely to
pick up on those threats that more spontaneously occur to respondents and are more ‘top of
mind’. It also precludes respondents selecting risks that they had previously never considered
or heard of before1. It therefore represents an interesting alternative to ratings or selection of
items that respondents are provided with. ERO reported that approximately 7% of US
respondents and 11% of Dutch respondents included AI risk in their open responses.

Rethink Priorities were asked to include such an open comment question in our large scale
Pulse survey, but this was not feasible due to the excessive time requirements and consequent
cost that open comments represent in large scale studies. However, we agree that this open
comment format can provide insights into people’s spontaneous risk perceptions. Accordingly,
between July 31st and August 2nd 2024, we fielded a survey including this open comment
format to ~1500 adults from Great Britain. The results of this survey are presented here. Our
work builds upon previous work using this open comment format by drawing upon a
substantially larger sample size, weighting responses to be representative of the British adult
population, providing estimates for perceptions of other risks, providing assessments of how
various demographic features may be associated with different risks, and analyzing associations
amongst risks.

1 This is not a strict benefit, as in some cases you may wish to know, if people were aware of some issue,
how does this affect their perception. Whether freely recalling items vs. ratings items is preferred
depends on the research question at hand.
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Methodology in brief
Between July 31st and August 2nd 2024 we fielded an online survey on Prolific to
approximately 1500 adults resident in Great Britain, with a final sample size of 1452 following
quality checks. Besides demographic information, the key question was an open comment
about what respondents considered to be the most likely causes of extinction in the next 100
years: “In the spaces provided below, please list three things that you think would be most likely to lead to
the extinction of humanity in the next 100 years”. Based upon a pilot study of this same question
conducted previously, previous research on perceived risks of extinction, and assessment of
these responses, we generated a range of perceived extinction risks into which responses could
be categorized. We then used GPT-4o-mini to categorize each response according to these
categories and rate how well the response fitted into that category, as well as to separately check
each categorization and confirm or dispute the assigned category. These categorizations were
then manually checked and confirmed/edited2. The possible categories were:

● Nuclear weapons orWMDs – References to nuclear war or to nuclear weapons, nuclear
radiation, as well as other weapons of mass destruction such as chemical weapons.
References to nuclear energy or nuclear accidents are not included.

● War andmass violence – References to war more generally, world wars, fighting
amongst nations, and mass violence, that does not reference nuclear weapons or other
WMDS.

● Climate change – specific references to climate change or global warming, or to things
that are confidently related to climate change e.g., rising sea levels, but not things like
drought or hurricanes. This category should not include simple references to ‘weather’.
References to oil and fossil fuels can be included, but not if this reference is talking
about a lack of fossil fuels.

● Environment/pollution - references to other environmental issues not specifically
related to global warming, such as references to pollution or air quality, or simply the
environment.

● Natural disasters – not referencing climate change or the environment, but talking
about more general extreme natural events such as storms, fires, hurricanes, tsunamis,
and earthquakes.

● Technology: AI – references to robots, AI, or artificial intelligence.
● Technology: General – references to technology more generally, but not specifically

mentioning AI.
● Cosmic events – references to things such as asteroids, meteors, solar flares, and other

cosmic events.
● Famine and drought/food and water shortages – references to things such as famine,

food shortages, lack of water, and drought.
● Resource scarcity - references to a lack of resources or using up all our resources,

excluding cases that would better be placed in famine and drought
● Religious or supernatural – references to things such as simply God, the judgment of

god, the coming of the apocalypse, and other clear references to the intervention of
God.

● Underpopulation – references to population collapse, people not having children,
infertility, and similar things indicating concern over underpopulation

2 The categorizations provided by GPT are very good, although we have not fully formally assessed this
and therefore consider it necessary to perform manual checking. However, by sorting the responses
according to how they were categorized, as well as the confidence and disputation ratings, such manual
checking can be done much more rapidly than if manual coding were done from scratch.
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● Overpopulation – references to overpopulation, overcrowding, too many people, and
similar things indicating concerns to do with overpopulation.

