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Introduction 

 

Climate change is an environmental phenomenon characterised by trends in temperatures, 

precipitation, and other varying parameters; making personal identification with these 

changes very difficult. One of the greatest challenges facing climate scientist is to express the 

gravity of the risk to the general public. There is now significant evidence highlighting the 

effects of dangerous anthropogenic interference (DAI) on our ecosystems and planet – 

namely increasing the effects of climate change (IPCC, 2001; 2007). While much of this 

responsibility is believed to be in the hands of policy makers and corporations (Lorenzoni et 

al., 2007), it has been found that 51% of total UK energy use comes from the individual 

(Hillman, 2004).  

When considering people’s attitude towards climate change, research has found that 

‘knowledge’ does not necessarily equal ‘power’ (Lorenzoni et al., 2007). It can however, act 

as a means of identifying an affective connection with the target issues, which can then 

motivate action. To 'engage' with climate change issues is described by Lorenzoni and 

colleagues as a personal state of connection, comprised of cognitive, affective and 

behavioural aspects. Although often described as a precursor to further action, knowledge is 

not imperative to engagement, and cases have been found where conservation-driven 

behaviour is seen to occur in the absence of understanding (Stern, 2000). This therefore 

demonstrates the power and influence our affective drives can have on the decision making 

processes; gone are the times of assuming human decision  making is a rational process 

guided by maximizing expected utility (Bechara & Damassio, 2000). Considering the nature 

in which climate issues are denoted, as well as the necessity of an affective ‘nudge’ in the 

decision making processes (Damassio, 1994), it is the common goal of the ecological 

sciences and  psychologists to engage with people in order to bring about changes in their 

behaviour. 

This essay will discuss some of the barriers facing climate scientists regarding their ability to 

portray an effective message of urgency for environmentally significant behaviours (ESBs). 

Because of the complex nature of issues surrounding climate change – collective 

responsibility, poor feedback mechanisms and low personal incentives – psychologists have 

had to consider the various decision-making and social facets of this argument in an attempt 

to understand why previous campaigns have been so unsuccessful.  



There will be two central topics discussed in this paper which have been found to act as 

significant blockades to engaging in ESB.  First, the disparity between behaviour and 

consequence will be discussed – with reference to the futuristic nature that climate change is 

presented in. Following on from this will express the difficulty associated with interpreting 

the scientific dialogue in which climate change is presented. Throughout this essay, there will 

develop an argument in support of the influence emotions have over the operating cognitive 

actions.  

An overview of what people know about Climate change 

A recent national representative poll revealed that 75% of US citizens asses the issue of 

global warming as a ‘very’ or ‘somewhat’ serious problem (Pew Project, 2006). This does 

not, however, translate into high risk perception, with almost the entire sample rating climate 

change as not an immediate issue; thus seeing it as less important than other social issues 

such as terrorism or the economy (Krosnik et al., 2006). 

It therefore appears that the public are more aware of the implications associated with 

climate change rather than what causes it (Bostrom et al., 1994). From not having a complete 

model and understanding of climate change, it can therefore be argued that individuals 

distance themselves from these consequences, viewing them as affecting other people in 

other places (Bord et al., 1998). Due to the magnitude and global nature of this issue, 

individuals assign the majority of responsibility to politicians and government, as tackling 

this issue seems a feat too great for the individual. The efforts needed to produce any 

significant effect, and action, would require considerable change to the routine and day-to-

day life off the individual. Any government legislation calling for such change would 

invariably be subject to criticism due to the alienated perception the general public see 

climate change. As Swim and colleagues (2009) argue, this would (and has) lead to the 

collective failure in instigating any environmentally significant behaviours. 

Issues with the future 

Arguably the largest barrier facing the objectives of changing behaviour regarding climate 

change comes from the temporal distance between action, or inaction, and consequence. The 

effects associated with climate change are largely likely to be cumulative and gradual, and 

are therefore less clear and obvious to the public. Kahn (1999) describes “environmental 

generational amnesia” as the powerful influence of a person’s initial experience of the 



environment’s health; which forms a base line for future perceptions and so limits the extent 

to which environmental degradation is noticed. When our environment is considered in a 

positive frame, with regard to its health and its purpose to function as our habitat, this effect 

becomes especially true. An environment interpreted in this light, suggests that it is under no 

threat; indicating one can relax, limit the cognitive resources allocated to environmental 

checks and rely on internal models, schemas and heuristics to guide behaviour. This therefore 

brings about a reliance and rigidity to daily routines and habits unless a review is warranted 

(Schwartz, 2000).  

With regards to climate change, this is discussed as pure Preference for Current 

Climate Regime (PCCR) (Ambrosi et al., 2003). This measure of utility favours the current 

climate regime, while marginalising other yet to be explored alternatives. It can therefore be 

argued that it resists any change to entrenched beliefs and behaviours which may facilitate 

change and encourage unwanted consequences. In the same light, when calculating for future 

emotions, more regret is assigned to acts of commission than omission (Gilovich & Medvec, 

1995). For example, Ritov & Baron (1990) found that parents – when considering a 

hypothetical child – preferred to avoid giving vaccinations and risk the possible side effects, 

even though risks of omission from the vaccination were far greater than commission. This 

preference for omissive behaviour is strengthened when coupled with the emotional 

preference for the current climate regime, and can therefore limit the motivation required for 

people to change their behaviour. 

