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Preface 
 

 

Like many people, I was concerned about climate change for years and years—but at what 

you could say was a low level of concern. Then in May of 2014 I read an article in The New York 

Times reporting on two scientific studies that concluded the West Antarctic ice sheet was melting 

irreversibly. Humanity had reached a tipping point; in fact, had caused a tipping point. There is 

no going back. 

That news article shocked me and I began to blog about climate change and psychology. It 

was clear that the science of climate change was reasonably or even very well understood, and so 

too was the way to avoid catastrophic climate change, namely to reduce human-caused emissions 

of greenhouse gases. The primary barrier, or barriers, preventing humanity from doing what 

obviously needed to be done—whether by acting individually, or by acting in groups, such as 

nations—was neither human kind’s understanding of the science, nor even the development of 

new technologies, which have been rapidly improving for decades. Instead, the main barrier to 

action has been and remains the way people think, again both individually and in groups. 

The pages that follow contain all of the four dozen entries I posted on my blog from May 

2014 through November 2016. Although the numbers of words (about 33,000) and pages (a few 

more than 60) are not great, the blog nonetheless focuses on many topics, as you can see from 

the table of contents. I have also listed, on page 63, three dozen of the reasons discussed in the 

blog why people don’t think clearly about climate change. 

The blog includes nearly 200 hyperlinks, which point to articles, reports, a Papal encyclical, 

people, organizations, and other sources. If you are reading an Adobe Acrobat version of this 

document on an Internet-connected device you can use the hyperlinks. The Acrobat version is 

online in the About section of the blog at: https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/about/ 

During the two-and-a-half years that I blogged about climate change and psychology I 

learned a great deal. The work I did more than repaid the time invested, and I hope that my 

efforts have also been helpful to others. 

 

 

 

 

https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/about/
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Climate Change and Psychology 
A Blog by Andy Zucker 

http://climatepsychology.wordpress.com  

Note: This document includes all the climatepsychology blog posts, 2014-2016,  

in chronological order beginning with the first, earliest post.  

Psychology and Climate Change 
Posted October 28, 2014 (originally posted to Concord Consortium’s blog on May 28, 2014) 

The Nobel Prize winner Doris Lessing, author of more than 50 books, had a rare talent for 

writing in different styles about a variety of people, from adolescent boys, to lonely old women, 

to kings and queens living on another planet. She had a brilliant novelist’s intuitive 

understanding of other people’s minds. 

In her slender 1987 non-fiction book, Prisons We Choose to Live Inside, Lessing wrote about 

growth in scientists’ understanding of psychology, and the need to apply that knowledge to 

public affairs. Ever since, more and more high-quality popular books on psychology have been 

published, including Thinking Fast and Slow, The Righteous Mind, The Black Swan, and many 

others. Yet in the case of climate change, Lessing’s plea that we pay closer attention to 

psychology has grown more imperative. Humanity cannot address species-threatening climate 

problems without better understanding the ways we think. 

As one significant example, earlier this month the New York Times reported that the West 

Antarctic ice sheet is not only melting quickly, but, according to two scientific papers, the 

melting appears to be irreversible. Over time – fortunately, the time scale is likely to be centuries 

– sea level will probably rise ten feet or more due to the melting of this single ice sheet. 

Simultaneously, other climate-related changes will also contribute to rising sea levels. Sea level 

is about to increase three or four feet in this century alone. 

This once-in-a-geological-epoch news item about Antarctic melting ought to have caught the 

attention of people everywhere. Earth’s population will be in for a rougher ride than expected – 

and climate scientists have been predicting a rough ride for years. Yet the news of irreversible 

Antarctic ice melting probably passed unnoticed by a majority of Americans. 

At almost the same time, a likely contender for the Presidential nomination of a major 

political party said that he does not believe human activity is causing climate change, a statement 

that may seem less shocking when one realizes that fewer than half of Americans think human 

beings are the primary cause of climate change. What strategies – other than waiting for more 

climate disasters to strike and hoping that politicians will accept facts – will work best to 

persuade the public and its representatives that action is needed now? Are there perhaps key 

groups, such as religious leaders, who are not the typical audience for scientists’ press releases, 

who might accelerate public understanding and acceptance of climate change? 

It is easy to call climate change skeptics ignorant, or worse. But name-calling is seldom the 

best strategy for changing people’s minds and, what is more, modern psychology has 

demonstrated that virtually everyone’s thinking is badly flawed in certain situations. To take one 

example, airplane pilots must be taught to trust their instruments instead of their senses when 

they cannot see the horizon, and yet every year some crash because they did not learn this lesson. 

http://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/
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To take another example, some scientists’ first reactions in 1980 to scientific papers about the 

extinction of the dinosaurs by a giant meteor striking earth – calling the authors “arrogant,” 

“ignorant,” and “all wrong” – demonstrated prejudices rather than open minds. 

Developing a better understanding of the science behind climate change is essential. There is 

also some work under way to develop better communications strategies, and those efforts are 

laudable. But mankind is not likely to change its behavior rapidly enough to prevent disaster if 

we do not learn more about how people think about global warming and apply that knowledge to 

quicken public action. 

Two Global Experiments about Climate Change 
Posted October 28, 2014 (originally posted to Concord Consortium’s blog September 10, 2014) 

In an earlier post on this blog I wrote about the need to increase our knowledge of how 

people think about climate change and then apply that knowledge to expedite policy changes. 

Subsequently I discovered that there is an active community of psychologists, experts in 

communications and other researchers who conduct valuable inquiries in this field. 

Some of their findings are sobering, such as data from April 2014 showing that only one in 

three Americans discusses global warming with family and friends even occasionally. One of the 

many reasons this is true is that for more than five years, with little variation from year to year, 

only about one in three Americans have believed people in the U.S. are being harmed “right 

now” by global warming—despite Superstorm Sandy, Hurricane Katrina, extreme drought in the 

West and other once-rare climate events. One does not wish for more droughts, extreme heat 

waves, superstorms or wildfires; however, those are the kinds of events that may, slowly, change 

opinions about climate change. 

People who realize how threatening climate change is believe that we are conducting a risky 

“experiment” with the sensitivity of Earth systems to increasing levels of carbon dioxide and 

other heat-trapping gases. For example, we still don’t understand climate “tipping points” well; 

however, our global experiment is already teaching us about tipping points, like it or not. 

Professor Richard Somerville of the Scripps Institution of Oceanography at UC San Diego—

who was Coordinating Lead Author of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s fourth 

assessment report (2007)—wrote, in his 2006 paper called “Medical metaphors for climate 

change,” 

“What is still not obvious to many is that all of us are now engaged in a second global 

experiment [emphasis added], this time an educational and geopolitical one. We are going to 

find out whether humanity is going to take climate science seriously enough to act 

meaningfully, rather than just procrastinating until nature ultimately proves that our climate 

predictions were right.” 

This educational experiment—where education is broadly defined and includes more than 

what is taught in schools—could hardly be more important. It will take a concerted effort, over 

many years, by formal and informal institutions, political leaders and organizations, TV stations, 

museums, churches and others, to increase knowledge and a sense of urgency among 

policymakers and the public. The Concord Consortium’s High Adventure Science (HAS) project 

is one element in this long-term effort. 

http://environment.yale.edu/climate-communication/article/climate-change-in-the-american-mind-april-2014
http://concord.org/projects/high-adventure-science
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The Next Generation Science Standards include climate change as an important topic for 

instruction, which is significant because more people need some understanding of the science 

behind climate change. But the “educational experiment” the world is conducting requires 

policymakers and the public to learn far more than science. Better understanding the economics, 

political, regulatory, governance, diplomatic and technology issues needed to address climate 

change will be vital, as will an emphasis on ethics and values. It would be interesting to know 

how, and how often, climate change is a topic of study in other subjects taught in schools, 

colleges and universities (including social science classes, like Psychology), or whether it is 

addressed almost exclusively in “hard science” courses. 

Breaking Key Barriers to Thinking about Climate Change 
Posted October 28, 2014 

It can be overwhelming to read the extensive – my goodness it is! – literature about the 

psychological barriers that prevent so many people from thinking clearly about climate change. 

For a variety of reasons, people resist accepting this “wicked” problem as deserving attention 

and action. In the face of such a thick stack of information about barriers, interested parties must 

think clearly to avoid either overload or pessimism. 

What are the psychological barriers? Here are a few: human beings’ brains do a much better 

job responding to tangible, immediate threats than to long-term problems; the benefits of 

reducing carbon emissions seem to be in the distant future with little payoff today; many people 

trust their peer group(s) more than scientists or political authorities; large numbers of people are 

not willing or able to analyze complex problems carefully; ideology can and often does trump 

facts; the reasons go on and on. One article identifies 29 different barriers and classifies them 

into seven distinct “dragons of inaction.” A recent (2014) book about barriers (Don’t even think 

about it: Why our brains are wired to ignore climate change) discusses dozens of others. 

These psychological barriers are real and substantial. One prominent researcher says, “A 

psychologist could barely dream up a better scenario for paralysis,” and the Nobel Laureate 

Daniel Kahneman is “deeply pessimistic” about humanity’s capability to pay attention and act in 

time to prevent catastrophe. A third expert notes, “You almost couldn’t design a problem that is a 

worse fit with our underlying psychology.” 

So what’s a concerned, action-oriented person to think after reading such disturbing news? I 

believe that the most formidable psychological barrier of all is fatalism, the sense that “nothing 

can be done,” or its slight variation, “there is nothing that I can do.” That outlook, if widely 

adopted by individuals and policymakers, is a recipe for disaster. Therefore, appropriate 

messages of alarm need to be coupled with messages of hope. Humanity can reduce the long-

term consequences of climate change with better short- and long-term policies and practices. 

Humanity can do a better job of mitigating consequences of climate change (such as rising sea 

levels) that are happening now and will continue in the future, if we enact and pay for 

appropriate steps. There are useful things that you or I can do. 

However, observations about fatalism and hope still beg the question: how can more people 

be persuaded to take climate change seriously – seriously enough to do something about it? 

Although there is no single answer to this question, the literature suggests that “trusted 

communicators” are key to changing minds, and that these trusted communicators are often 

friends, relatives, neighbors, or respected people in local networks (for example leaders of local 

http://psycnet.apa.org/journals/amp/66/4/290/
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religious institutions). Many individuals will respond better to messages about climate change 

from the people they know and trust than to authority figures, or experts, appearing on TV or in 

the newspaper. 

A group called Mothers Out Front, based in Massachusetts, provides a useful example of 

how structured small group work with friends and neighbors is able to move people to think 

about and act positively on the issue of climate change. The group’s principal activity is to hold 

“house parties” in living rooms, church basements, and community centers where 

participants learn basic information about the science and urgency of climate change, share 

personal stories, and empower mothers (and others) to work together in a variety of ways. 

Hundreds of homes have switched to “green electricity” as a result of these meetings. Concerns 

about climate change that had often been private can now be confronted, discussed, and worked 

on with other people. 

Some Reasons for Optimism 
Posted November 7, 2014 

American elections two days ago put more Republicans in positions of power in the U.S. 

Senate and House, and unfortunately many Republicans are skeptics about climate change, at 

least publicly. Nonetheless, it is important to look for positive indications of change. Here are 

four significant rays of hope: 

1. Under President Barack Obama the Environmental Protection Agency proposed a rule in 

June that would cut carbon dioxide emissions from existing coal-burning power plants up 

to 30 percent by 2030, compared to 2005 levels. If this regulation is, in fact, adopted and 

enforced, it would be among the strongest steps taken by the U.S. government to address 

climate change. Keep in mind that existing power plants account for nearly 40 percent of 

America’s carbon emissions. 

2. Last month the European Union announced that it would cut greenhouse gas emissions at 

least 40 percent by the year 2030, compared with 1990 levels. The EU agreement was 

designed in part to put pressure on other nations and regions of the world before a major 

climate meeting in 2015. 

3. A credible approach to drastically reduce American dependence on fossil fuels has been 

developed by Amory Lovins and his colleagues at the Rocky Mountain Institute. Lovins 

claims that by restructuring the energy, transportation, and building sectors the nation can 

save $5 trillion by 2050 while growing the economy and replacing all fossil fuels (except 

for some natural gas) with renewable sources of energy. Prominent Republicans (e.g., 

George Shultz) and Democrats (e.g., Bill Clinton) believe Lovins’s work deserves 

attention and action. 

4. Professor David Victor points out that tiny carbon particulates (“aerosols”) created by 

burning coal and oil are sources of global warming (because they absorb light and turn it 

to heat) and serious health hazards. As a consequence, almost all nations (China, for one) 

have an interest in reducing these particulates in order to safeguard the health of their 

citizens. Whereas many actions to reduce carbon emissions may be perceived to have 

only long-term benefits, it is possible to take a number of steps – such as reducing 

http://www.mothersoutfront.org/
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aerosols, and keeping methane leaks to a minimum – that will have immediate payoffs to 

reduce global warming, as well as long-term benefits. 

5. According to the Sierra Club, the cost of the Kemper Coal Plant in Mississippi 

“skyrocketed to $5.6 billion, more than twice the original projection of $2.4 billion. This 

price tag demonstrates the increasing cost of coal at a time when the cost of clean energy 

is rapidly falling. Kemper is already the only coal plant to break ground during the 

Obama Administration, and may be the last coal plant built in the United States.” 

Forty-plus Years of Warnings 
Posted November 9, 2014 

In this post I focus on some of the readings with which I became familiar as a young man, 

whose messages have stayed with me for decades and that have stood the test of time. It is not 

my intent to conduct an historical review of warnings about anthropogenic climate change, 

which stretch back more than a century. 

A few of these readings, such as The Limits to Growth, were well known at the time they 

were published. Others, such as the writings of Willis Harman at Stanford, were not. 

I went to do graduate work in science education at Stanford in 1969 and soon enrolled in 

Willis Harman’s wonderful course called The Human Potential. Through his course I became 

aware of Sufism and the writings of Idries Shah. A brilliant man, Shah wrote dozens of books, 

including accounts of his travels, books about Sufism, a novel about the Afghan-Soviet war, a 

collection of fairy tales collected from around the world, compilations of jokes from the Middle 

Eastern jokester Mulla Nasrudin, and more. Shah was a founding member of The Club of Rome, 

which commissioned work by MIT that was published in 1972 as The Limits to Growth and sold 

more than a million copies. Based on the computer simulation capabilities of its day – which 

have vastly improved since then – The Limits to Growth predicted that if humanity continued 

along a business-as-usual path, with dramatic increases in population, economic growth, and 

pollution, there was a significant prospect of collapse and disaster. The broad-brush picture their 

report painted more than forty years ago has stood the test of time. Almost everyone is aware of 

the collapse of many ocean fisheries, most glaciers, and huge ice sheets. 

Professor Willis Harman, originally an electrical engineer, became director of an Educational 

Policy Resource Center at Stanford in the late 1960s. He and his colleagues at the Center 

conducted a study of alternative futures that anticipated the work of the Club of Rome, but based 

on a different methodology. Harman used the term “world macroproblem” to describe the 

combination of ecological and economic problems, dysfunctional institutions, and outdated 

mindsets that taken together could be viewed as a single problem. Harman focused particular 

attention on “new” ways of thinking (some rooted in ancient traditions), and different value 

systems than those guiding most governments and institutions, ideally leading together to 

changes which he believed were essential if mankind was to survive and flourish. 