● Pandemics – references to pandemic viruses and diseases, including references to
specific cases such as COVID. If people simply mention ‘diseases’ then we assume they
mean something like a pandemic, but things such as ‘cancer’ or ‘obesity’ are not
included.

● Pandemics: Manmade - As above, but where the person notes that these are the result
of human caused experimentation or bioterrorism.

● Terrorism – references to acts of terrorism or violent extremism, but not including
bioterrorism

● Political – references to more general political stances or concerns, such as blaming a
particular political figure, party, or ideology.

● Aliens - references to aliens or extraterrestrials, including alien invasion and things such
as UFOs.

● Jibberish – when people put a nonsensical comment/key mashed - if more than one
jibberish response was detected for a respondent then they were excluded.

● Other – other answers that do not fit any of the above categories.

For our topline percentage estimates of the British public selecting each of the different risks,
responses were weighted to be representative of the British adult population according to Age,
Ethnicity, Gender, Region, Education, and 2024 General Election vote.

Expected causes of extinction
Figure 1 shows the estimated proportions of the British public who would freely recall different
types of risk. For single categories, the single most likely answer was climate change at 58%,
followed by Nuclear Weapons/WMDs at 42%, and thirdly Pandemics at 37%. If combining some
categories, the more general category of War or WMDs comes in top place, being referenced
by 75% of people, with general environmental concerns (combining climate change with more
general environmental/pollution references) coming second at 65%. We estimate 9% of the
British public would raise concerns over AI risk. This places AI risk slightly behind Natural
Disasters (at 10%), but substantially behind Cosmic Events (at 25%). In terms of the relative
placement of these risks, these findings follow quite closely those of YouGov, for which the
order was Nuclear War (55%), Climate Change (38%), Pandemics (29%), Meteor/Asteroid (20%;
i.e., Cosmic Events), and then AI at 17% (paired with another environmental concern of bees
dying out). The percentage estimated to pick AI in the present study was also approximately
similar to the 7-11% suggested by the ERO.
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Figure 1: Population-adjusted estimates for the probability of picking each cause of extinction.

Associations between demographic variables and selected
risks
Besides overall population estimates, it may be of interest to assess whether certain
demographic features are associated with higher or lower likelihoods of selecting each
category. In the plots below, we’ve focused on the most important outcomes considering their
prevalence in the population and their relevance to the field of existential risk: Nuclear
Weapons/WMDs, Pandemics, Climate Change, and AI. Plots depict the coefficients from binary
logistic regression models that included as predictors Gender, Ethnicity, Education (modeled
from -1 = Less than GCSE, 0 = GCSE or A-levels, 1 = Graduate or Postgraduate degree), Age
(centered at age 45 and divided by 5, i.e., the coefficient represents a change up or down in 5
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years of age), and 2024 General Election vote3. The implications of such regression coefficients
can be a little difficult to intuitively grasp, so we have provided a graph below that can aid in
interpretation (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Visual aid for interpreting binary logistic regression coefficients.

With respect to sex, relative to female respondents, we found that male respondents were
reliably more likely to mention Nuclear Weapons/WMDs, and less likely to report Climate
change, as causes of extinction (Figure 3). There was also a tendency for male respondents to
mention AI more, although the coefficient for this estimate indicates that negligible or no
differences between male and female respondents were well within the realm of possibility.

3 We also included region as a random effect, such that the estimates account for general regional variation, but we do
not provide estimates by region.
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Figure 3: Associations between respondent Sex and the likelihood of selecting each of four key extinction
risks.

With respect to Age, we found that being older was associated with a decreasing tendency to
raise climate change as a potential source of extinction (Figure 4). The coefficient for this effect
was quite small (-.07), but would be multiplied by, for example, 4 if the age groups you were
comparing differed by 20 years, as the coefficient reflects a shift of 5 years.

Figure 4: Associations between respondent Age and the likelihood of selecting each of four key extinction
risks.

For education, we found that higher levels of education were associated with a greater
tendency to raise Nuclear War/WMDs as a potential extinction risk, with coefficients for the
other risks centering around no differences (Figure 5).
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Figure 5: Associations between respondent Education level and the likelihood of selecting each of four key
extinction risks.

