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With sustainability increasingly understood as a fundamentally social challenge, illuminating 
both individual and social forces that hinder and promote sustainable policies and practices is 
imperative. Four papers chart the role of group processes in environmental cognition and 
behavior and highlight a path to a more cooperative and inclusive green movement. 
 
Climate Change Discussion and the Spiral of Silence 
Austin Nathan. Geiger, Janet K. Swim 
The Pennsylvania State University 
Despite a steady majority of Americans viewing climate change as a serious concern, 
discussion has decreased in frequency. According to Spiral of Silence theory, over-
representation of minority opinion in the media results in overestimation of the prevalence of 
that opinion. This misperception silences the majority due to fear of isolation. Consistent with 
this theory, we find that people tend to underestimate others' concern about climate change and 
that perceived concern of others is associated with reported willingness to speak about climate 
change. In a lab study, participants concerned about climate change were less willing to discuss 
climate change when told most others are unconcerned than when told most others are 
concerned. This latter finding is mediated by self-presentation concerns about appearing 
incompetent and hope about one's ability to discuss climate change. These results suggest that 
providing accurate information about others' concern about climate change will increase 
engagement with climate change.  
 
 
Of Accessibility and Applicability: How Heat-related Cues Affect Belief in "Global 
Warming" Versus "Climate Change" Across Political Partisans 
Jonathon P. Schuldt, Sungjong Roh 
Cornell University 
Research shows that exposure to heat-related cues (e.g., warm temperatures, "fry" and "boil") 
influences the belief that global warming exists and poses a serious threat to humans. In this 
research, we hypothesized that these effects may depend on how the issue is framed, given 
that heat-related concepts are more compatible with "global warming" than "climate change." 
Exploring this possibility, undergraduates (N=192) viewed photographs depicting either 
unseasonable or seasonable temperatures in their locale before reporting their belief in "global 
warming" or "climate change" (Study 1). Results suggest that priming cold weather decreases 
belief in "global warming" but not "climate change" among conservatives but not liberals. 
Complementing these results, a nationally representative survey experiment with U.S. adults 
(N=2,041) revealed less belief in "global warming" than "climate change" among conservatives 
but not liberals. Implications for the situated nature of everyday judgment and motivated 
reasoning about climate change are discussed.  
 
 



Boomerang Effects in Science Communication: How Motivated Reasoning and Identity 
Cues Amplify Opinion Polarization About Climate Mitigation Policies 
P. Sol. Hart, Erik C. Nisbet 
University of Michigan; The Ohio State University 
The deficit-model of science communication assumes increased communication about science 
issues will move public consensus toward scientific consensus. However, in the case of climate 
change, public polarization about the issue has increased in recent years, not diminished. In this 
study, we draw from theories of motivated reasoning, social identity, and persuasion to examine 
how science-based messages may increase public polarization on controversial science issues 
such as climate change. Exposing 240 adults to simulated news stories about possible climate 
change health impacts on different groups, we found the influence of identification with potential 
victims was contingent on participants' political partisanship. This partisanship increased the 
degree of political polarization on support for climate mitigation policies and resulted in a 
boomerang effect among Republican participants. Implications for understanding the role of 
motivated reasoning within the context of science communication are discussed.  
 
 
Does Green = White? Race and the Face of Environmentalism 
Jessica L. West, Adam R. Pearson 
Duke University; Pomona College 
What motivates people to join environmental causes? Despite increasing awareness of the 
need for broad participation in the environmental movement, racial and ethnic minorities in the 
U.S. remain substantially underrepresented in environmental professions and organizations. We 
hypothesized that social category associations with environmentalism might contribute to these 
disparities. Across student and community samples, we found no differences between White 
and racial/ethnic minority respondents on measures of environmental concern. Nevertheless, 
both Whites and minorities more strongly associated Whites with pro-environmental behaviors 
(e.g., recycling) than Blacks or Hispanics and were quicker to identify environment-related 
words (e.g., conserve) when primed with a White versus a Black face or neutral category in a 
lexical decision task. Additionally, when primed with race/ethnicity in an initial demographic 
survey, minority respondents expressed less interest in joining pro-environmental causes in the 
future. Implications for enhancing diversity in environmental fields and the broader 
environmental movement are discussed.  
 