In terms of the bridging the gap between current and future climate change issues, research 

regarding the British public’s perception suggested that there was little consideration given to 

such a time dependent threat; 85% of residents held the belief that the proposed effects would 

not manifest themselves for years to come (Energy Saving Trust, 2003). Results from the 

Norwich and Rome surveys stated difficulty in conceiving the projected consequences of 

climate change (Lorenzoni et al., 2007) – struggling to envisage as little as 15 years into the 

future (Tonn et al, 2006). These studies act as evidence of the spatial and temporal 

discounting that occurs during the future projections of the environment (Swim et al., 2009). 

In predicting the future, a process of mental abstraction must be used to conceptualise our 

states, goals, perspectives, as well as more concrete items such as locations and events – this 

process is characterised as the Construal Level Theory (CLT - Lieberman & Troop, 1998; 

Troop & Liberman, 2003; 2010). A mental construal represents the process of transcending 



the psychological distance from the present, to a future reference point. The further the 

proposed distance from an egocentric reference point, the more abstract the construal 

becomes; this a bi-directional affect, as the more abstract a construal, the more psychological 

distance that is perceived. The level of abstraction used to predict our future lacks a 

significant emotional marker with which to influence our decisions. The role of emotion is 

imperative to the decision making process, as it is these mechanisms which signal the 

prospective consequences of an action and accordingly assist selection of an advantageous 

response. Without which, decisions would rely solely on reasoned cost-benefit analysis, 

which can often provide conflicting options for immediate and future consequences 

(Damassio, 1994; Bechara & Damassio, 2000). Therefore, emotions provide a platform to 

sustain commitments to climate change behaviour (Pidgeon & Fischoff, 2011). Humans 

however, are notoriously poor at integrating emotion into prospective decision making. Such 

is the influence of our current emotional state, that it can completely alter our choice for 

important decisions (Lowenstein, 2005). For example, when attempting to bridge the 

prospective gap in decisions, current affective states can myopically alter the construed 

‘predictions’, placing a disproportionate preference on maximising short-term goals at the 

expense of long term implications and goals (Lowenstein, 2005).  

 

The lack of significant affective marker for future predictions of states reduces the saliency of 

the argument for adapting our current behaviour in line of preventing climate change, in 

favour of more immediate and personal goals and behaviours. Adapting one’s current 

routines and actions involves a sacrifice of concrete items and behaviours, which will be 

stored in our long term memory with an affective attachment. Accordingly, when weighing 

up the costs/benefits of adapting our  present routines in favour of future states, an emotional 

hue will colour our options in favour of previous/present behaviours; therefore weakening the 

decisions to make revisions and adaptions for future climate preservation.  

 

The Nature of the message 

 

In terms of how climate change is described to the general public, issues arise in the difficulty 

of presenting scientific data to a largely uneducated public, who struggle to comprehend that 

form in which information is presented. Climate change information is often presented in 

terms of distributions, of temperature and precipitation, and in abstract forms (e.g. facts, 



figures, ratios) which require further internal analysis to conceptualise. While this is a 

perfectly natural way of processing information for scientists, it is not typical for the lay 

person, and requires much more rigorous internal processing to comprehend; an unfamiliar 

channel of processing for those more accustom to affective/associative style of information 

comprehension.  Having possible outcomes expressed through either statistical descriptions 

or personal experience can lead to varying interpretations depending on the experiences of 

the individual (Hertwig et al., 2004). 

 

Affective and associative processing, which predominately guide our automatic behaviour, 

arises through repeated exposure and experience to a stimuli (Weber, Sharif & Blais, 2004). 

This type of processing maps issues of uncertainty and adverse aspects of the environment as 

an effective response, representing this objective risk as a feeling (Lowenstein, Webber, Hsee 

& Welch, 2001). As an evolutionary predominant system, it acts unconsciously and with 

great speed, and is the preferred method of processing, as it requires far less cognitive 

resources, and therefore effort (Kahneman et al., 1982). Emotions are ingrained within this 

system, acting when full situation-appraisal is too cognitively expensive for a particular 

instant. An emotion provides feedback from a previously encountered stimulus or performed 

behaviour, indicating whether this had appetitive or aversive outcomes. Thus a decision to 

initiate behaviour can be made quickly, without fully appraising all facets of that decision. 

 

This sort affective/associative connection with climate change issues is, however, rare. Given 

the steady but slight effects of climate change, a large majority of the population are yet to 

have experienced significant change in their immediate environment to warrant concern. This 

means that the public’s exposure to climate change issues is exclusively indirect and built 

upon analysis of descriptive information. As a result of this, far less of a public awareness 

and attitude is experienced, compared to global affairs like the SARS outbreak (Syed et al., 

2010) and for reaction to acts of terrorism. Sunstein (2003) described reaction to terrorism as 

‘probability neglect’, where people focus on the ‘badness’ or severity of a situation, rather 

than that of the probability of it occurring – this displays the power of affective processing 

over rational thinking.  