For ethnicity, a somewhat interesting pattern emerged when comparing White/White British
respondents with those of Other ethnicities (other ethnicities besides Asian/Asian British): for
Climate Change, Nuclear Weapons/WMDs, and Pandemics, identifying as one of these other
ethnicities was associated with lower likelihoods of mentioning the risk relative to White
British respondents, whereas this tended in the other direction for AI risk (Figure 6).

Finally, with respect to politics, several potentially interesting effects were observed (Figure 7).
We found that those voting for relatively more left wing or liberal parties (Labour, Liberal
Democrat) tended to be more likely to raise the issue of Climate change than relatively more
right wing/conservative voters (Conservatives, Reform). Those who did not vote also seemed
especially less likely to raise Climate change. One surprising observation was that Reform
voters tended to be the most likely to raise the issue of AI. This is surprising in that, among all
the parties, Reform were notable in not raising AI concerns in their manifesto. We think this
potential effect should be interpreted cautiously, as we have no immediate explanation for it.
One possibility may simply be that the much lower propensity for Reform voters to bring up
the most commonly reported risk, Climate change (and to a lesser extent pandemics), left
many such voters with space to include a less obvious risk. It would be interesting in future
research to assess different voters’ ratings of the likelihood of or concern about extinction from
various risks that they are provided with, as opposed to free recall. If in that case Reform voters
also gave higher credence to AI risk than did those of other political parties, then it would
indicate that this difference in AI risk perception among Reform voters is not just an artifact of
the free recall methodology.
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Figure 6: Associations between respondent Ethnicity and the likelihood of selecting each of four key
extinction risks.

Associations amongst risks can be found in the Appendix - we did not observe associations that
we believe to be of sufficient robustness and interest to emphasize, though we expect that there
may be interesting patterns among perceived risks if respondents were presented with all risks
and provided ratings for them, which would provide greater power than a selection of up to
three risks.
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Figure 7: Associations between respondent 2024 vote and the likelihood of selecting each of four key
extinction risks.

Discussion
Based on the freely chosen risk selections of the British public, we found the War/Nuclear War
and WMDs ranked first and foremost among perceived risks of extinction, followed by Climate
Change/Environmental concerns, then Pandemics, and then Cosmic risks. This ranking of
events is remarkably consistent with YouGov polling of the British public using an alternative
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format, in which respondents were provided with a range of possible risks and required to
select up to three from among them. As with the YouGov polling, AI was ranked lower than
these risks, and similarly to Natural Disasters.

The precise percentages of different risks being selected differed between free recall and
pollster-provided choices. For example, when AI was provided to respondents in YouGov
polling, it was selected by around 17% of respondents, whereas we estimate it would be raised
freely by around 9% of the British public. For other risks, free recall produced higher
percentages than when choices were provided: our estimate for climate change was 58%,
compared with 38% in the YouGov polling. Some such percentage differences may be due to
our respondents having overwhelmingly selected three options, whereas summing the
percentages for the YouGov poll suggests most people selected two items. This would naturally
lead to lower percentages in the YouGov polling. That AI was more prevalent when provided as
an option may therefore be informative. Two speculative possibilities are that people do not
spontaneously entertain the idea of existential AI risk, but find it plausible when prompted with
it. Alternatively, people may consider it, but think it may look silly to say so and therefore
self-censor - this concern would be mitigated if AI risk were presented as an option for them,
indicating it is an acceptable answer to provide.

The free recall methodology used in this study provides interesting insights into
spontaneously-generated risk perceptions. It avoids some important limitations of surveys that
ask respondents to select the most likely causes of extinction from a fixed list, which risks
prompting respondents to consider particular causes, while ignoring others. However, at the
same time, this method will only capture risks that people would think of spontaneously,
without prompting, even though they might cite other risks as likely if asked about them
directly. In addition, any method that limits the number of options that can be indicated,
whether through free response or selections from a list, means that certain demographic trends
could be partly explained by this restriction, and there may be less ability to detect and cleanly
interpret associations amongst items.