A few years later, in 1974, An Inquiry into the Human Prospect by the economist Robert L. 

Heilbroner was published. It began: There is a question in the air, more sensed than seen, like 

the invisible approach of a distant storm, a question that I would hesitate to ask aloud did I not 

believe it existed unvoiced in the minds of many: “Is there hope for man?” Heilbroner focused 

special attention on the problem of allowing capitalism to continue unfettered, and he also 

believed, as did Harman and The Club of Rome, that people’s vision of the future, including 
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mankind’s “very will to live,” would be of paramount importance in the choices made by 

individuals, institutions, and societies. 

One reason to offer this brief account is to remember that it has not only been the 

International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), established in 1988, that has been warning 

humanity for decades about the grave dangers that we face. Another reason is to recall that the 

problems of climate change are not simply “environmental” but also include economics, energy, 

international relations, value systems, and people’s understanding of themselves and of 

humanity’s relationship to the world. For decades human psychology, including its current 

limitations, has been viewed as a central part of “the world macroproblem,” which we might now 

prefer to call climate change or global warming. 

Changing modern historical patterns of thinking and acting is not going to be easy. However, 

for more than forty years we have been warned that we must change or face grave consequences. 

More Good News 
Posted November 13, 2014 

An earlier post on this blog offered some hopeful information about climate change. Here is 

more good news: 

1. On November 12 the United States and China announced an agreement to reduce carbon 

emissions. This is a big deal because the two nations alone are responsible for more than 

40 percent of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions and because for each nation the 

promised reductions are larger than ever before. China committed to reaching a 

maximum of annual emissions by 2030, while the United States said it would emit 26 to 

28 percent less carbon in 2025 than in 2005. In the U.S., opponents of reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions have often cited China as one reason for their opposition (as in: 

why should we reduce emissions if the Chinese do not?), and the new bilateral agreement 

makes that argument far less persuasive. 

2. State and local officials in the U.S. are often more pragmatic about climate change than 

national political figures, despite their party affiliation, treating it as a problem that needs 

to be addressed. For example, the New York Times quotes James Brainard,the Republican 

Mayor of Carmel, Indiana saying: “I don’t think we want to be the party that believes in 

dirty air and dirty water,” … noting that the Environmental Protection Agency was 

founded under President Richard M. Nixon, a Republican. Despite the broad agreement 

among scientists on climate change, he added, “the problem in D.C. is that a lot of 

people are making a lot of money keeping people mad at each other.” As another 

important example, as long ago as 2006 the State of California conducted its own climate 

risk assessment, which has been updated, and the state maintains a climate change 

website (http://www.climatechange.ca.gov/) that describes actions to reduce emissions in 

various sectors (e.g., agriculture) and to safeguard the state. 

3. Germany and Denmark demonstrate that renewable energy is able to provide a large 

fraction of electricity right now, with the percentage growing steadily in the future. 

Germany is poised to supply 30 percent of its electricity via wind and solar power, and 

Denmark is already above 40 percent. 

https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2014/11/07/some-reasons-for-optimism/
http://www.climatechange.ca.gov/
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4. The Yale Project on Climate Change Communication found that registered voters in the 

U.S. “are 2.5 times more likely to vote for a congressional or presidential candidate who 

supports action to reduce global warming.” (Unfortunately, voters make decisions based 

on many factors, not only climate change policies.) 

There are good reasons to wonder whether progress on climate change is happening fast 

enough; nonetheless, these are among the signs of positive steps being taken in the U.S. and 

around the world. There are significant opportunities for people concerned about climate change 

to work at the state and local level as well as nationally and in their personal behavior. 

What Can You or I Do? 
Posted November 19, 2014  

Knowing that humanity can still have a significant impact on carbon emissions, and reduce 

the extent of climate change, what can you or I do? People need to do something to be invested 

in climate change. Here are some possibilities (not a comprehensive list). 

For Almost Zero Time or Money. Talk about climate change! In the United States too 

many people remain silent. Hold a “house party” or just discuss the problem with friends, family, 

and neighbors. Tell them how much you are concerned and why you believe that aggressively 

addressing the issue is essential to us, the next generation, and their children. Let elected officials 

(national, state, or local) know that you are concerned; write them, send emails, sign responsible 

online petitions. 

For A Bigger Investment of Time. Participate in actions such as climate marches, or 

organized campaigns to influence public or private officials to take positive steps. Help develop 

state and local plans to mitigate the effects of climate change. Ask public officials to resist the 

temptation to spend more money on fossil fuels instead of transitioning to greater conservation 

and an increased supply of renewable energy. Support efforts to divest cities, towns, universities, 

and other public and private entities from fossil fuel stocks. Join relevant organizations 

concerned with climate change and support them financially and/or with your time, such as 

volunteering to manage or organize events. If you are involved with a business, consider how 

energy conservation will save money, often with short payback times for any investments made. 

Change Your Own Energy Practices. Use more compact fluorescent or LED light bulbs in 

your home. Set thermostats lower, especially at night or when no one is home. Better insulate 

your home. Pay for “green energy” either via a provider to the electric grid (e.g., Mass Energy in 

Massachusetts), by installing solar power, or in other ways. 

Learn More About Climate Change. Read news articles by reputable science specialists, 

IPCC reports, or other credible sources of information. There are many excellent videos online, 

too. As you learn more, consider the changes that will be necessary in the U.S. and around the 

world if we are to (a) transition away from fossil fuels in a matter of decades, not centuries, and 

(b) mitigate changes that we know are coming, such as rising sea levels. Changes need to be 

significant: cars need to become more fuel-efficient; coal and oil, especially, need to be phased 

out relatively quickly (burning natural gas also affects climate but may be needed for a longer 

time); assistance needs to be provided to poor countries facing near-term threats from climate 

change; more and better international agreements need to be forged; inter-state energy compacts 

http://www.ipcc.ch/
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(such as in New England) can be significant; coastal infrastructure needs to be protected from 

rising sea levels; etc. 

No one person or organization can “do it all” but we can all do something significant to help 

ourselves and others reduce impacts of climate change 

Thinking Fast and Slow 
Posted November 20, 2014  

Thinking Fast and Slow is the title of a book by Nobel Prize winner Daniel Kahneman that 

won a best book award in 2012 from the U.S. National Academy of Sciences. Drawing on 

extensive research, Kahneman shows – to simplify a bit – that there are two distinct information 

processing systems that guide people’s behavior, one of them intellectual and slow, and the other 

one emotional and fast. These systems use different parts of the brain. 

Kahneman names and describes many of the specific ways that people are prone to errors in 

thinking, such as the availability error, in which people’s recent experience, or some particular 

examples that quickly come to mind, unduly influence their thinking, leading them to make 

mistakes. It is worth repeating that there is solid research behind his claims. 

As one example, as I write this post a total of two people have become infected with Ebola in 

the United States. Each had treated someone who contracted the disease abroad and subsequently 

came to the U.S. Both people who contracted the disease in the U.S. recovered. 

Despite this teeny, tiny number of cases (as a comparison, thousands die in the U.S. every 

year from flu), a recent Gallup poll showed that Americans think that Ebola is one of the most 

urgent health problems facing the country! As Gallup’s editor-in-chief reported on a radio 

program, when people “scan their environment cognitively, the [major health problem] that came 

to mind, other than access and cost [for health care generally] was Ebola, because that had been 

in the news. So that’s what [the survey result] told me, is there’s simply been a lot of discussion 

of Ebola.” This is an example of the availability error at work. 

What is more, Ebola is a frightening disease, and fear automatically activates people’s 

emotional information processing system. In many cases, as Kahneman and others have shown, 

emotion governs human thinking more than careful analysis. 

Scientists are trained to be careful and analytical. Papers and reports they write are seldom 

emotional in tone; usually, they cannot be emotional, or the writings would not be published. 

Thus, there is a mismatch between how most scientists write and talk and the way the human 

brain is wired. Climate change has not been clearly apparent in most people’s lives and so their 

emotional information processing system has not been activated, certainly not in the way that 

Ebola has activated a fearful response. 

A Special Place in Hell 
Posted November 30, 2014 

People often rely on “trusted communicators” for information more than on individual 

experts they do not know, such as scientists. Trusted people and institutions in the media thus 

have a special obligation to get their facts right, because they reach millions of readers and 

viewers. But the Wall Street Journal’s editorial staff repeatedly publishes error-laden, misleading 

editorials and op-ed pieces about climate change. 

http://www.npr.org/2014/11/18/365015995/americans-think-ebola-is-a-top-health-care-problem
http://www.npr.org/2014/11/18/365015995/americans-think-ebola-is-a-top-health-care-problem
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For example, just after the September 2014 climate march brought hundreds of thousands of 

people to New York City, the WSJ wrote about “exertions to save the planet from atmospheric 

carbon that may or may not have consequences that may or may not be costly in a century or 

more” [emphasis added]. The Arctic ice cap shrinks by 50 percent, there is flooding in Florida 

and around the world as sea levels rise, oceans are acidifying, and this year is on track to tie or 

break global temperature records – yet the editors choose a stance of outright denial of 

anthropogenic climate change? 

By printing such nonsense the WSJ provides a convenient source of “authority” for free-

market enthusiasts, or others, who believe the WSJ is an excellent newspaper. The editorial staff, 

led by Paul Gigot – as well as too many of the WSJ’s readers – simply ignore the overwhelming 

scientific consensus, and the evidence of their own eyes. Glaciers and the Arctic ice cap really 

are melting, as anyone with access to Google and the Internet can see. As the comedian John 

Oliver notes in a funny bit of video, if media outlets wanted to host an accurate “debate” about 

climate change they should invite 97 scientists representing overwhelming consensus, debating 

just 3 skeptical scientists. Instead, the WSJ prefers to reverse those figures (that is, if even as 

many as 3 percent of their op-eds present the true scientific consensus). 

Fewer people believe in hell these days than in earlier centuries. But everyone has a right to 

be scandalized when a respected news organization flaunts the truth so blatantly. The editors 

could call on their own science writers, who know better. In response to a letter I wrote to Paul 

Gigot (never answered by the editorial staff, of course), one of the WSJ science writers I copied 

replied almost instantly to say that reporting and editorial are two separate functions; i.e., don’t 

blame the science writers for ignorant, misleading editorials! 

A few intelligent readers of the WSJ say they long ago gave up reading the editorials. On the 

other hand, I recently engaged with a wealthy man who made bundles of money at Chase Bank 

and he was fixated on the fact that year-to-year global warming “paused” for some years, which 

he was convinced meant that global warming was not real. 

The WSJ provides convenient intellectual cover for such people. Whether that is because 

Rupert Murdoch (the owner) simply wants to sell newspapers, or because the Journal is speaking 

for fossil fuel companies and free-market purists in denial about anthropogenic climate change, 

or for some other reason, I do not know. 

Whatever the reason, as far as I am concerned there is a special place in hell for the WSJ 

editors responsible for promoting such ignorant, harmful fictions about climate change. These 

people do real damage to the public’s understanding of science, and to humanity’s chances of 

averting the worst impacts of climate change 

Merchants of Doubt 
Posted December 6, 2014  

I wrote in a previous post that I don’t know why the editorial staff of the Wall Street Journal 

adopts an ignorant, anti-science stance about anthropogenic climate change. We know that many 

people in the U.S. have been influenced by a well-funded, right-wing campaign to undermine 

people’s trust in science. Perhaps the editors have also been influenced by that campaign. 

Naomi Oreskes and Erik Conway wrote a great book about this campaign, called Merchants 

of Doubt. The book documents how a small group of people and foundations intentionally set out 

http://online.wsj.com/articles/peoples-climate-demarche-1411339021
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cjuGCJJUGsg
http://www.merchantsofdoubt.org/
http://www.merchantsofdoubt.org/
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to manufacture doubt about research on the harmful health effects of tobacco. (The government 

later proved a conspiracy by tobacco companies and others to cover up research showing harm.) 

The book also documents the financial and intellectual threads that tie together the fostering of 

skepticism about a variety of scientific topics: the effects of tobacco, the depletion of the ozone 

hole by chlorofluorocarbons, acid rain, global warming, and other topics. The same group of 

people and foundations have tried multiple times, and often succeeded, in sowing doubt about 

scientific consensus. 

For example, a man named Fred Singer objected to research showing that acid rain on the 

east coast was caused by smokestacks in the Midwest. In 1990 he started the Science and 

Environment Policy Project to promote ‘sound science’ in environmental policy. By ‘sound 

science’ you should understand that phrase to mean his views about science and his distrust of 

scientific consensus. Of course, the overwhelming scientific consensus was proved correct in the 

case of acid rain, as it was also for the harmful effects of tobacco. 

But that didn’t stop Fred Singer from claiming that the overwhelming scientific consensus 

about climate change was not sound science. Nor did it stop the Wall Street Journal from 

publishing and promoting Singer’s skepticism about human-caused climate change. 

Reporters must learn which sources are trustworthy and which are not. Apparently senior 

editors at the Wall Street Journal writing about global warming put their faith in the same people 

who doubted research on the harmful effects of tobacco, the causes of acid rain, threats caused 

by the ozone hole, and other important scientific issues. The WSJ evidently finds them credible 

sources. How many times must the merchants of doubt be wrong before supposedly intelligent 

people stop listening to them? 

Flying, Psychology, and Climate Change 
Posted December 11, 2014  

Next year I will attend weddings in Montana and in Washington State. Both will require long 

round-trip airplane flights. Apart from such special events, I fly for pleasure (several domestic 

and one international flight so far this year) and I used to fly often for business. How do I 

reconcile my frequent flights with concerns about climate change? 

Burning jet fuel produces carbon dioxide, a greenhouse gas. Experts say that the total 

warming effects from jet travel are actually two to four times greater than just the CO2 

emissions, because water vapor, oxides of nitrogen, and other emissions are climate pollutants, 

too. I have read that roughly 3 to 5 percent of anthropogenic climate change is due to air travel, a 

percentage that is likely to increase — especially now that crude oil is unusually cheap. But 

flying accounts for more than 5 percent of my own greenhouse gas emissions (depending on 

where and how often I fly). 

At least one of my friends is poised to visit his 50th nation, and I know many people who 

have visited dozens of countries. My total over a lifetime is undoubtedly higher than the average 

person’s. 

Americans have far larger per-person impacts on climate change than people in other nations, 

particularly poor nations. The world, particularly the U.S., cannot continue along its business-as-

usual path without causing grave impacts on earth’s future as a habitable planet. 

http://online.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052970204394804577012014136900828
http://online.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052970204394804577012014136900828
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Environmental_impact_of_aviation


11 

 

These considerations cause me to wonder about my future travels. I live with the 

uncomfortable truth that “I am a polluter,” as a bumper sticker of the 1970s said. In other words, 

I share some responsibility for climate change (past, present, and future), as well as some 

responsibility for ameliorating the problem. 