 

Analysing abstract data to form an understanding is a costly use of cognitive resources and, 

without proper training, can mean little/nothing to the non-scientific mind. As these two 

forms of processing usually operate in conjuncture with one another, when discrepancies 



arise individuals tend to fall back on information from the affective/associative system – as is 

the case with phobic reactions (Lowenstein et al., 2001). For example, rationally speaking, as 

humans we should not fear spiders, as our size dictates that they are far more in danger for 

being harmed by us, as we are to them. Nevertheless approximately 30% of the population 

suffer from arachnophobia, and behave with great fear and animosity towards them. Applying 

this to the issue of global climate change, the high levels of abstraction obtained through 

inefficient processing of figures and materials means that non-scientists struggle to 

confidently assign a numerical value with which to base a decision (Ambrosi et al., 2003). 

They therefore tend to favour the low risk interpretation produced from the affective system.  

Familiarity with a risk (acquired through exposure) can lower perception of the level of risk 

(Fischoff et al., 1978). This heuristic acts as a spanner in the works to climate scientists, as 

decision making based on affective judgments and personal experience undermine the 

probability of rare events occurring (Hertwig et al,. 2004). Thus greater exposure to the risks 

of climate change, without the accompaniment of the adverse consequences, may lead to a 

lessening of risk perceptions. 

 

In line with the issues discussed above, in analysing and drawing valid conclusions from the 

scientific data, further complications arise from the "unreliable, incomplete [and] conflicting" 

nature of evidence provided by the media regarding climate change (Lorenzoni et al., 2007). 

With the bombardment of incongruent and seemingly contradictory evidence, the public seem 

to disregard the saliency of the issues and turn their attention to more personal matters which 

have concrete and immediate implications – family or finances for example. This denotes the 

previous failures to stimulate a change in behaviour from mass media campaigns (Swim et 

al., 2009)  

 

Where to go from here? 

 

Among the previous failures to elicit environmentally significant behaviour for the general 

public, there have however, been some success stories which give scope for further efforts. 

Feedback from daily energy usage in the home for example, has been observed to increase 

energy savings by 5-12% (Fischer et al., 2008). By providing direct and personal feedback, 

the issue of climate change leaves the intangible realm of future abstraction and is brought 

into the homes of individuals. Climate change is given more immediacy, as the costs of 



energy use are shown daily, rather than through ‘delayed consequences represented in a 

monthly energy bill’ (Swim et al., 2009).  This promotes instantaneous feelings such as “I’m 

cold now, put on the heating and we can deal with the bill later on’. Thus, this level of 

intervention provides a platform for sustained behavioural change, by merging climate 

awareness with other values such as financial incentives –saving energy equates to saving 

money. 

The general non-scientific public are more likely to engage in personal action against climate change 

(e.g. reducing energy consumption) when they personally perceive their own home/community/ life 

under direct risk. This is because it brings our affective system into play and can occur when items 

with an emotional attachment come under threat; for example, effects such as placement attachment 

(Gifford, 2008). Such are the effects of feelings such, as placement attachment, than examples emerge 

where people will not vacate an area of high risk to forest fires because of its strength (Gifford, 2007; 

Swim et al., 2009). Therefore to bring about significant change in people’s perceptions and 

behaviours towards climate change, a threat must be perceived as effecting the individual life (e.g. 

friends, family, home, community etc.).  

There is evidence to suggest that people of both developed and developing nations perceive climate 

change as global threat, rather than a local one (Spence et al., 2012); this acting as a barrier to 

perceived threat and action. Spence et al. (2011) found that those members of the public who had 

reported experiencing flooding in their local area were of a higher likelihood to display concerns 

regarding climate change and adjust their behaviour accordingly, when compared against those had 

not had the same exposure. Pidgeon stated, “people’s local experience of climate related events…will 

promote higher awareness of the issue”. Having personal experience of the effects of climate change 

provides a frame of understanding in which it can occur, or be referred to. This helps bridge the 

temporal and spatial gap and potentiates the motive to instigate action at a personal level; promoting 

“emotional and cognitive engagement…[making] the benefits of acting on climate change more 

tangible” (Spence et al., 2012; Lorenzoni et al., 2007; Lorenzoni & Pidgeon, 2006).  

 

Conclusive comments 

Psychology has become an imperative partner to climate scientists as their contribution to the 

understanding of why people choose (and choose not to) engage in environmentally 

significant behaviours can provide insight and support in further promoting the message of 

climate change, helping bring about the overall goal of changing public behaviour and utility. 



There are a significant amount of intrapsychic factors which contribute to the great diversity 

in ESBs such as; values, motives, traits, states, cognitive styles and emotions (Swim et al., 

2009).  People, however, are still responsible for their actions, and  “by their decisions and 

actions, do ultimately have the ability to avert dangerous climate change”(Pidgeon and 

Fischoff, 2011). What is evident from this paper, is the care necessary in public awareness 

campaigns to ensure the right message is portrayed using the right means and techniques. 
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