A final limitation is that we only know that something was perceived as a potential risk, and not
how likely this was considered to be. A prior survey we conducted with US respondents
suggested a median response of 15% probability that AI would cause human extinction before
2100. Further interesting work could be done to apply a different methodology with the British
public and assess whether the observed demographic trends and associations amongst risks are
preserved, as well as to field such questions to members of the US public for comparison.

Taken in combination with other polling, our findings suggest that the possibility of extinction
from AI is not a completely niche concern in the general public. AI was raised as a potential
cause of extinction by members of the British public who could freely choose any risk that
came to mind. However, AI risk still ranked behind concerns such as climate change and
nuclear war.4

4 This was a recurring theme in one of our prior surveys of US respondents.
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Appendix: Associations between causes of extinction
In addition to looking at associations between demographic variables and each risk category,
we explored associations amongst the risks. Because people are limited to only selecting up to
three risks, by default, all items will have negative correlations with one another: the fact that
one risk was selected means that there is less opportunity for the other risks to appear among
the selected items. We used two approaches to address this: firstly, a compositional analysis
approach in which the item selections are transformed in such a way that this default negative
association is mitigated5. Secondly, a randomization-based approach, in which we generated
1000 permutations of the data in which the observed dependencies amongst the items were
removed, while preserving the relative counts of different items and the number of items each
respondent picked. This enables testing of the extremity of observed associations among the
items relative to associations that arise simply by chance, by virtue of the general structure of
the data.

Results from the compositional analysis are presented in the correlation matrix below (Figure
A1). Results from the randomization-based analysis are presented in Figure A2.

Figure A1: Pairwise Spearman’s rank correlations between selected risks.

5 Specifically, a centered log-ratio transformation was used. This approach required filtering for those
respondents who selected exactly 3 items, resulting in a sample size of 1302.
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Figure A2: Associations between selected risks as assessed by randomization testing
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This investigation of associations among perceived risks did not reveal any especially insightful
associations among the observed risk items. In both forms of analysis, the strongest
associations were a negative association between choosing Nuclear Weapons/WMDS and War
and Mass Violence, and between choosing Climate Change and Environment/Pollution. This is
most likely because in each case, the specific choices were representatives of more overarching
categories for respondents (i.e., if they specifically chose Nuclear War, they would not also
choose War, and if they chose War, they might have felt it was implicit in this that they were
including Nuclear war. The same applies for specifically referencing climate change relative to
referencing more general environmental concerns). This fits the observation that the
overarching categories constructed from these more specific categories were quite close to a
simple summation of those specific categories.

Tentatively, we highlight a handful of associations that were apparent across analytic
approaches for our key risks of interest. Firstly, concerns about Overpopulation appeared to be
attenuated amongst those who raised the concern of Pandemics. Expecting that diseases might
wipe out large proportions of the population could be a check on concerns about the earth
becoming overpopulated. Respondents noting concern over Nuclear risk were more likely to
also select Cosmic events. Though highly speculative, it is possible that such respondents are
more attuned to highly tangible/dramatic forms of extinction, exemplified by nuclear
explosions or asteroid strikes.

However, we would urge against over-interpreting these associations. The difficulties of
assessing associations due to the inherent negative associations this free recall methodology
induces, as well as the binary nature of the data it produces, may be an argument for also
including a more typical ratings-based or probability-based assessment of a pre-specified
selection of risks. This would increase the power to detect associations among different risks.
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Methodological Transparency
This document contains information regarding details of the survey design, implementation,
and analysis, as proposed by the American Association of Public Opinion Research (AAPOR).

1. Data Collection Strategy: This research was based on answers to a cross-sectional online
survey.

2. Who Sponsored the Research andWho Conducted It. This research was conducted by
Rethink Priorities (RP), a registered 501(c)3 non-profit organization and think tank,
registered in California, US. RP financial disclosures can be found here:
https://rethinkpriorities.org/transparency.

3. Measurement Tools/Instruments. All questions for the survey are provided in a
separate survey appendix, available here.