For the time being my thoughts about flying are uncomfortable and paradoxical. I do not plan 

to stop traveling for pleasure trips, including visiting family and friends. Yet I realize that if 

everyone in the U.S., let alone everyone in the world, flew as often as I or many of my friends 

do, climate change would become marginally more severe. 

As I think about air travel, the fact that 95 percent of climate change is caused by other 

factors seems significant. America has the capability to reduce emissions from coal generating 

plants, make automobiles more efficient, better insulate buildings, install more LED bulbs, 

increase the supply of renewable energy, and more. Wasted energy and accompanying 

greenhouse gas emissions, including methane leaks (which are too common), can and should be 

reduced. 

Like lots of others I have taken a number of steps to reduce my carbon footprint. And like 

many people, I contribute time and money to address climate change. But reducing climate 

change depends on changing national and international policies and priorities; there is only so 

much that each of us can do as individuals. Whatever I do ought to be more than nothing; but 

how much more? As I think about plans for air travel, that seems a relevant if sometimes 

uncomfortable question to ask. 

Striking a Proper Tone 
Posted December 30, 2014 

Shortly before last fall’s 400,000 person climate march in New York, a woman I have known 

for sixty years said that she did not like the hysteria that too often accompanies discussions of 

climate change. I agreed that hysteria was not helpful when discussing any topic. However, I was 

puzzled why she would raise a concern about hysteria at that particular moment; I expected the 

climate march to be dramatic but not hysterical and that is how it turned out. 

Still, the question of what tone to adopt – analytical, scientific, conversational, alarmed, 

hysterical, or other – is important with respect to climate change. Most climate scientists believe 

that global warming poses existential threats to the future viability of human life on earth and yet 

is under mankind’s control. What is the proper tone for discussing this threat with intelligent 

people who are willing to listen? 

As I noted in an earlier post, most scientists and organizations try to be measured in the tone 

they use. Here are a few examples drawn from a variety of documents: 

●    “Observed impacts of climate change have already affected agriculture, human health, 
ecosystems on land and in the oceans, water supplies, and some people’s livelihoods. The 

striking feature of observed impacts is that they are occurring from the tropics to the 

poles, from small islands to large continents, and from the wealthiest countries to the 

poorest. … Future risks from a changing climate depend strongly on the amount of future 

climate change. Increasing magnitudes of warming increase the likelihood of severe and 

pervasive impacts that may be surprising or irreversible.” (IPCC press release, March 

2014) 

http://www.nature.org/greenliving/carboncalculator/
http://www.ipcc.ch/
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●    “Without further commitments and action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, the 
world is likely to warm by more than 3°C above the preindustrial climate. Even with the 

current mitigation commitments and pledges fully implemented, there is roughly a 20 

percent likelihood of exceeding 4°C by 2100. If they are not met, a warming of 4°C could 

occur as early as the 2060s. Such a warming level and associated sea-level rise of 0.5 to 1 

meter, or more, by 2100 would not be the end point: a further warming to levels over 

6°C, with several meters of sea-level rise, would likely occur over the following 

centuries. … A world in which warming reaches 4°C above preindustrial levels 

(hereinafter referred to as a 4°C world), would be one of unprecedented heat waves, 

severe drought, and major floods in many regions, with serious impacts on human 

systems, ecosystems, and associated services.” (World Bank, November 2012) 

●    “Humanity was, and is, using 1.4 planets to supply its current use of grain, meat, 
timber, fish, urban space, and energy. … the main challenge in our global future is not to 

solve the problems we are facing, but to reach agreement to do so. … The problem is that 

climate-friendly solutions normally are more costly than the cheapest solution, which is 

to do nothing and continue business as usual.” (2052, Randers, 2012). 

●    “A CO2 amount of 450 ppm [parts per million] or larger, if long maintained, would 

push Earth toward the ice-free state. Although ocean and ice-sheet inertia limit the rate of 

climate change, such a CO2 level likely would cause the passing of climate tipping points 

and initiate dynamic responses that could be out of humanity’s control.” (Hansen et al., 
2008) 

●    “We now have sources of energy that don’t pollute, that don’t cost more and that don’t 

run out. But if we don’t accelerate the transition to clean energy, it will be difficult to win 

the fight against climate change.” (Environmental Defense Fund Special Report, Winter 

2015) 

What do you think? Are these hysterical statements? Conversely, should they be more 

alarming? Looked at as a group, do they seem to you to strike the right tone? Communicating 

effectively about climate change is challenging and I’ll explore that topic again in future posts. 

Climate Change Messages for the “Alarmed” and “Concerned” 
Posted January 9, 2015 

Data show that the American public can be divided into “six Americas,” which have different 

sets of beliefs and motivations regarding climate change. This perspective comes from the Yale 

Project on Climate Connections (formerly the Yale Forum on Climate Change and the Media), 

which conducts research and writes reports about public perceptions of climate change, and 

climate communication strategies. 

At one extreme, 16% of the public is “Alarmed,” having great concern about what is 

happening to the earth’s climate and strong motivation to combat the problem. At the other 

extreme, 13% of the public is “Dismissive,” having little confidence that climate change is real 

and thus the lowest motivation to combat it. In between these groups are the “Concerned” (26%), 

the “Cautious” (25%), the “Disengaged” (5%), and the “Doubtful” (15%). 

In theory, at least, effective communication strategies should be tailored to each of the 

different groups (which is easier said than done). For example, the important questions people 

http://www-wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2013/03/26/000445729_20130326120429/Rendered/PDF/632190WP0Turn000Box374367B00PUBLIC0.pdf
http://www.2052.info/
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=5&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CEoQFjAE&url=http%3A%2F%2Farxiv.org%2Fpdf%2F0804.1126&ei=BimjVIO_DMqvggSz8oLAAw&usg=AFQjCNEm3sylDEqQyujDZpvF573qoPSkvQ&sig2=xjskZvA--XHsG4wJm9v3Vw&bvm=bv.82001339,d.eXY
http://environment.yale.edu/climate-communication/article/global-warmings-six-americas-preview-book-chapter
http://environment.yale.edu/climate-communication/
http://environment.yale.edu/climate-communication/
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want answered vary by group, with the “Alarmed” most interested in learning what actions can 

be taken to combat climate change, while the “Cautious” want to ask whether earth’s climate is 

really changing and, if so, why scientists are sure that human beings are causing the changes. 

Majorities of the “Doubtful” and “Dismissive” say they don’t even want to read or hear about the 

issue – therefore, messages aimed at those two groups need to be briefer than those aimed at the 

“Alarmed” or “Concerned” and engage them in a different way. A strategy recommended for 

many groups is to emphasize that desirable actions are growing in popularity and have been 

adopted by admired individuals (similar, perhaps, to the Got Milk? advertising campaign in 

which famous people were shown wearing a milk mustache): so-and-so installed LED bulbs 

(which saves him or her money) and drives an electric car. 

I am particularly concerned about messages for the “Alarmed” and the “Concerned” because 

experts say that a promising strategy to change minds is to better educate members of these two 

groups and have them discuss the issue with family and friends. A few organizations, like 

Mothers Out Front, have adopted this approach. 

What are the key messages to convey to open-minded individuals who are already alarmed or 

concerned about the climate? That is not a question with easy answers; climate change is a 

complex topic and there are many informative fat reports about it. Similarly, there are many 

perspectives from which the topic can be explored (science, policy, international diplomacy, 

economics, etc.). 

Despite this complexity, my review of short videos about climate change, as well as 

conversations with friends, leads me to believe that several key parts of the climate change story 

are not being told well enough or often enough. If the “alarmed” and “concerned” don’t 

understand important parts of the story, they cannot convey them to others. 

In my next post, I will discuss the messages that I believe are vital but not sufficiently 

emphasized even among the “Alarmed” and “Concerned.” 

Five Key Ideas about Climate Change Often Missing in Conversation 
Posted January 12, 2015 

Many people and groups do a fine job presenting the basics of climate change concisely. 

Examples include a 6-minute video by writer and activist Bill McKibben, a 4-1/2 minute video 

by Bill Nye (the science guy), a 7-minute video featuring Paul Higgins of the American 

Meteorological Society, and short online text from the Union of Concerned Scientists. Public 

appreciation is due to all who present this complex topic in a manner that allows non-scientists to 

understand the basics. 

Nonetheless, several key ideas seem to be under-emphasized in materials created for the 

public. While I agree that we should ponder just how alarming messages for the public ought to 

be, and I agree we need to present messages of hope, at the same time if the public is not 

sufficiently alarmed then large numbers of citizens will not put pressure on policymakers to act 

quickly and forcefully. 

Specifically, the following five points seem to deserve greater attention, especially among 

“Alarmed” and “Concerned” members of the public, who can then persuade others: 

Climate tipping points pose a grave risk to humanity. Few basic presentations about 

climate change mention tipping points, moments at which some irreversible event happens. 

http://www.mothersoutfront.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HEpbYGZKrC4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3v-w8Cyfoq8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SpCpl6QKHy4
http://www.ucsusa.org/global_warming#.VLFSVnvzupQ
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2015/01/09/climate-change-messages-for-the-alarmed-and-concerned/
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Melting of the West Antarctic ice sheet is an example of a tipping point that scientists believe 

has occurred, meaning that continued, complete melting of that sheet is irreversible no matter 

what we do. The most serious, or one of the most serious tipping points about which scientists 

are concerned is melting of the tundra around the world (e.g., Alaska, Canada, Siberia). Frozen 

tundra contains large quantities of methane, a powerful greenhouse gas (more powerful than CO2 

for over a decade). As tundra melts and releases methane, the atmosphere will warm still more, 

which will result in melting more tundra, which will further raise temperatures. Once we reach a 

tipping point, this process will continue until all the methane from tundra around the world is 

released; we will not be able to stop the process. Should that happen we may warm the earth so 

much that it becomes a planet inhospitable to most life as we know it, perhaps for thousands of 

years. 

Scientists have so far underestimated the speed of climate change, including tipping 

points. Any complaint that scientists are too concerned about climate change (“hysteria”) misses 

the fact that earth has changed more quickly than predicted, not more slowly. Melting of polar ice 

in both the Arctic and Antarctic regions is one example of more rapid change than expected. 

Alarm among American policymakers should be increasing, but instead climate change skeptics 

and deniers in the U.S. are growing more influential in the Congress. 

The timeline for effectively mitigating greenhouse gas emissions is short. Although 

scientists do not know exactly how quickly additional problems (serious storms, droughts, heat 

waves, crop loss, unfavorable circulation patterns in the ocean and the atmosphere) will arise as 

the climate changes, many scientists are becoming more pessimistic that humanity will be able to 

limit global warming to 2° Celsius (3.6° Fahrenheit). If we do not change our business-as-usual 

habits quickly – in a matter of decades, at most – then average global temperatures may rise 4° C 

or more by the year 2100. Mankind is now emitting more greenhouse gases each year than ever. 

The trend is going in the wrong direction, raising the likelihood that we will irreversibly tip more 

parts of the climate system with catastrophic results. 

Combating climate change is an expensive undertaking. Too many people believe that 

change will cost little or nothing. After all, energy from wind and solar power will be virtually 

free, right? In fact, mitigation and adaptation will cost the world hundreds of billions or trillions 

of dollars. In the U.S., we need to build sea walls, levees, and make low-lying buildings less 

vulnerable to rising seas. We need to improve the electrical grid and build much more renewable 

energy capacity. New technologies are needed, such as for storing large quantities of energy 

when the wind doesn’t blow and the sun doesn’t shine. Wealth will need to be redistributed; for 

example, states heavily dependent on fossil fuels for their revenues (Kentucky, for one) may 

bargain for reimbursement for economic losses (note that the federal government ran a “Tobacco 

Buyout” program for farmers to reduce tobacco growing). Already, less developed nations are 

calling for payments from more developed nations, whose emissions are responsible for almost 

all of the CO2 added since the industrial revolution. Some experts talk about the need for annual 

investments of 1%, 2%, or more of the global domestic product to address climate change 

mitigation and adaptation. 

America needs a clear plan to combat climate change. It seems easier to imagine a future 

America running on clean, renewable energy than it is to describe how the U.S. will transition 

from the present to that future world. To the best of my knowledge, there is no credible step-by-

http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/2013/06/17862361/turn-down-heat-climate-extremes-regional-impacts-case-resilience-full-report
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/2013/06/17862361/turn-down-heat-climate-extremes-regional-impacts-case-resilience-full-report
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step plan to wean the U.S. from fossil fuels in a few decades. Setting long-term goals is not 

enough; we need public plans explaining how to reach those goals. 

The Climate Change Ski Slope Graph 
Posted January 20, 2015 

Professor Richard Somerville is a renowned climate scientist. He was a coordinating lead 

author for the IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report in 2007, and continues to teach, write, and 

speak forcefully about climate change. 

Prof. Somerville recommends using what he nicknamed the Ski Slope graph to communicate 

about the time-sensitivity of reducing greenhouse gas emissions. To read the graph, shown 

below, we need to know that because CO2 takes centuries to disappear from the atmosphere the 

warming effects of the CO2 humanity is adding to the air do not depend on when it was added. 

Quickly adding a lot of CO2 and then stopping is the same as adding only a little at a time over 

many years (assuming the total amount of CO2 emitted is the same in both cases). For the world 

to have about a 67% chance of limiting global warming to 2° C. or less, mankind must limit total 

future emission of CO2 into the atmosphere to a specified amount (roughly 565 gigatons). It 

doesn’t matter if this amount of CO2 is emitted rapidly or slowly; what matters is the total we 

end up adding to the atmosphere. 

The areas under the three curves shown in the graph (green, blue, and red) are the same, and 

in each case that area represents the maximum CO2 we can emit (about 565 gigatons) to have a 

reasonable chance to limit global warming to 2° C. What the steepness of the curves shows is 

that the sooner mankind starts to limit emissions the more gradually we can cut back, and the 

longer mankind waits the more rapidly we will need to reduce emissions. 

 

 

http://richardsomerville.com/
http://www.ipcc.ch/
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Professor Somerville calls these three curves the bunny or beginner slope, the intermediate 

slope, and the double black diamond (expert) slope. Mankind has missed the opportunity to use 

the more gradual bunny slope. We are soon going to miss the opportunity to use the intermediate 

slope. That will leave us with only the expert slope, or with even worse choices like not cutting 

emissions at all. 

To better understand what these curves mean for the world, the blue curve – a 5.3% annual 

reduction starting in 2015 – means reducing global greenhouse gas emissions by 50% in just 13 

years, by 2028. The red curve – a 9.0% reduction annually, but starting in 2020 rather than 2015 

– means humanity would need to reduce global emissions by 50% in only about 8 years, again by 

2028. For the world to successfully carry out either strategy would be challenging, but the 

second approach would be more difficult. It would mean jamming on the global emissions 

brakes fast and hard and rapidly screeching to a stop. 

Research studies demonstrate that reading any but the simplest graphs is challenging for 

young people – and for adults, too. We can assume, for example, that few people are able to look 

at the Ski Slope graph and fully understand it without help. Graphs may communicate a great 

deal of information concisely and elegantly, but often they do not speak for themselves. 

Nonetheless Professor Somerville says he finds that many legislative aides, who are not typically 

scientists, can understand the urgency illustrated by the Ski Slope graph, which makes it a 

valuable communication tool. 

