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Scott, Hall & Gossling (2012)

 “the social construction of climate change relates to how 

the issue is constructed, developed and communicated, 

and how this may meet the interests and worldviews of 

some but not others.”

 Understanding this is essential to understanding public, 

scientific and political behaviour.



US findings

 Climate change beliefs vary strongly with 

political alignment

 Degree of concern, behaviours and policy 

preferences vary correspondingly

 Political polarisation has increased since 2001



Changing Belief in Climate Change in the US 

(McCright and Dunlap, 2011)
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Human Cognition

 Most cognition (97%) is unconscious

 Dual-processing model:

1. fast, automatic, unconscious, based on feelings

2. slow, deliberative, systematic, and conscious

 Unconscious process guides -

 issues the conscious process focuses on 

 nature of our response 

 Rational cognition processes are used to justify 
unconscious emotional response

 We selectively seek, attend to, remember and process 
information to be congenial to our emotionally determined 
attitudes



Australian climate change belief and 

voting intention (GA Research, May 2010)

Statement of belief Lib/NCP ALP Greens

Climate is changing, 

mainly due to human 

activity

34 67 84

Climate is changing, 

mainly due to natural 

causes

45 21 11

Climate is not changing 

significantly
12 4 2

Unsure 9 9 3



Australian Population Beliefs about Cause of 

Climate Change (Reser et al 2012)
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Politicians’ responses to “Planet is warming 

because of human activity…” (Fielding et al, 2012)
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Australian politicians views re “IPCC provides 

reliable assessments of CC”  (Fielding et al 2012)
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Australian politicians’ response to “CC increases risk of 

catastrophes like Victoria’s bushfires” (Fielding et al 2012 )
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Influence of scientists on Australian politicians
(Fielding et al 2012)
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Australian Politicians’ Estimate of Dangerous 

Temperature Rise, 0C (Fielding et al 2012)
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Australian Politicians’ Views re Atmospheric Target  

of 450ppm CO2-eq (Fielding et al 2021)
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Cognitive Biases

 Pluralistic Ignorance: under-estimation of extent 

of popular support for one’s own view, when it is 

widely held.

 False Consensus: over-estimation of extent of 

popular support for one’s opinions, which in fact 

have little support.



Politicians’ Beliefs and Estimates of Electorate’s

Beliefs re ‘Theory of CC’ (Fielding et at, 2012)
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Perceptions of Population Prevalence of CC 

Beliefs by Belief Holders (Leviston et al 2012)
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Political consequences

 Politicians who hold minority views greatly over-

estimate public support for them

 Politicians  who hold majority views under-

estimate public support for them



Schwartz model of value relations and 

motivational domains (Piurko et al, 2011)



Moral Foundations and Politics



How the Four Ways of Life relate to views 

about nature (Price et al 2014)



Moral Foundations of Politics

Domain Dominantly used by

Fairness/reciprocity
Progressives

Harm/care

In-group loyalty

ConservativesAuthority/respect

Purity/sanctity



CC beliefs and way of life myths (Price 

et al 2015)

Climate Change Belief Way of life myth

Not happening 59.1% selected fatalistic myth

Don’t know 34.4% hierarchical, 28.5% 

fatalistic

Happening but a natural 

fluctuation in temperatures

36% fatalistic,

24.9% individualistic 

Happening, anthropogenic 68.5% egalitarian



Australian Climate Belief Population 

Segments (Hine et al 2013)



Australian Cultural Biases about the 

Environment (Price et al 2014) 



Australians’ Beliefs about Environmental 

Plasticity/ductility & CC (Price et al 2014)



Moral Priorities (Markowitz & Shariff 2012)

 Of Progressives

 Avoidance  of harm to others

 Fairness

 Of Conservatives

 Above + 

 In-group loyalty, authority respect, purity/sanctity.

Progressives have framed ACC as an issue of harm and fairness -

reducing its moral impact on conservatives. Once attitudes acquire 

political valence they lead to polarisation…



Cognitive Bias (Yudkowsky, E., 2008)

 At least 9 cognitive biases potentially affect judgement of 
global risks

 Several are resistant to training to avoid them

 We over-estimate our capacity to predict future, and 
under-estimate likelihood or scale of events not already 
vividly experienced



Theories  of Risk Processing

 ‘Rational weigher’ theory: people process information 

about risk in a manner to promote expected ‘utility’

 ‘Irrational weigher’ theory: people generally cannot 

process risk information to promote expected ‘utility’

 Cultural theory: people process risk information in a way 

congenial to world-view of their identity group



Cultural Theory of Risk

 Different individuals and groups interpret reality 
in different, patterned ways, determined by their 
‘worldviews’, which direct responses to risks

 Each identifies and defines risks in terms of the 
threat they represent to their worldview



People’s belief in existence of a threat is 

shaped by perception of threat to interests of 

group with which they identify, hence:

 consistency with beliefs about how society should be 

managed

 means proposed to deal with it

 whether they identify with person providing 

information

 socio-political context



Cultural Cognition Theory

(Kahan el al 2007)

 Cultural worldviews characterised along two cross-

cutting axes:

 “hierarchy-egalitarianism”, and

 “individualism-communitarianism.” 