4. Population Under Study. This research aimed to assess British Adult public opinion.
5. Method Used to Generate and Recruit the Sample. This research used a

non-probability sampling approach, involving respondents opting-in to take part in
surveys as part of the Prolific online platform. Respondents were not informed about the
specific content of the survey until entering the survey thereby reducing bias from
respondents who enter being specifically interested in extinction/existential risk.
Respondents were required to be adults (aged 18 and above) and resident in Great
Britain. Prolific applied a Census-based quota on Age, Sex, and Ethnicity to reduce the
chance that sample demographics would not need extreme weighting adjustments for
analyses (see the following bullet points regarding the weighting approach).
Respondents were offered £0.30 for their participation based upon suggested Prolific
market rates and an expected duration of 2 minutes.

6. Method(s) andMode(s) of Data Collection. Respondents were recruited via the Prolific
online platform, and completed the survey using the Qualtrics survey software platform.
The survey was offered in English.

7. Dates of Data Collection. The survey was fielded between July 31st and August 2nd
2024.

8. Sample Sizes and Precision of the Results. 1496 potential respondents began the
survey, with 4 excluded for failing an initial attention check, and an additional 35 for
reporting residency in Northern Ireland. Five further respondents were excluded for
multiple instances of providing nonsense responses in their open comments, or for not
providing an open comment. This left a final sample size of 1452. Margins of error in the
topline result for people’s selected causes of extinction represent the means and 95%
highest density intervals (HDIs) of weighted Bayesian regression models. These margins
of error incorporate a penalization/correction for the design effect induced by
weighting the data. There is no single +/- overall margin for error, as the width of the
estimated interval varies depending on the estimate. Margins of error are presented
with more decimal places than the central point estimate to ensure that the width of the
margin of error is not understated (rounding the upper and lower bounds of the error
margin could artificially reduce the width of the interval). Intervals provided in the
regression models of demographic effects represent the 95% highest density intervals for
binary logistic regression model coefficients for models that included as predictors
Gender, Ethnicity, Education (modeled from -1 = Less than GCSE, 0 = GCSE or A-levels,
1 = Graduate or Postgraduate degree), Age (centered at age 45 and divided by 5, i.e., the
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coefficient represents a change up or down in 5 years of age), and 2024 General Election
vote, as well as region as a random intercept.

9. How the DataWereWeighted. Weighting procedures used proportions from the 2021
mid-year Census estimates (Age, Sex, Region, Ethnicity), 2019 British Election Survey
(Education), and 2024 voting information from the UK Parliament. Weights were
generated using the anesrake R package implementation of raking used by the American
National Election Studies group (Pasek, J., & Pasek, M. J. (2018). Package ‘anesrake’. The
comprehensive R archive network.).

10. How the DataWere Processed and Procedures to Ensure Data Quality. As detailed
above, data underwent quality checks including a short and simple attention check
question at the beginning of the study, as well as assessment of compliance/quality of
the open comment responses. OpenAI’s gpt-4o-mini, accessed via an API in R, was used
to assist with categorizing open comments regarding possible sources of extinction.
Based on categories of conceptual interest, categories arising in previous research, and
categories observed in previous internal piloting, we defined 18 extinction risk
categories, plus an ‘other’ and a nonsense category. GPT was fed each unique open
comment response and asked to assign it a categorization, as well as a rating to indicate
how well the response fitted the proposed category. Responses were then sent to GPT
again, this time with the initial open comment, the designated category, and the
definition of that category. GPT was asked to provide a rating of whether or not the
category designation was appropriate. These categorisations and ratings were then used
to sort the open comment responses in order of how they were categorized and their
ostensible fit to that category. These sorted responses were then checked by a human
coder to confirm or modify final categorizations.

11. Limitations of the Design and Data Collection. Survey data and its analysis and
interpretation can be prone to numerous issues. One particular concern for
non-probability samples (i.e., opt-in, online surveys) is the potential for biases in
recruitment that are not or cannot be counteracted by weighting or poststratification
approaches - for example, although we aim to correct for certain demographic, it
remains possible that people who come to the online survey panel are unrepresentative
of the general population in other ways that are not captured in our weighting or
poststratification procedures. Hence, the full uncertainty of estimates is greater than the
statistically derived margins of error.
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