A group of us at The Concord Consortium, where I worked for nine years, developed a new 

approach to help middle school students better understand graphs (less complex graphs than the 

one above). We tested the new approach in dozens of classrooms, and a middle school journal 

published by the National Science Teachers Association, Science Scope, is showcasing our work 

in its February 2015 issue. 

When you look at the Ski Slope graph, where can you find hope? One important answer is 

that no matter which year humanity finally begins reducing greenhouse gas emissions we know 

that sooner is better than later. So let’s begin! 

Three Minutes Before Midnight 
Posted January 29, 2015 

Leaders at the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists (a journal) last week moved the minute hand 

of their virtual Doomsday Clock to three minutes before midnight, symbolizing how very close 

the world is to disaster. Especially citing unchecked climate change and nuclear weapons 

modernization as the biggest threats to humanity’s future, the group said, “world leaders have 

failed to act with the speed or on the scale required to protect citizens from potential 

catastrophe.” 

The last time that the Doomsday Clock was moved this close to midnight was in 1984 when 

relations between the two nuclear superpowers, the U.S. and the Soviet Union, were at a low 

point. Then in 1991, by which time relations between the superpowers had improved, the hands 

of the Doomsday Clock moved to 17 minutes from midnight. Since then, unfortunately, the clock 

has been moved closer and closer to zero hour. 

http://concord.org/
http://concord.org/projects/graph-literacy
http://www.nsta.org/middleschool/
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Explaining why they are now resetting the Doomsday Clock from five minutes before 

midnight to three, the Bulletin’s science and security board said that “stunning governmental 

failures have imperiled civilization on a global scale.” Richard Somerville, a world-renowned 

expert on climate change (whose ideas were discussed in the preceding post on this blog), is a 

member of that board. He and colleagues urged citizens to “demand action from their leaders.” 

The Doomsday Clock is a symbol that presumably can be easily understood by ordinary 

citizens and policymakers alike. But the Doomsday Clock image, which has been in use since 

1947, is probably not as familiar to many people as it should be. 

The Bulletin’s timeline for the Doomsday Clock can be found online. 

This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate, by Naomi Klein 
Posted February 14, 2015 

In the book review section of The New York Times last fall Rob Nixon declared Naomi 

Klein’s latest book (This changes everything: Capitalism vs. the climate) to be “almost 

unreviewable.” I empathize. The body of the book is more than 450 pages long, dense, with 

hundreds of endnotes reflecting voluminous research, and she covers so many topics that no 

reviewer can do justice to them all. 

The scope of This changes everything has not stopped reviewers from writing about it. The 

book has been called powerful, uncompromising, ambitious, and fierce. It is all those things, and 

Klein’s book is also an important and timely call to action. In particular, the book’s focus on 

“capitalism vs. the climate” raises questions not given sufficient attention in discourse about 

climate change. 

This blog post focuses on the book’s key strengths and weaknesses, as I see them. Although 

not comprehensive, I hope that the post stimulates more thinking about the book. 

A 2006 economic review (the Stern Review, conducted for the British government) stated 

that climate change is the greatest and widest-ranging market failure ever seen. Capitalist 

economies have not included the true cost of climate change in the price of fossil fuels and treat 

carbon emissions as harmless. 

Klein is angry at policymakers who have allowed this situation to continue for decades after 

the science of climate change became clear. She is angry at the fossil fuel companies that have 

resisted change, that continue to search for new reserves although they already have found more 

fossil fuels than can safely be used, and, in too many cases, that fund disinformation efforts to 

undermine confidence in scientific findings. Klein’s anger gives the book a polemical quality: 

http://thebulletin.org/timeline
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/09/books/review/naomi-klein-this-changes-everything-review.html?_r=0
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stern_Review
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e.g., fossil fuel companies are Bad; indigenous people are Good (because they protest mining 

and drilling). 

Klein writes, “Policies that simply try to harness the power of the market— by minimally 

taxing or capping carbon and then getting out of the way— won’t be enough. If we are to rise to 

a challenge that involves altering the very foundation of our economy, we will need every policy 

tool in the democratic arsenal.” She notes that there is “no scenario in which we can avoid 

wartime levels of spending in the public sector—not if we are serious about preventing 

catastrophic levels of warming.” 

However her proposed remedies can best be viewed as a brainstorming effort rather than a 

comprehensive set of policy proposals. For example, she suggests paying poorer nations to keep 

fossil fuels in the ground, and taxing profitable fossil fuel companies to raise funds to combat 

climate change. She favors more institutions divesting from fossil fuel companies. World trade 

agreements pose serious barriers to combating climate change, Klein believes, and need to be 

modified. 

Although these may be excellent suggestions, I wished for a more comprehensive and better-

developed list of policy proposals. During WWII the U.S. turned the nation’s production lines 

from automobiles to jeeps, tanks, and airplanes; should we re-tool industry today to produce tens 

of thousands of wind turbines and solar arrays quickly, using government subsidies? Would a 

substantial carbon tax be a good idea in the U.S.? If so, how will low-income people be helped as 

they adapt to higher fuel prices? Is rationing in order (say for gasoline)? How will states like 

Alaska, Kentucky, and Wyoming, whose revenues for state services depend so heavily on fossil 

fuels, be made economically viable as we phase out fossil fuels? Klein reports that capitalism is 

inadequate for the current crisis, but she does not paint a sufficiently clear picture of what 

aspects of capitalism need to change, when, or how. 

This changes everything does point out that many needed changes reinforce one another. For 

example, growing income inequality could be addressed by creating more jobs in the “climate 

sector,” and funds to pay for addressing climate change could be raised partly by increasing taxes 

on the wealthy. The book is also useful in calling for a mass movement, along the lines of the 

women’s suffrage and civil rights movements, to pressure policymakers into moving faster and 

more wisely. Some members of this movement need to engage in civil disobedience, Klein 

believes, as part of the growing effort in many nations that she calls Blockadia. 

The book is suspicious of calls to address climate change through geoengineering, such as by 

injecting millions of tons of chemicals like sulfur dioxide into the upper atmosphere to create 

tiny droplets that would reflect more sunlight and reduce global warming. (Curiously one of the 

supporters of geoengineering is the Heartland Institute, known for denying that climate change is 

anthropogenic.) Klein points out that geoengineering poses serious risks and can be used as an 

excuse for not doing more to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

Unfortunately Klein’s book gives too little attention to the problematic role of democracy in 

combating climate change. By its nature democracy make it difficult for the government to take 

hard steps like raising taxes and devoting large sums of money to address goals that are 

perceived by many voters as distant or of uncertain value. Were that not true the U.S. would have 

made more rapid progress. Democracies are also prey to manipulation, such as when fossil fuel 

companies and conservative think tanks sow doubt about the causes of climate change. The 

combination of capitalism and democracy has been identified by other writers as a formidable 

http://www.2052.info/
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and perhaps insurmountable barrier to moving quickly enough to prevent runaway climate 

change. Many people in the Western world became rich and comfortable based on economies 

using fossil fuels in huge quantities. Persuading citizens in democracies to make major social and 

economic changes is slow, difficult work. 

It is true that Naomi Klein is on the side of the angels, and This changes everything: 

Capitalism vs. the climate is a passionate call to action. Yet we must wait for a different book (or 

state climate plans, or some other source) to provide concrete, achievable plans to address the 

climate crisis in capitalist democracies. 

Where Should You Aim Your Political Effort? 
Posted March 1, 2015 

Suppose someone wants to be politically active in addressing climate change — where 

should he or she focus time and energy? One can work locally with a city, county, or one 

particular institution, or work to improve state-level policies, or focus on national climate efforts, 

or even work at the international level. 

Psychology plays a role in making this decision. How much time is one willing to invest? 

How important is it to see change really happen (not just try hard to achieve change), and how 

quickly should the outcome of one’s efforts become known? Is working with a sizable group 

agreeable and, if so, must the group members be friends and neighbors or could they be 

strangers? 

It is easier to affect local institutions, whether that means saving energy in a school or 

workplace, or developing policies and practices to reduce a town’s emissions of greenhouse 

gases. Most people will probably find it more satisfying to achieve a victory on a small scale 

than to fight to mitigate climate change in larger arenas where success is usually harder to 

achieve. 

Nonetheless, a majority of Americans say that changing national policies “would do most to 

make a meaningful impact” on issues they care about. Unfortunately, the current gridlock in 

Washington, DC means that there will be few if any national climate change-related legislative 

victories to report in the next two years; many Republicans don’t believe that climate change is 

caused by human activity or, if they do accept the science, fear taking action lest they lose 

support from donors or voters. 

For some people, states are viewed as just the right size for climate action, not too big and 

not too small (shades of the Goldilocks story). On the one hand, states can play a significant 

national role, as Massachusetts did when it became the first state to provide near-universal health 

care (“Romneycare”), providing a model for the rest of the U.S. On the other hand, most states 

are not politically gridlocked and thus more state policymakers may take significant climate 

actions than members of the U.S. Congress. As an example, the Governor of New York State 

recently banned the practice of hydraulic fracturing for oil and gas (fracking), based on an 

assessment of the likely risks to human health. 

These multiple perspectives on the pro’s and con’s of choosing a political target, combined 

with my own psychology, are leading me to work with groups in Massachusetts that want the 

state to more quickly rely on wind, solar, and other renewable energy sources instead of fossil 

fuels. Massachusetts is already a climate change leader in several ways. For example, New 

http://www.nationaljournal.com/next-economy/big-questions/of-the-people-by-the-people-for-the-people-20140509
http://www.prwatch.org/news/2014/12/12694/governor-cuomo-bans-fracking-new-york-state
http://www.prwatch.org/news/2014/12/12694/governor-cuomo-bans-fracking-new-york-state
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England has a Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI) that has been successful in reducing 

emissions; a Massachusetts state law (the Global Warming Solutions Act) requires electricity 

providers to increase the fraction of energy supplied each year from renewable sources; and 

Massachusetts uses less energy per capita than most states. 

But there is much more to be done. The first state to implement a carbon tax or fee, or to 

obtain 50% or more of its electrical energy from renewable fuels, will demonstrate to other states 

what is possible, both politically and technically. Whether that is Massachusetts or another state 

is less important than that many states move quickly in the right direction. 

A smaller number of people are politically active at any level of government than one would 

want. For example, fewer than 5% of Americans report they “very often” volunteer on political 

or issue campaigns, and only a little more than a third of eligible voters (36.4%) even voted in 

the 2014 elections. Americans are alienated from many large institutions, including government. 

How to restore Americans’ confidence that our democracy can solve serious problems is a 

subject for other blog posts. In any case, it is clear that there are opportunities to improve climate 

action policies at all political levels, and that focusing on one level does not preclude working on 

other levels, too. 

Toward Wiser Public Judgment 
Posted March 16, 2015 

How can policymakers engage the public in constructive dialogue about complex issues like 

climate change? Daniel Yankelovich, a co-founder of Public Agenda and a man who has tracked 

social and market trends for decades, writes on that topic. Toward Wiser Public Judgment, 

published in 2010, is one of his books. 

Simply polling public opinion is not enough to really understand how the public thinks about 

a complex issue, Yankelovich argues. He believes the public’s “learning curve” begins with 

consciousness raising, slowly goes through a stage of confronting and working through 

emotional resistance, including wishful thinking, and only later, perhaps after years or decades, 

reaches a stable cognitive and emotional resolution. An example would be the public’s evolving 

attitudes about gay and lesbian rights, attitudes that changed dramatically over a period of years. 

Providing information to the public about a complex issue is important, of course, but new 

information is rarely a decisive factor by itself. People’s emotions, stories and examples they 

learn about, the views of family and friends, and other factors besides expert information play a 

critical role in the evolution of people’s opinions. Policy and subject matter experts, as well as 

the media, overemphasize the importance of information, Yankelovich says. They believe that 

laying out facts and figures for the public will be enough to change minds. 

Several institutions, including Public Agenda, Viewpoint Learning, and the Kettering 

Foundation’s National Issues Forum, have experimented with ways to engage the public in 

constructive dialogue about complex problems. In one approach, for example, before bringing 

together members of the public background materials are prepared that lay out options, such as 

three or four different value-based positions or scenarios reflecting a range of the public’s views, 

rather than presenting advocacy positions written from the perspective of experts, as in a typical 

debate format. 

http://www.mass.gov/eea/waste-mgnt-recycling/air-quality/green-house-gas-and-climate-change/climate-change-adaptation/regional-greenhouse-gas-initiative-auction.html
http://www.mass.gov/eea/air-water-climate-change/climate-change/massachusetts-global-warming-solutions-act/
http://www.eia.gov/state/rankings/
http://www.nationaljournal.com/next-economy/big-questions/only-one-percent-of-americans-are-really-politically-active-20140509
http://www.nationaljournal.com/next-economy/big-questions/only-one-percent-of-americans-are-really-politically-active-20140509
http://www.publicagenda.org/
http://www.viewpointlearning.com/
https://www.nifi.org/
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“On issue after issue,” according to two people who have used this approach (Steven Rosell 

and Heidi Gantwerk), “we have found that when citizens are given an opportunity to look at the 

bigger picture, to connect the dots, and to engage in dialogue with others from very different 

backgrounds and perspectives, they think and act more like citizens and less like consumers, they 

develop a shared community perspective, and they are ready to make and support big changes to 

advance the common good.” 

Using these principles, there have been efforts to engage the public in dialogues related to 

climate change. For example, in 2013 Viewpoint Learning in partnership with the Union of 

Concerned Scientists convened two two-day-long dialogues on the subject of sea-level rise. One 

conclusion was that starting with possible actions (responding to sea-level rise) is a better 

starting point than dialogues based on ideology or scientific argument because it more quickly 

moves people along the learning curve and allows participants to find more areas of common 

ground. 

Although Americans believe that climate change is a reality, the issue still ranks as a low 

priority for the public. Engaging large numbers of people in face-to-face dialogue might lead to 

more mature judgments but would take a long time and be expensive. Nonetheless, it might be 

worthwhile to conduct a series of structured dialogues in one or two states, as a pilot effort, 

focusing on several value-based options for state policies regarding climate change. Perhaps 

enough influential stakeholders, such as mayors or newspaper editors, could be brought together 

with a wide range of ordinary citizens in an effort to move public opinion farther along the 

learning curve toward more mature, considered opinions. For example, would the public be 

willing to pay more for energy if that were one of the state’s options for responding to climate 

change (an option presented with explanations)? One assumes that policymakers and the public 

could benefit from such a carefully planned dialogue. 

Communicating with the Public about Climate Change 
Posted April 23, 2015 

I reviewed a number of experts’ suggestions regarding climate communications and here I 

briefly summarize what they say, with respect but also with a sense of the challenge of the task. 

Time is not on our side, and I don’t believe one size fits all; instead one must consider with 

whom you will communicate and what you expect that person or people to do in response. I am 

skeptical that there is any formula for guaranteed success, notably with certain key policymakers, 

such as climate deniers in Congress. Nonetheless it is valuable to consider what the experts say 

and to craft messages thoughtfully and intentionally. 