Cultural beliefs of Communitarians and 

Individualists

 “Communitarians”:

societal interests should take precedence over 

individual ones, society should bear responsibility for 

securing conditions of individual flourishing 

 “Individualists”:

individuals should secure the conditions of their own 

flourishing without collective interference or 

assistance 



Cultural beliefs of Hierarchists and 

Egalitarians

 Hierarchists:

rights, duties, goods, and offices should be distributed 

differentially, on basis of clearly defined, stable social 

characteristics (e.g., gender, wealth, lineage, 

ethnicity). 

 Egalitarians:

rights, duties, goods, and offices should be distributed 

equally and without regard to such characteristics.



Perception Global Warming Poses High 

Risk, by US population decile (Kahan et al 2007)
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Factors Affecting Public CC Belief 

(56 nation meta-analysis (Hornsey et al 2015)
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Effects of Climate Change Belief

(56 Nation Meta-analysis, Hornsey et al 2015)
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The Belief – Action Gap

 Peoples’ values, climate relevant beliefs and policy 

preferences are only weakly related to their climate 

relevant behaviours.
 Reasons:

 structural, e.g. the layout of cities, absence of low carbon 

alternatives

 Social, e.g. peer pressure to conform, low presence of 

alternative behavioural models, champions



The Nature and Origins of Mass Opinion 
(Zaller 1992)

 “Although elite-supplied characterisations of issues and 

events may be most powerful in shaping public attitudes 

when these issues and events are beyond their personal 

understanding, they can be important even for matters 

within people’s powers of direct observation”

 When elites divide, the public tend to follow the elites 

who share their ideological or partisan predisposition, the 

most politically attentive of the public mirroring most 

closely the ideological divisions of the elite.” 



John Q. Public Model of Political Information 

Processing (Kraft et 2015)



Reasoning for Politics 

“The mind is a machine for persuasion, not for finding truth.”

(Jonathon Haidt)

“Skilled arguers…are not after the truth but after arguments 

supporting their views.

Proactively used reasoning favours decisions that are easy to 

justify but not necessarily better.”

(Mercier & Sperber 2011)

Politics selects for persuasive arguers, not for socially optimal 

decisions.



US Elite and Mass Attitudes:

Correlation between issue attitude consistency and 

ideology. (Lupton et al 2015) 



Our political structures unfit for purpose?

 Skills, experience of politicians are largely in advocating 

for, or negotiating between, interests of individuals and 

special interests - at expense of national interest or 

policy outcomes

 Primary driver for major party politicians is to gain and 

retain power, in support of their worldview

 Cultural psychological processes within political parties 

promote group-think

 Selection pressure on politicians promotes difference 

and dissent between parties, rather than understanding 

complexity, building consensus and problem solving



Six psychological challenges posed by 

ACC to human moral judgement system

 Abstractness and cognitive complexity

 The blamelessness of unintentional action

 Guilty bias: ACC provokes self-defensive biases

 Uncertainty breeds wishful thinking

 Moral tribalism: Politicization fosters ideological 

polarization

 Long time horizons and faraway places



Promoting CC response as a moral 

imperative

 Use  full range of moral values

 Focus messaging on costs we may impose on future 

generations

 Motivate through appeals to positive emotions

 Avoid extrinsic (self-interested) motivators

 Expand group identity to include future and distant 

others

 Highlight positive social norms 



Political polarisation over CC is a critically non-adaptive 

emotion-based psychological behavioural condition.

It is most floridly expressed among the political elites of two-

party dominant polities of highly unequal, individualistic 

societies where privatised media promote CC denial.

The emotion-based social polarisation has parallels with e.g. 

the “troubles” in Ireland.

The issue needs to be addressed by applying and extending 

the successful models of individual behaviour change to 

larger groups and specifically to the political elites 



Summary

 Cognitive bias and nature of CC leads us to under-estimate its risks

 Peoples’ perception of CC risk is shaped by their political/cultural 
worldview

 Political elites are divided by values

 Strong polarisation over CC is a largely Anglosphere cultural 
phenomenon

 Most of social science research has been directed to understanding 
public’s response to CC, as if public behaviour change could 
overcome CC

 Even those most concerned take inadequate action

 Most people take their political attitudes from political elites

 Need to reframe CC to appeal to the useful moral values of 
conservative elites – who have the power to make the necessary 
decisions



Where to from here?
 Apply insights from social science to political elite.

 Build trust between conservatives and scientists e.g. through regular 

interaction

 Promote Nick Gruen’s non-elected third tier of government 

 Use Citizens Juries to develop a shared positive vision of a future (without 

fossil fuels)

 Expand scope of concern to cover other issues of concern to conservatives, 

like crime

 Raise with conservatives concern over future losses on account of CC

 Engage with conservatives on question “why are my perceptions of reality 

different from those of others?”

 Expand scope of definition of “us” from those people I presently see as “us” 

to the local community, state, nation, world.

 Get voters to vote Green, and their views will change