Experts agree that “for most people ‘the science’ is only a very small part of what climate 

change means to them,” says one source, adding, “How will climate change impact on the way 

we travel, the food we eat, and the way we heat our homes? These are the kinds of questions that 

the public engage with – not so much ‘what is climate change?’, but ‘what should we do about 

it?’” 

“People assess risk based on their values, worldviews and identities; facts are processed 

through these pre-existing beliefs and ideas,” says another. Merely repeating the scientific 

consensus is not by itself likely to be a persuasive strategy—even if you, your friends, or I find 

scientists’ understandings, and the data on which they are based, to be compelling. 

http://www.ucsusa.org/
http://www.ucsusa.org/
http://www.viewpointlearning.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/UCS-Sea-Level-Rise-Web.pdf
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/09/23/most-americans-believe-in-climate-change-but-give-it-low-priority/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/09/23/most-americans-believe-in-climate-change-but-give-it-low-priority/
http://talkingclimate.org/centre-right-new-report/coin-a-new-conversation-with-the-centre-right-about-climate-change/
http://www.climateaccess.org/preparation-frame
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Do you want to communicate with cultural conservatives? One expert suggests first showing 

conservatives information about geo-engineering in order to trigger their “cultural cognition” 

that favors technological solutions to problems. Experiments showed that this framing was 

helpful; it made conservatives in the experimental condition more willing to accept results of a 

climate change study compared to those in the control condition. 

A study conducted in England in 2012 focused on communicating with center-right 

audiences and suggested using four narratives or frames to engage these audiences more 

effectively: localism, energy security, the green economy (also called ‘new’ environmentalism), 

and the Good Life (e.g., maintaining public health and controlling flood damage). The authors 

say it is time to move climate change “out of its left-wing ghetto, and into the mainstream.” 

To accomplish that goal the authors suggest building communication around eight guiding 

principles, namely by using a frame that: 

1. Focuses on local, observable impacts that are relevant to people’s daily lives and frames 

the stakes in terms of community, economic and individual well-being, not just data. 

2. Begins with what audiences (or stakeholders) care about and answers the question of 

“what does this mean for me.” For community leaders or members, the top concern might 

be reducing the harmful impacts of more extreme and frequent flooding events. For 

farmers, water availability might be key. 

3. Builds on non-partisan values like protection, responsibility, ingenuity, stewardship and 

fairness. 

4. Taps uncertainty as a reason to act and emphasizes the benefits of being prudent. 

Insurance is sold not based on an exact probability of a risk, but on the understanding that 

even if there is a small chance of a devastating event and you can take steps to prevent or 

prepare for it, why not do so? 

5. Emphasizes the human and financial cost of inaction. Given the trend lines, the 

challenges posed by climate impacts will only become more difficult and costly if we 

wait. 

6. Promotes practical solutions that make economic, social and political sense, regardless of 

climate disruption, and offer multiple benefits at various scales. 

7. Articulates what will get better if action is taken. Highlights the benefits of solutions that 

have already been implemented and links to a realistic yet hopeful vision of what else can 

be done. 

8. Promotes emissions reductions (mitigation) as a preparation strategy. It is simply the 

most effective step we can take to reduce risk, not just respond to it. 

A similar set of principles was espoused in a report published by a group called EcoAmerica, 

which claims their principles are useful for communicating with any general audience. They 

believe one should begin by knowing one’s audience well and connecting on common values. 

One interesting feature of their report is a marked-up version of a hypothetical speech to the 

Rotary Club of Sioux Falls, Iowa, on the topic of saving the Big Sioux River, which, in fact, is 

threatened due to climate change. The markup shows how the speech is built on the 

communication principles described in the report. 

I cannot resist mentioning one more report because it identifies a glaring hole in most climate 

communications, the role of the oceans, and because of my former career as an educator. Most of 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/monkey-cage/wp/2015/02/23/you-can-change-the-minds-of-climate-change-skeptics-heres-how/
http://www.climateaccess.org/preparation-frame
http://ecoamerica.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/Communicating-on-Climate-13-steps_ecoAmerica.pdf
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the added heat due to global warming is found in the oceans, as is most of the anthropogenic 

(“excess”) carbon dioxide added since the industrial revolution. The Frameworks Institute tested 

eleven metaphors with thousands of people and released a report called Getting to the heart of 

the matter: Using metaphorical and causal explanation to increase public understanding of 

climate and ocean change. One metaphor that works well with the public, they say is: “The 

oceans act as the climate’s heart, sustaining the climate by controlling the circulation of things 

like heat and humidity.” Several other metaphors and a particular explanatory chain of reasoning 

were also found to be useful for the public. Metaphors have been used in education for thousands 

of years and good ones can be very effective. 

With some skeptics, people who are open to rational dialog, one can use facts as a basis of 

conversation. For example, someone I know well was a skeptic for many years and eventually 

said one reason for his skepticism is because CO2 levels were very high millions of years ago, 

without human causes. I did some research and found that is correct. But heat from the sun was 

several percentage points lower in that geological era than at present, and computer models fit 

well with conditions at that time; there is no contradiction with current theories or observations. 

There should be no shame in asking reasonable questions about climate change. A useful source 

of information to address common misconceptions held by the public is here. 

Communicating with the public about climate change is not an easy task, but it is an 

important one. 

Pessimism is a Barrier to Action – And So Is Optimism 
Posted May 27, 2015 

In an earlier post I noted that fatalism, an extreme form of pessimism, is a formidable barrier 

preventing people from working to mitigate climate change. If someone’s perception is that 

nothing can be done about climate change, then it is not worth trying to address the problem. If 

we count fatalists along with the climate deniers (who don’t even see a problem) and add the 

roughly 25 percent of people who are typically “free riders” (meaning they won’t act because 

they expect their goals to be achieved by others’ actions), it is clear that a large fraction of the 

public is simply not going to be active in combating climate change. 

What is less obvious is that optimism can be a deterrent to action, too. For example, 

according to a recent article in The New Yorker the venture capitalist Marc Andreessen—co-

creator of the first Web browser (Mosaic), and co-founder of Netscape—apparently believes that 

technology will solve any environmental crisis. Andreessen is not alone. There are many other 

proponents of hypothetical geoengineering “solutions” to climate change, which includes actions 

like injecting massive amounts of sulfates or other chemicals into the atmosphere to block 

sunlight and thus cool the earth. 

Joe Nocera, a reporter for the New York Times, recently wrote a column called “Chemo for 

the Planet” in which he wrote, “maybe it’s time to at least consider using technology to keep 

climate change at bay.” Nocera’s column weighs the pros and the cons of geoengineering, 

including the unfortunate possibility that public support for a technological solution will reduce 

people’s incentive to address the primary cause of climate change, namely excess greenhouse gas 

emissions. Nonetheless, he concludes by saying, “if disaster is truly approaching, wouldn’t you 

rather be safe than sorry?” 

http://www.frameworksinstitute.org/climate-change-and-oceans.html
https://www.skepticalscience.com/
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2014/10/28/breaking-key-barriers-to-thinking-about-climate-change/
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/05/18/tomorrows-advance-man
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/19/opinion/joe-nocera-chemo-for-the-planet.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/19/opinion/joe-nocera-chemo-for-the-planet.html
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But Nocera’s column does not address many dangers of geoengineering, including the 

prospect that once society commits to changing the ecology of the entire planet (while not fully 

understanding the additional problems that are likely to be caused), we may never be able to turn 

off the new global processes we start without making things even worse. In fairness, however, 

Nocera expresses a more balanced “techno-optimism” than geoengineering zealots. 

But it is not only technologists or unbridled proponents of geoengineering who have an 

overly optimistic bias. Optimism is wired into most people’s brains. In 2011 one scholar (Robert 

Gifford) wrote: 

Optimism generally is a healthy, desirable outlook that can produce useful personal 

outcomes …. However, optimism can be overdone, to the detriment of one’s well-being. 

Considerable evidence suggests that people discount personal risks, such as their likelihood 

of a heart attack (e.g., Weinstein, 1980), but also their environmental risks, for example from 

radon exposure (Weinstein, Klotz, & Sandman, 1988), other environmental hazards (Hatfield 

& Job, 2001) or, in fact, 22 hazards (Pahl, Harris, Todd, & Rutter, 2005). Thus, one can 

reasonably predict that optimistic bias applies to risks from climate change… 

A recent popular book (The optimism bias: A tour of the irrationally positive brain) reviews 

the voluminous evidence, psychological and neurological, showing that in many circumstances 

people are unduly optimistic. It has been said that optimism is like red wine: a little bit is good 

for you, but drinking too much of it can be hazardous to your health. With respect to climate 

change, undue optimism can be hazardous to everyone’s health. 

Where is Honesty about Climate Change from Leaders of the G7? 
Posted June 10, 2015 

On June 8, 2015 leaders of the G7 nations, including President Obama, released an official 

declaration about their commitment to mitigate climate change. This written declaration is 

disingenuous, naïve, or simply dishonest. Leaders of the Western world are disseminating false 

claims that the earth will warm no more than 2 °C. 

(As background, the “group of seven nations,” G7, includes the United States, France, 

Germany, Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom, and Canada. Russia was a member of the G8 but 

was suspended, and is not part of the G7.) 

The leaders’ declaration claims that an agreement at the pending Climate Change Conference 

to be held in Paris late this year will “enable all countries to follow a low-carbon and resilient 

development pathway in line with the global goal to hold the increase in global average 

temperature below 2 °C.” Yet this claim is completely at odds with the emission reduction 

targets identified in the declaration’s following paragraph. 

The target for reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, the declaration says, should be “40 

to 70 percent reductions by 2050 compared to 2010” with an emphasis on “the upper end.” 

However, experts know and have clearly said that far greater reductions than 40 to 70 percent 

will be necessary to limit global warming to 2 °C. For example, Prof. Richard Somerville, a 

coordinating lead author for the IPCC’s Fourth Assessment Report (2007), has used what he 

calls the “ski slope graph” to show politicians the choices available to keep global warming to 2 

°C. If 2015 were to be the peak year of global GHG emissions (a big “if”), the world would then 

http://www.researchgate.net/profile/Robert_Gifford3/publication/254734365_The_Dragons_of_Inaction_Psychological_Barriers_That_Limit_Climate_Change_Mitigation_and_Adaptation/links/0c96052047aaad383e000000.pdf
http://theoptimismbias.com/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2015/06/08/g-7-leaders-declaration
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2015/01/20/the-climate-change-ski-slope-graph/
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need to reduce emissions by 5.3% annually — an enormous task — which in turn would result in 

virtually eliminating all emissions by 2050. 

Leaders of the G7 have dozens of world-class climate experts available to help them craft 

declarations like this one. The experts know better than to make such a false claim. As an 

example, when I asked one environmental expert in the Massachusetts Executive Office of 

Energy and Environmental Affairs yesterday what are the chances that global warming will be 

limited to 2 °C he immediately replied “zero.” 

The emission reduction targets identified in the declaration are far too low even if they were 

to be adopted by every nation in the world. But of course the G7 does not include China (now the 

world’s number one source of greenhouse gas emissions), India, Russia, or Australia, all of 

which must make significant reductions in GHG emissions for any global mitigation plan to be 

effective. 

Politicians sometimes feel they are well advised to shade the truth. However the biggest 

barrier to combating climate change is persuading humanity of the need to make rapid and 

significant changes in behavior before it is too late. Evading the hard truths about global 

warming may seem convenient for our political leaders, yet such evasion can be viewed as the 

essence of the enormous problem facing mankind. 

And That’s How That Is 
Posted June 29, 2015 

My father used the expression “and that’s how that is.” Saying those words was marking 

acceptance of a situation for what it was, and not for what he or others hoped it would be. 

Perhaps an object had been broken, or there was unexpected bad news. In reaction to the event 

he could be sad, angry, confused, or what have you; yet, at the same time he accepted the reality 

of the situation. 

What brings the phrase to mind is the lack of honesty of that portion of the recent G7 

declaration focusing on climate change (see my last blog post). One can be shocked, or angry, or 

aghast, or dispirited—any of these feelings seem appropriate—but the likelihood is that none of 

the emotions will change the declaration, its successor statements from the G7, or the inadequate 

steps that may be agreed upon at the Paris climate summit late this year. 

There have been many watershed moments in our understanding of climate change during 

the past 50 years, including publication of The Limits to Growth more than 40 years ago, release 

of five IPCC reports over a period of nearly a quarter-century, and Pope Francis’s recent 

encyclical about climate change. We can add the G7 declaration as another watershed moment, 

when leaders of the Western world, plus Japan, failed to be honest about climate change, 

representing in their official declaration the idea that global temperature increases can be held to 

less than 2° C more cheaply and easily than experts believe possible. 

It is true that the G7 leaders have been dealt a difficult, if not impossible, hand. Apathy, 

ignorance, pessimism, a well-funded opposition, and other factors make combating climate 

change a formidable problem. Most people do not want to hear the truth and would not believe it 

if they did. However, the difficulty of conveying hard truths does not make it right for the G7 

leaders to issue a declaration that puts a far-too-happy face on a dire situation. 

https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2015/06/10/where-is-honesty-about-climate-change-from-leaders-of-the-g7/
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
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What is more, there is a déjà vu quality about the recent G7 meeting because it reminds one 

of other climate meetings that failed to produce what the world’s experts say is needed. Focusing 

in particular on the 2009 meeting in Copenhagen Marcus Brigstocke, an English comedian, 

wrote a poem about the climate summit in the style of Dr. Seuss, the last portion of which reads: 

     “And they blew it, and wasted the greatest of chances  

     Instead they all frolicked in diplomat dances  

     And decided decisively, right there and then  

     The best way to solve it’s to meet up again  

     And decide on a future that’s greener and greater  

     Not with action right now but with something else later.” 

Humor aside, it may be difficult for many people to process feelings about the lack of 

honesty in the G7 declaration. Nonetheless, adopting the phrase my father used: And that’s how 

that is (and how it has been for years). 

The Collapse of Western Civilization 
Posted July 8, 2015 

In 2014 Naomi Oreskes and Erik Conway published a 52-page book called The Collapse of 

Western Civilization: A View from the Future. This fictional narrative, ostensibly written 

centuries from now, reflects on why civilization was unable to come to grips with climate change 

despite a robust scientific understanding of the problem. 

The book’s flyleaf reads, “The year is 2393 and the world is almost unrecognizable. Clear 

warnings of climate catastrophe went ignored for decades, leading to soaring temperatures, 

rising sea levels, widespread drought and – finally – the disaster now known as the Great 

Collapse in 2093, when the disintegration of the West Antarctica Ice Sheet led to mass migration 

and a complete reshuffling of the global order. Writing from the Second People’s Republic of 

China on the 300th anniversary of the Great Collapse, a senior scholar presents a gripping and 

deeply disturbing account of how the children of the Enlightenment – the political and economic 

elites of the so-called advanced industrial societies – failed to act, and so brought about the 

collapse of Western civilization.” 

Why would Oreskes and Conway, who are respected scholars, turn to writing fiction, albeit 

science-based fiction? In part they knew that their earlier writings, and those of hundreds of 

scientists, had not yet persuaded policymakers and the public of the urgent need for action. They 

speculated that fiction might be a more effective communication vehicle than writing additional 

scientific books, articles, and reports. 

Fiction also offers authors opportunities to speculate more freely than research. Looking back 

from the future, what were the major stumbling blocks preventing effective action on climate 

change? What were the catastrophic results and on what time scale did those results unfold? The 

Collapse of Western Civilization presents the authors’ answers to these questions. 

Naturally, multiple answers are provided in the book; however, the most central reason 

offered by Oreskes and Conway why civilization failed to respond quickly enough to climate 

change is that so many policymakers have an ideological fixation on – almost a religious faith in 

– so-called free markets. That blind fixation is a reminder of Alan Greenspan’s admission in 

2008, after the recession rocked world finances, that he had put too much faith in the self-

http://confusethelucid.blogspot.com/2009/12/dr-seusss-copenhagen-by-marcus.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/16/science/naomi-oreskes-a-lightning-rod-in-a-changing-climate.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/10/24/business/economy/24panel.html?_r=0
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correcting nature of free markets. “Those of us who have looked to the self-interest of lending 

institutions to protect shareholders’ equity, myself included, are in a state of shocked disbelief,” 

he told the House Committee on Oversight and Government Reform. It is shocking, indeed, that 

Greenspan or anyone else could have believed that extreme “market fundamentalism” is always 

self-correcting and a good thing. 

Unfortunately, most conservative politicians in the U.S. and elsewhere still believe all or 

nearly all regulations and taxes stifle economic growth and personal freedom and must be 

resisted. This ideological bias causes many conservatives to deny that human beings are the 

major causes of climate change, as is documented in an earlier book by Oreskes & Conway, 

Merchants of Doubt: How a Handful of Scientists Obscured the Truth on Issues from Tobacco 

Smoke to Global Warming. Too often the public shares this attitude; for example, increasing 

gasoline taxes to fight climate change would almost certainly be highly unpopular despite the 

fact that a carbon tax would harness competition—a mechanism central to capitalism and dear to 

conservatives—to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

In addition, The Collapse of Western Civilization says that the arbitrary selection by scientists 

of a 95% confidence level as the appropriate threshold for judging virtually all research as 

accurate has been a significant barrier to combating climate change. Many scientists, according 

to the book’s fictional narrator, waited far too long before publicly declaring that humans were 

causing catastrophic changes in the climate. 

Other aspects of psychology are also explanatory factors identified in the book, which points, 

for example, to “human adaptive optimism” as a reason why civilization delayed any meaningful 

response. (See my recent post about optimism as a barrier to action.) Nonetheless, I believe the 

authors might productively have focused even greater attention in the book on the many ways 

human psychology acts as a barrier to combating climate change. 

Like Merchants of Doubt before it (now a movie), The Collapse of Western Civilization is 

carefully researched and well written, and presents information that will be new to many readers. 

For example, I had not known that by 2012 more than half of all anthropogenic greenhouse gases 

were emitted after the mid-1970s; “that is,” the book’s narrator writes, “after scientists had built 

computer models demonstrating that greenhouse gases would cause warming” (p. 18). 

Dystopias like The Collapse of Western Civilization are intentionally disturbing yet they have 

their place; consider George Orwell’s long-lived novel 1984. But imagining a positive impact for 

dystopian books one must assume that they are widely read and stimulate influential readers to 

think and act more thoughtfully. Time will tell if that happens with this book. 

Trouble with the Curve (The Exponential Curve, That Is) 
Posted August 14, 2015 

Most human beings find it challenging to understand how exponential functions work in the 

real world. For example, I was shocked to read in The Collapse of Western Civilization that more 

than half of anthropogenic carbon dioxide has been emitted since the mid-1970s. I shouldn’t 

have been surprised, because I do understand the mathematics, but I was. My shock caused me to 

look for graphs of greenhouse gas emissions over time. The one below comes from the U.S. 

Department of Energy. 

https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2015/05/27/pessimism-is-a-barrier-to-action-and-so-is-optimism/
http://sonyclassics.com/merchantsofdoubt/
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The shape of this curve is characteristic of all exponential functions: it is almost flat at the 

outset (at left), with rapid and accelerating growth over time (i.e., moving right). Change 

happens faster and faster as time goes by. In this case, world population growth and increasing 

global wealth per-capita after the industrial revolution largely explain the exponential growth in 

CO2. 

Although exponential functions are taught in high school math and science classes all over 

the globe, people are not very good at understanding exponential growth in the real world. 

A classic teaching example of an exponential function is based on an ancient Persian or 

Indian story about the king who was so pleased with one of his wise men, who had invented the 

game of chess, that he offered the man a reward of his own choosing. The wise man (too clever 

for his own good, it turned out) asked for very little: just one grain of rice on the first square of 

the chess board, two grains on the second, four on the third, eight on the fourth, and so on, with 

the number of rice grains doubling on each successive square. The king agreed that the request 

was modest. He was wrong. When his courtiers tried to complete the task they found that it 

would require more rice than existed in the entire kingdom, indeed in the entire world. Instead of 

a reward, the so-called wise man lost his head. 

The psychological difficulty faced in understanding exponentials stems from the fact that the 

left side of an exponential function is so flat. Adding a few grains of rice at a time, square after 

square, is an achievable task. Some people refer to the rapid acceleration characteristic of the 

right side of the exponential curve as “the second half of the chessboard.” That is where intuition 

and daily experience fail, and where, for many people, the rapid acceleration of change is 

unexpected, even shocking. A few doublings of the rice in the story is not hard for the king’s 

courtiers but 63 doublings is impossible. 
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Here is another example that is easier to try yourself. Take a sheet of newspaper and fold it in 

half. Now fold it in half again. How many times do you think you can do that, doubling the 

thickness of the folded paper each time? Naturally you aren’t going to guess you can fold it 100 

times—and that’s a good thing, because calculations show that folding the paper in half only 100 

times (one source says 103) the thickness of the stack of paper, doubled in size every time, 

would be about the size of the known universe! 

Poor understanding of exponential functions has implications not only for policymakers but 

for ordinary people, such as in managing their household finances. In a study published in 2009, 

researchers present evidence that decisions related to borrowing, savings, portfolio choices, and 

wealth are all affected by what they call “exponential growth bias,” or the tendency of many 

people to think of exponential functions (like the compounding of interest in tax-deferred 

retirement accounts) as linear. But looking at a graph shows how different an exponential 

function is compared to a straight line function. 

For greenhouse gas emissions, the world must change the graph shown above into an S 

shape; that is, the rapidly increasing curve shown in the graph needs to bend to the right over 

time until it levels off (meaning humanity stops adding excess greenhouse gases to the 

atmosphere). It is not intuitive for policymakers how much of a difference timing makes for 

exponential functions. If we had begun to reduce emissions in 1975 we could have leveled off at 

a much, much lower cumulative total of emissions than is possible now (and the world hasn’t yet 

begun). 

The “wise man” in the story of the chessboard lost his head. If the world’s policymakers fail 

to act very, very quickly, consequences will not be about fictional people and will occur 

worldwide. 

More Trouble with the Curve  
Posted August 26, 2015 

Suppose the earth’s atmosphere were a bathtub, and that human-generated (anthropogenic) 

carbon dioxide emissions were being dumped into the bathtub through a faucet. An exponential 

curve included in the last post on this blog shows the growing amount of carbon dioxide in the 

bathtub starting in 1750, when the industrial revolution began, and extending through the year 

2007. The amount of CO2 in the bathtub grew very slowly for a while but then increased at faster 

and faster rates. The exponential curve showing the amount of carbon dioxide that has flowed 

into the bathtub since 1750 is steeper and steeper over time because more carbon dioxide flows 

through the faucet every year from burning more fossil fuels. 

A related graph, below, represents how much carbon dioxide is coming out of the faucet 

every year from use of fossil fuels, rather than how much has entered the bathtub. The graph 

shows annual carbon dioxide emissions by year from 1870 to 2010. The shape of this curve is 

also exponential, like the growing amount that has flowed into the bathtub. The similarity in 

shape is a special characteristic of exponential curves: a graph of the rate of change of an 

exponential function is itself an exponential function. 

http://www.dartmouth.edu/~jzinman/Papers/Stango%26Zinman_EG_Bias_HH_Finance_sep08.pdf
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2015/08/14/trouble-with-the-curve-the-exponential-curve-that-is/
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The figure above comes from p.4 of an International Energy Agency publication called  

“2012 CO2 Emissions Overview.” 

This graph shows, for example, that between the years 1970 and 2010 annual human-caused 

carbon dioxide emissions from burning fossil fuel more than doubled, from about 15 gigatons 

per year to more than 30 gigatons per year. (A gigaton is one billion tons.) 

The previous blog post reported that humanity “had not yet begun” to change the exponential 

growth of carbon dioxide (and thus carbon) in the atmosphere, but that might not be quite 

accurate. I learned that global emissions “stalled” in 2014, meaning that annual emissions did not 

grow between 2013 and 2014 but were the same each year. Ignoring the fact that the graph above 

represents only the years through 2010 (not 2014), stalling means that the graph is flat for the 

years 2013 and 2014, at a figure of about 32 gigatons per year. 

This stalling phenomenon has happened several times over the past 40 years; see, for 

example, the noticeable dip in the curve above during a recession in the 1980s. Nonetheless, the 

exponential growth trend has proved to be far more powerful over the years than the few times 

when annual emissions stalled. Starting in 2015 or soon afterward, the exponential growth in 

CO2 emission each year might well increase again, as it has been doing for decades with only 

brief “blips” in the exponential growth pattern. 

http://www.iea.org/media/statistics/topics/emissions/co2_emissions_overview.pdf
http://www.iea.org/media/statistics/topics/emissions/co2_emissions_overview.pdf
http://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-31872460


31 

 

However, for sake of argument, suppose that CO2 annual emissions from burning fossil fuels 

truly peaked in 2014 and will never grow larger. Nonetheless, in order to avoid more than a 2° C 

increase in global temperature, scientists say that humanity would need to reduce annual 

emissions from fossil fuel use to zero by about 2050, i.e. rapidly reduce the flow from our 

anthropogenic CO2 “faucet” over the next few decades, and then turn the faucet off entirely by 

mid-century. The curve in the graph above would need to plummet downward and then reach 

zero annual emissions by 2050. 

The last time annual anthropogenic CO2 emissions were anywhere near zero was hundreds of 

years ago, before the industrial revolution, as can be seen above. The exponential growth of 

annual emissions has been going on so long with such potentially catastrophic results that the 

World Bank warned in 2012, and continues to warn, that unless current patterns change quickly 

the earth will probably become 4° C warmer by the year 2100 (equivalent to more than a 7° 

Fahrenheit increase). Results would be devastating, they say. How many people have understood 

and accepted this information? 

President Obama Provides Hard Truths about Climate Change  
Posted September 1, 2015 

In June, leaders of the G7, including President Obama, made false claims about climate 

change. Now, a few months later, President Obama is at last speaking more forthrightly. His 

honesty is welcome. 

Visiting Alaska to highlight the challenge of climate change, President Obama said on 

August 31, “We’re not acting fast enough,” a statement he repeated four times during his speech. 

He also pointed to people’s psychology as one important barrier, saying, “Let’s be honest; 

there’s always been an argument against taking action. We don’t want our lifestyles disrupted. 

The irony, of course, is that few things will disrupt our lives as profoundly as climate change.” 

(And a similar irony is that experts say if we had taken action several decades ago both 

disruption to people’s lives and the cost of ameliorating climate change would have been far less 

significant than they will be if we were to act decisively now.) 

On the same day, Secretary of State John Kerry compared the dangers of climate change to 

the dangers of World War II, when “all of Europe was overrun by evil and civilization itself 

seemed to be in peril.” And the Assistant to the President for Science and Technology, Dr. John 

Holdren, said that if greenhouse gas emissions are not reduced soon, temperatures could rise 7 

degrees, causing catastrophic changes (per World Bank reports discussed earlier on this blog). 

Without action, the President said, “we will condemn our children to a planet beyond their 

capacity to repair.” 

Has an American President ever spoken so bluntly about the risks of climate change? Not 

that I recall. Unfortunately, it has taken many decades for such straight talk to be delivered by a 

President. And yet even now it is not clear that enough political leaders in the U.S. and other 

nations will move beyond talk by quickly agreeing to and implementing policy changes. 

http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/climatechange/publication/turn-down-the-heat
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2015/06/10/where-is-honesty-about-climate-change-from-leaders-of-the-g7/
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/09/01/us/us-makes-urgent-appeal-for-climate-change-action-at-alaska-conference.html
http://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/climatechange/publication/turn-down-the-heat
http://www.nytimes.com/aponline/2015/09/01/us/ap-us-obama.html
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Greed and Climate Change  
Posted September 3, 2015 

A search for the word ‘greed’ in Robert Gifford’s “The Dragons of Inaction”—a 2011 paper 

in American Psychologist that lists 29 psychological barriers to action on climate change—leads 

to nothing. Greed is not mentioned. 

In a paper that has been cited hundreds of times, that omission is absurd. Greed is clearly a 

significant factor limiting action on climate change. 

Consider the industry-sponsored campaign to discredit research showing that smoking causes 

lung cancer as well as other diseases. Eventually the tobacco industry was convicted of crimes 

for covering up scientific studies, some of which they themselves had commissioned. Dozens of 

documents revealed during the trial indicated that industry executives knew very well that 

smoking killed people—but they did not want to stop reaping profits from selling tobacco 

products. The industry had to pay hundreds of billions of dollars in penalties for their greed, i.e. 

for continuing to cause disease and death by selling an addictive substance, in order to make 

money while covering up the truth. 

More recently, the oil industry has directly and indirectly fought against action on climate 

change. Greed must top the list of reasons why the industry fights against the inconvenient truth 

that burning fossil fuels is the primary cause of climate change. The fossil fuel industry helps to 

subsidize the “merchants of doubt” who publish pseudo-science, thereby aiming to undermine 

the real science of climate change. As in the case of tobacco, one of the world’s most powerful 

industries is using its political and financial muscle to fight the truth, based largely on greed. 

Politicians serving in places where coal, oil, and natural gas are important industries also are 

acting in a greedy way, placing their desire to hold office ahead of approaching the truth in an 

open-minded manner. We can be sure that scientists, including people working in every 

Congressional district, have tried to explain the well-documented science of climate change to 

each and every member of the House and Senate. 

Senator James Inhofe of Oklahoma, who currently chairs the Senate committee with major 

responsibility for climate change, has had ample opportunity to learn the science. However, in 

2012 Inhofe published a book called The Greatest Hoax: How the Global Warming Conspiracy 

Threatens Your Future. Inhofe’s bizarre ideas (thousands of scientists in dozens of countries are 

really part of a global conspiracy?) seem heavily influenced by his religious convictions. 

However, one should not forget that the oil and gas industry is powerful in Oklahoma and helps 

influence elections there, through funding and other means. 

Greed has been identified as a harmful human trait for thousands of years, in cultures around 

the world. But compare the psychologist’s list of reasons for inaction to what Pope Francis has to 

say in his recent encyclical on “care for our common home” (the earth). The Pope writes directly 

and frankly about the need to curb greed, as well as to reduce wastefulness and over-

consumption. He says, for example, “When people become self-centered and self-enclosed, their 

greed increases.” 

Greed is not the only obstacle to fighting climate change but nonetheless it is an important 

one. It is interesting and disturbing that in an increasingly secular culture a religious figure is 

willing to identify greed as a contributing factor to climate change while a respected psychologist 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fossil_fuels_lobby
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Climate_change_denial
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Climate_change_denial
http://w2.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/encyclicals/documents/papa-francesco_20150524_enciclica-laudato-si.html
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fails to mention greed in a long list of human traits working against the future of mankind’s life 

on earth. 

People’s tendencies to “keep up with the Joneses,” as well as for conspicuous (but 

unnecessary) consumption, are well documented. Yet it seems appropriate to ask whether some 

psychology “experts” are getting in the way of telling the truth. Is the idea of greed now 

considered out of fashion, or taboo, among prominent psychologists? 

Why Is There a Partisan Divide on Climate Change? 
Posted September 10, 2015 

National polls in the United States show a partisan divide on climate change, with more 

Democrats than Republicans believing that climate change is happening, that human beings are 

responsible, and that government should play an active role in reducing climate change and 

preventing catastrophic results. This is not to say that either party is exemplary or that all 

Republicans deny that climate change is a problem (two points to which we will return). Still, the 

differences between the two parties are remarkable; for example, nearly half of Democrats (47%) 

tell pollsters they are willing to join a campaign to convince elected officials to reduce America’s 

dependence on fossil fuels, compared to only 20% of Republicans. 

Why is there such a large difference? That is a deceptively simple question! There are 

countless books and articles about American political opinion (e.g., Jonathan Haidt’s excellent 

book, The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by Politics and Religion), and even 

experts are likely to disagree. 

Many of the current Republican candidates for President hold extreme views. Ted Cruz has 

compared his denial of climate change to the bravery of Galileo in advocating that the earth 

moves around the sun! Rick Santorum doesn’t believe that the science of climate change “checks 

out,” and in 2012 he made a joke about the danger of excess carbon dioxide, saying “tell that to a 

plant, how dangerous carbon dioxide is.” Donald Trump has said, “I’m not a huge believer in the 

global warming phenomenon.” This astonishing litany can be extended many times over. 

However, keep in mind that leaders of the G7, including heads of state in the U.S., Germany, 

and the United Kingdom, not long ago made false and overly optimistic claims about climate 

change. Or that James Hansen, a leading scientist on climate change, recently called Hillary 

Clinton’s plan to install vast amounts of solar power “just plain silly,” by which he meant that 

her plan was not sufficiently well matched to the size of the problem. Remember, too, that the 

issue of climate change was almost entirely missing in the 2012 Presidential campaign, when 

reporters asked few if any questions about that topic and the candidates, including President 

Obama, did not volunteer to discuss the issue. In short, there are far too few climate change 

angels in either political party. 

Nonetheless, why have Republicans as a group been so much more willing than Democrats 

to dismiss climate change as not real, or simply a natural phenomenon, or merely a distant 

problem? Here I suggest five important reasons based on psychology, and three other reasons 

based on politics. (These reasons are not meant to be exhaustive.) 

Psychology 

All of the psychological barriers discussed on this blog, such as judging something based on 

emotional stimuli rather than careful analysis, apply to members of any political party. But some 

http://environment.yale.edu/climate-communication/article/politics-and-global-warming-spring-2014
http://thinkprogress.org/climate/2015/07/26/3683808/gop-field-climate-energy-ranked/
http://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/jul/29/hillary-clinton-climate-change-plan
http://science.time.com/2012/10/23/why-climate-change-has-become-the-missing-issue-in-the-presidential-campaign/
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barriers seem especially applicable to Republicans vis-à-vis climate change. People often see 

what they expect to see, and thus interpret facts and observations in ways that support their 

preconceptions (a phenomenon called confirmation bias). 

Market fundamentalism. Naomi Oreskes and Erik Conway, who have authored two books 

about climate change, believe that extreme market fundamentalism is perhaps the major barrier 

preventing more decisive action on climate change. “The markets will take care of it” is a mantra 

for many more Republicans than Democrats. Apparently Republicans think that is true even 

though pollution from excess carbon is not properly priced, perhaps believing that technology 

will somehow save the day (if, in fact, they believe that excess CO2 is causing climate change). 

Suspicion of government. In 1981, Ronald Reagan famously declared in his inaugural 

address that “government is not the solution to our problem, government is the problem.” 

Distrust of government has probably grown greater since that time. Republicans, more than 

Democrats, believe in a smaller government, especially a smaller federal government. 

Republicans are loath to give additional regulatory power related to energy and climate to the 

President or federal agencies, and that attitude seems to bias their analysis of climate change. 

Religion. Evangelical Christians, who often vote Republican, are much less likely to believe 

in anthropogenic climate change than other Christians or the population at large. One survey 

found that 62% of evangelicals say they are “not very” or “not at all” worried about climate 

change, and only 41% believe global warming is caused by human activity, compared to 69% of 

Democrats. Apparently many evangelical Christians believe that God would not allow human 

beings to destroy earth’s environment, or would save humans if the environment were at risk. 

For example, Republican Senator James Inhofe has said, “The arrogance of people to think that 

we, human beings, would be able to change what He is doing in the climate is to me outrageous.” 

(But presumably evangelicals don’t want their children to ingest mercury, lead or arsenic, 

understanding that those substances cause harm; yet God could cure a child’s health problems in 

the blink of an eye. Go figure!) 

Anti-science, anti-expert. A decade ago author Chris Mooney wrote an excellent book 

called The Republican War on Science documenting the many scientific issues on which elected 

Republicans fought, censored, or de-funded expert opinion. Federally-funded research in the 

social sciences has been one of the special targets of Republican ire, who distrust many experts 

and who are likely to further inflame distrust among voters already skeptical about most 

American institutions. Evolution is another area in which many Republicans (including at least 

one Presidential candidate) don’t believe scientists. An extreme case is Republican Senator 

James Inhofe, who has said, “The reason that I am not impressed with Science or Scientists is 

because the Lord Almighty can overcome all these so-called facts in the blink of an eye.” This 

statement is reminiscent of the official in the George W. Bush administration who said that the 

interviewer lived in a “reality-based community” but “that’s not the way the world really works 

anymore” because “when we [the Republican White House on behalf of America] act we create 

our own reality.” 

Following misguided opinion leaders. People’s judgments are often influenced more by 

those they know and/or trust than by certified experts. Many more rank-and-file Republicans 

than Democrats pay attention to commentators who are skeptical but ill-informed about climate 

change, including conservative television and radio hosts. As another example, the editorial page 

of the Wall Street Journal has been extreme and ill-informed on the issue of climate change, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Confirmation_bias
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2015/07/08/the-collapse-of-western-civilization/
http://environment.yale.edu/climate-communication/article/climate-change-in-the-american-christian-mind/
http://radio.foxnews.com/2015/03/07/james-inhofe-there-is-no-global-warming-because-god/
http://askpastordan.blogspot.com/2015_01_01_archive.html
https://en.wikiquote.org/wiki/Karl_Rove
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lending support to skeptics. Also, many leading Republicans in Congress come from states 

heavily dependent on revenue from fossil fuels and their opinions are tilted against climate 

change; e.g., Senate Majority Leader Mitch McConnell frames climate change not as a matter of 

preserving the environment but as a “war against coal.” 

Politics 

When we consider politics and climate change we must add additional barriers, above and 

beyond psychology. 

Structural problems. Voters in Republican primaries are more conservative than other 

Republican voters. For that reason Presidential candidates pitch their messages to the so-called 

Republican base rather than to the average voter. Similarly, the U.S. House of Representatives is 

more conservative than all Republican voters, or than the American electorate as a whole, due in 

part to gerrymandered districts. In the Senate, low-population mineral-dependent states, such as 

Alaska or Wyoming, have the same number of Senators as California or New York and thus 

have disproportionate power. 

Pent-up anger. The American electorate’s anger with government spills over into distrust 

and also careless thinking. Thus errors by Democrats unrelated to climate change, such as the 

failure to bring financial executives to trial after the recession while simultaneously bailing out 

the big banks, may undermine other ideas and policies voters associate with Democrats, 

including climate change. 

Oil and gas money. According to Common Cause, campaign spending by fossil fuel 

interests “has silenced the debate on climate change.” Republican officials, they say, are afraid to 

discuss the issue. Looking ahead, the network of think tanks and PACs associated with the Koch 

brothers (wealthy conservatives in the fossil fuel business who object to increased regulations 

and who have funded pseudo-science that questions climate change) plan to spend nearly $900 

million in the run-up to the 2016 elections. According to one source, even the Smithsonian 

Institution’s national museum exhibits related to climate change have been improperly 

influenced by Koch money. Already newspaper ads funded by the Koch brothers oppose the 

EPA’s proposed plan to limit the amount of greenhouse gases emitted by power plants. 

Conclusion 

Republicans’ core beliefs, such as wanting a smaller government, apparently lead them to be 

more dismissive than Democrats about climate change. Nonetheless, Republicans are not a 

monolithic group; e.g., nearly half of moderate and liberal Republicans believe climate change is 

caused primarily by humans, compared to 22% of conservative Republicans. Unfortunately, 

structural problems with the American political system, combined with huge amounts of money 

from fossil fuel interests (some fraction of which supports deliberate disinformation campaigns), 

skew the way that Republican members of Congress and GOP Presidential candidates vote and 

speak on the issue of climate change. Although a majority of Americans say they want the 

government to act on climate change (hoping, of course, that any such action won’t be 

expensive), structural problems make it almost impossible to pass new federal legislation to 

address the issue. 

http://www.commoncause.org/research-reports/silencing-science.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/koch-backed-network-aims-to-spend-nearly-1-billion-on-2016-elections/2015/01/26/77a44654-a513-11e4-a06b-9df2002b86a0_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/koch-backed-network-aims-to-spend-nearly-1-billion-on-2016-elections/2015/01/26/77a44654-a513-11e4-a06b-9df2002b86a0_story.html
http://thinkprogress.org/climate/2015/03/23/3637313/smithsonian-climate-change-koch/
http://mediamatters.org/research/2015/03/25/the-koch-brothers-campaign-against-epa-climate/203041
http://www.pewresearch.org/key-data-points/environment-energy-2/
http://www.pewresearch.org/key-data-points/environment-energy-2/
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Cover-up by Fossil Fuel Companies 
Posted September 21, 2015 

A post on this blog several weeks ago noted that greed was the likely reason why fossil fuel 

companies support pseudo-science that fosters doubt about the causes and serious implications of 

climate change. A recent report and investigation go further. They show that large fossil fuel 

companies have actively supported disinformation and propaganda campaigns, including 

fraudulent letters supposedly from the NAACP, the American Legion, the American Association 

of University Women, and other respected organizations, all aiming to weaken regulations 

related to emissions; and, in addition, funded phony “grassroots groups” to counter regulations. 

Yet since the 1970s the leaders of these same companies were aware that burning fossil fuels 

causes climate change because their own investigations (as well as research by independent 

scientists) reached those conclusions. The only sensible explanation for such mendacity aimed at 

deceiving policymakers and the public is greed. 

In 1995 an industry-sponsored group called the Global Climate Coalition concluded that “the 

impact of human emissions of greenhouse gases such as CO2 on climate is well established and 

cannot be denied.” The author was a chemical engineer and climate expert at Mobil. Earlier, in 

1977, Exxon’s managers learned from their internal experts that “there is general scientific 

agreement that the most likely manner in which mankind is influencing climate change is 

through carbon dioxide release from the burning of fossil fuels.” Exxon then commissioned 

millions of dollars of new scientific research, conducted by Exxon itself, which documented the 

growing problem of CO2 emissions. (This web page includes more information about the 

investigation of Exxon by Inside Climate News, as well as a short video from PBS’s Frontline.) 

Will it be possible to litigate and recover hundreds of billions of dollars in monetary damages 

from fossil fuel companies, similar to what happened decades ago when the tobacco companies 

were shown to have covered up the truth about the harm caused by smoking? That possibility 

seems remote, but perhaps will happen. 

Is the United States to Blame for Climate Change? Part 1. 
Posted September 28, 2015 

Having pondered in this blog why Republican politicians think about climate change as they 

do (often with their heads planted firmly in the sand), I wonder, too, about the United States as a 

whole. Most Americans believe climate change is real and say they want the government to do 

something about the problem. But they (actually we, since I am an American) often elect 

political leaders who disagree with this majority view, and Americans enjoy what the rest of the 

world would consider a luxury lifestyle, heavily based on burning fossil fuels. 

Is it fair to say that the United States bears the major responsibility for ongoing and excessive 

climate change, including any catastrophic outcomes? Should the U.S. be considered the villain 

of this time in human history? Or instead, is the failure to come to grips with climate change a 

reflection of flaws in the way that the whole human race thinks and acts? 

I find it easy to be of two minds about the question, and I think that will be a good way to 

consider the issue, by setting out two arguments, pro and con. In this first post I reflect on why a 

reasonable person might conclude that the U.S. is the villain, and in a subsequent post I will 

https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2015/09/03/greed-and-climate-change/
http://www.ucsusa.org/global-warming/fight-misinformation/climate-deception-dossiers-fossil-fuel-industry-memos#.VgBZg_ScKW4
http://insideclimatenews.org/news/15092015/Exxons-own-research-confirmed-fossil-fuels-role-in-global-warming
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2015/09/10/why-is-there-a-partisan-divide-on-climate-change/
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2015/09/10/why-is-there-a-partisan-divide-on-climate-change/
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explore an alternative point of view, that humanity as a whole bears the blame for climate 

change. Perhaps then I can reach a conclusion. 

In a sense the question of America’s culpability is theoretical, and may be more backward-

looking than forward-looking. But those who are deeply concerned about climate change 

probably wonder how homo sapiens got itself into such an awful situation, one that threatens 

human existence on our planet as few if any other crises do. Perhaps only nuclear war, or 

collision with a giant asteroid, or a hypothetical new era of massive worldwide volcanic activity 

are potential threats to humanity of the same magnitude as runaway climate change. 

The case that the United States is chiefly to blame for climate change is based on multiple 

perspectives, including: 

 The U.S. was responsible for more greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (27%) between 1850 
and 2011 than any other country. The entire European Union (with a bigger population than 

the U.S.) was only the second largest emitter (25%), with China a distant third (11%). Even 

looking only at more recent years, between 1990 and 2011 the U.S. was the largest emitter of 

GHG. 

 A few years ago the U.S. became the world’s biggest producer of oil (petroleum), with 

annual output that exceeds Saudi Arabia’s. 

 Except for Canada, which has a relatively small population, and a few other nations that 
produce large amounts of fossil fuel, like Saudi Arabia, the U.S. emits the greatest amount of 

GHG per person of any nation in the world. For example, the per capita rate in the U.S. is 

more than 2.5 times as large as in China—and much of China’s carbon pollution should 

actually be counted against other nations that use many of the goods China produces and 

exports. On average, Americans’ lifestyles are more carbon-polluting than almost everyone 

else’s. 

 American fossil fuel companies, such as Exxon, have funded disinformation campaigns for 
decades, aimed at undermining scientists’ findings and conclusions about climate change. 

These campaigns continue today, e.g. through support of the Heartland Institute. 

 American leadership on climate change is weak at best, and some would say it is severely 
crippled or absent. The American political system is gridlocked; in particular, Republican 

climate skeptics make it virtually impossible to pass new federal laws (or, in many cases, 

state laws) to combat climate change. 

 The United States has flip-flopped on international climate change agreements. Notably, the 

U.S. signed the Kyoto Protocol in 1998, under President Clinton, but then refused to ratify 

the treaty under President George W. Bush. Indeed, the Protocol was not even submitted to 

the Senate for ratification. Other nations have legitimate concerns whether or not the U.S. 

will follow through on promises that it makes to combat climate change. 

 Less developed nations, and thoughtful people everywhere, argue that principles of “climate 
justice” ought to guide the U.S. and other wealthy nations as they address climate change. 

For example, under a United Nations framework, developed nations pledged to contribute 

$100 billion per year by 2020 to help developing countries threatened by rising seas and 

other threats to mitigate climate change. But economist Jeffrey Sachs, director of the Earth 

Institute at Columbia University and special adviser to the Secretary of the U.N., says “the 

http://www.wri.org/blog/2014/11/6-graphs-explain-world%E2%80%99s-top-10-emitters
http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/statements/2015/jan/04/amy-klobuchar/klobuchar-says-us-worlds-no-1-oil-producer/
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[developed] countries have not been honest at all in mobilizing that funding. Second, if they 

had been honest, we’d see that it’s much too small to be decisive.” (Note: In comparison the 

world already spends trillions of dollars annually on energy financing.) It remains unclear 

that the countries historically responsible for GHG emissions are prepared to make sufficient 

sacrifices in order to help poor nations, or poor people everywhere; yet it is poor people who 

will especially bear the burdens of rising sea levels, global warming, droughts, and other 

climate-related threats. 

These perspectives show how much the United States has contributed to the problem of 

climate change and how inadequate the U.S. responses have been so far. Do they also show that 

the U.S. bears primary moral responsibility, i.e. blame, for climate change? 

Is the United States to Blame for Climate Change? Part 2. 
Posted October 1, 2015 

I presented an argument on this blog that the United States bears primary responsibility for 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and climate change. This post explores an alternative view, 

that responsibility for climate change is widely shared and therefore that the U.S. is no more to 

blame than other nations. The argument is based on these perspectives: 

 The industrial revolution, starting with the invention of the steam engine, began more than 
200 years ago. As a result, industrial practices, economic policies, livelihoods, and people’s 

material expectations changed around the world before climate change was a concern. For 

centuries, and up to the present, most nations have shared one of the same goals as the United 

States: raising the standard of living of citizens in part based on burning coal, oil, and other 

fossil fuels. 

 In recent decades, plenty of nations have had poor records related to combating climate 
change. E.g., Christiana Figueres, who leads the U.N. Framework on Climate Change, recalls 

that the Saudis were “brilliant” in past climate change negotiations. “They would throw a 

wrench in here and get out of that room … then appear over in this other room, in which it 

was a completely unrelated issue, throw a wrench in there.” She added, “I don’t blame them. 

It’s very understandable [because of their ongoing income from oil reserves].” In fact, until 

2015 virtually no leader in the Islamic world had called for action to combat climate change. 

As another example, Canada was part of the Kyoto Protocol but withdrew from the 

agreement effective in 2012. Also, a conservative government in Australia—the fourth 

largest coal-producing nation in the world—repealed its carbon tax in 2014, and then-Prime 

Minister Tony Abbott was said to be “in complete denial about climate change.” China has 

built about a thousand new coal-fired power plants—so many that “all of Europe’s 

[emissions] cuts were effectively cancelled out by a few months’ worth of emissions growth 

in China.” More examples could be provided. 

 There would almost surely be less progress combating climate change if President Obama 

and Secretary Kerry had not been working for many years with Chinese leaders and other 

governments to address the issue. Indeed, the U.S. has provided indispensable leadership on 

climate change for fifty years. E.g., MIT scientists were instrumental in producing the 1972 

study The Limits to Growth, which argued that humanity needed to change course to avoid 

disaster. Earlier, the U.S. President’s Science Advisory Committee warned about the dangers 

of excess carbon dioxide in 1965—the first report to a national government about climate 
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change. Former Vice President Al Gore won a Nobel Prize for his work on the problem, 

including his efforts in 1990 to establish a Global Marshall Fund to combat climate change, 

his 1992 book Earth in the Balance, and his 2006 film An Inconvenient Truth. Former NASA 

scientist James Hansen has been one of the most educated and outspoken voices on climate 

change since the late 1980s. 

 Current national pledges to reduce GHG emissions, made as a part of the U.N. framework 
process, represent long-awaited progress but are “not even close” to the level needed to keep 

global warming to a maximum of 2° C or less. Inadequate commitments to reduce emissions 

are not limited to any one nation. 

 The American economy (which provides about 22% of world economic output) is 

responsible for less GHG emission per dollar of output than the world average, and energy 

efficiency in the U.S. has increased since 1990. 

 American fossil fuel companies may have an awful history with respect to funding 
disinformation about combating climate change, but so do corporations based in other 

nations, such as British Petroleum and Royal Dutch Shell. A German company, Volkswagen, 

recently admitted to blatantly lying about equipment supposedly installed to reduce pollution 

in 11 million diesel cars. Many huge corporations spread disinformation, not only American 

companies. 

 Naomi Klein, a fierce critic of unfettered capitalism and of fossil fuel companies, has written 
extensively on climate change, and in This Changes Everything she concludes that “humans 

have behaved in this shortsighted way [about climate change] not only under capitalist 

systems, but under systems that called themselves socialist as well”—and also in monarchies, 

as noted in a bullet above—and that “[climate change] is not a problem that can be blamed 

on the political right or on the United States.” She believes instead that responsibility for 

climate change is widely shared by many cultures and nations around the world. 

These and other perspectives indicate that a reluctance to acknowledge the grave threat of 

climate change, as well as most nations’ slow progress to combat it, are widespread phenomena. 

Finding a villain or scapegoat may be satisfying; however, in this situation there seem to be too 

many responsible parties to single out only one. 

Is the United States to Blame for Climate Change? Part 3. 
Posted October 5, 2015 

Considering arguments pro and con about whether to blame the United States for climate 

change (see Parts 1 and 2) my conclusion is that blame—responsibility, if you prefer—deserves 

to be widely shared. Climate change seems an example of what a classic Pogo cartoon by Walt 

Kelly claimed almost a half-century ago about pollution of the natural environment: “We have 

met the enemy, and he is us.” That cartoon was also a poster for Earth Day 1971, shown below 

(and licensed via Wikipedia). 

http://www.nytimes.com/1990/05/03/world/world-s-legislators-urge-marshall-plan-for-the-environment.html
https://www.climateinteractive.org/tools/scoreboard/
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One can easily appreciate the reasons why the world has harnessed fossil fuels, including 

moving billions of people out of abject poverty, thereby cutting world poverty rates by more than 

half in recent years. In just one or two generations China (whose GHG emissions now exceed 

those of the U.S.), India, and other less developed countries raised the standard of living of vast 

numbers of people, in part through burning fossil fuels. But despite 50 years of warnings, the 

nations of the world and most individuals have responded slowly, or not at all, to the threats 

posed by greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from fossil fuels. 

Technologies are always double-edged swords, providing benefits while also causing or 

exacerbating problems. The industrial revolution saved lives and increased standards of living—

and also contributed to exponential population growth, the consumer society, and excess GHG 

emissions. (Similarly, computers and the internet have resulted in many benefits to the world yet 

also lead to concerns about hacking on a giant scale, erosion of personal privacy, cyber warfare, 
job loss, and more.) 

In this context, one notes that the United States is a leading technology innovator. Many 

American icons, such as Thomas Edison, Henry Ford, the Wright Brothers, Albert Einstein, and 

Steve Jobs, are known for their innovative ideas, products and discoveries, most of which rely on 

energy in one way or another. Around the world, people have adopted countless American 

technological inventions and devices, and many aspire to American lifestyles. With respect to 

responsibility for climate change, the U.S. may be a technology and a lifestyle leader, but dozens 

of nations are eager followers. 

Ever since Alexis de Tocqueville wrote Democracy in America in 1835, thoughtful observers 

have written about the “exceptionalism” of the United States, sometimes as praiseworthy and 

http://www.gatesfoundation.org/Who-We-Are/Resources-and-Media/Annual-Letters-List
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sometimes in disbelief (e.g., the amazement of most people outside the U.S. about the lack of 

adequate gun control in America). Many people wish to do away with “incurable American 

excess,” as New York Times columnist Roger Cohen recently wrote, meaning guns, obesity, 

luxury lifestyles, large per-capita GHG emissions, and more. But Cohen concludes, as others 

have, that “America’s virtues—its creative churn, vitality, and energy,” and its innovative spirit, 

are inextricably linked to its vices. 

The same appears to be true of the world’s use of fossil fuels. Many nations have focused too 

much on the virtues (real and apparent) of abundant, inexpensive energy, and not enough on the 

problems caused by burning fossil fuels (some of which, like coal mine deaths, and polluted air, 

have been tolerated in many places for more than a century). For a long time the world has 

embraced the tangled combination of virtue and vice in using fossil fuels, now including growing 

awareness of excess GHG emissions. In this matter the U.S. is not as exceptional as one wishes it 

were. 

Why is the World Combating Climate Change So Slowly?  
Posted October 7, 2015 

I do not believe the United States is primarily responsible for the world’s slow response to 

climate change, but I am angry nonetheless at individuals, news media, and other organizations 

in the U.S. that have intentionally or carelessly supported disinformation campaigns. I am 

appalled that so many Republican candidates for President seem willfully ignorant and childish 

about climate change (and many other issues). It seems a shame that the United States has not 

played an even more significant leadership role than it has, say by investing more heavily in 

renewable energy, or by placing a carbon tax on gasoline and other fuels decades ago. 

Who or what is mainly responsible for slowing the world down? After all, humanity has 

acquired far more scientific knowledge and technological capacity than ever in history. Why, 

then, has the world moved so slowly to replace old technologies based on burning fossil fuels 

with safer and more sustainable technologies? 

Answers include personal and corporate greed, lack of imagination (e.g., believing the 

transition will be impossible or too expensive), and the tragedy of the commons, meaning that 

individuals, corporations, or nations perceive that their self-interests are not aligned with the 

interests of all. Although this list might be extended, just two reasons for the world’s slow 

response to climate change seem paramount. 

First, research published during the past 50 years, and discussed often on this blog, 

documents the many ways in which human minds can become biased and reach erroneous 

conclusions—about economics, government, race and ethnicity, probability, and a nearly endless 

number of other topics, including climate change. It is easy to believe that psychology 

researchers are talking only about someone else’s biased mind, or that the problem of flawed 

thinking is restricted to evil and stupid people. But that is not the case; everyone, even an expert, 

is more prone to errors in thinking than one would wish. 

In discussing climate change I saw how common it is for many intelligent, accomplished 

people to make errors in thinking. One friend, a university scientist, told me, “that’s a problem 

for our children”—but experts and President Obama say that if we don’t deal with the problem 

soon our children won’t be able to act in time. Other smart people have been much too skeptical 

about the reality of climate change, and its imminent threat, in the face of near unanimity among 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/07/opinion/roger-cohen-incurable-american-excess.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tragedy_of_the_commons


42 

 

the world’s climate scientists—apparently not wondering how unlikely it would be for hundreds 

of experts to be wrong in issuing warnings that are based on decades of research  and that are 

vetted by governments around the world. Too many people I talk with demonstrate a lack of 

curiosity about the issue, despite alarming headlines. In contrast, an educated friend who is well 

connected around the world told me she finds climate change terrifying—but does not want to 

discuss it with friends or family and, like many people, has not acted on what she believes (a sure 

recipe for no progress, if everyone adopted the same attitude). A state legislator accepts that 

climate change is happening but focuses his energy primarily on reducing the price of electricity 

rather than on reducing GHG emissions, not willing to see renewable energy as essential, or that 

total electricity costs ought to include not only consumer prices but also the immense damage 

done by GHG emissions. 

The second big reason the world has acted slowly is related to culture. The prevailing world 

view today is far different than in ancient Rome, or medieval Europe, or among primitive tribes 

(now mostly a part of history). In the main, people today have different views than people in the 

past about science, religion, morality, government, humans’ place in the universe, world 

interdependence, gender roles, etc. 

Modern culture has achieved many remarkable things, but at the same time seems prone to 

certain particular errors in thinking more than did past cultures—which, of course, had their own 

blind spots, ones that we are glad to have left behind. This is a main argument that Oreskes and 

Conway make in The Collapse of Western Civilization, where they focus on some modern 

cultural beliefs—such as the virtues of the corporate free market, and the sacrosanct 95% 

confidence interval in science—as significant barriers that help explain why humanity is not 

coming to grips with climate change more rapidly. 

To reiterate, humans’ prevailing thinking has changed over thousands of years (adopting a 

scientific world view; or the growing acceptance of democratic governance; or expecting 

standards of living in the world to grow without limit, which would have been an alien idea for 

most of human history). In trying to understand why it has been difficult for the world to combat 

climate change, the most useful explanation I find is to point to well-documented biases in the 

way human beings think, and presumably always have thought throughout history, combined 

with certain inadequate or erroneous beliefs prevalent especially in the modern world. 

Individual and cultural blinders, operating separately and together, have made it surprisingly 

difficult for large numbers of people to clearly see, understand, and then act to mitigate the 

dangers of climate change. There are numerous of these blinders, and by definition for many 

people they are not visible, making the task of moving quickly to combat climate change 

exceptionally challenging. In short, and to repeat an idea from the last post, the problem is: “We 

have met the enemy and he is us,” as in Walt Kelly’s 1971 Pogo cartoon. 

Climate Change Education  
Posted October 13, 2015 

The driving question for this blog has been: How can we encourage more people to think 

clearly about climate change? This post focuses on educational materials for varied audiences, 

adding to the resources discussed in earlier posts. The examples below illustrate the diverse 

range of material available designed to help people learn about climate change. Notably, the first 
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item draws heavily on the type of psychological and communications-related research about 

climate change that has often been highlighted on this blog. 

The National Network for Ocean and Climate Change Interpretation (NNOCCI) is a 

collaboration of zoos and aquaria in the U.S., like the New England Aquarium, many of which 

provide the public with information about climate change. Together with the Frameworks 

Institute, financially supported by the National Science Foundation, and based on extensive 

research, NNOCCI developed a 12-module, values-based, self-guided online course focusing on 

how to provide information about climate change in a form that is understandable to the public 

and that avoids traps limiting the usefulness of the information. NNOCCI says, as an example, 

that focusing too much attention on dangers caused by climate change (“the crisis trap”) may 

garner people’s temporary attention but can often lead to a feeling that nothing can be done; and, 

that the “do one thing to combat climate change” approach is inadequate because it does not help 

people understand the importance of more comprehensive strategies based on community-wide 

actions. The course is available free online at Frameworks Academy and focuses especially, but 

not exclusively, on climate change and the oceans, using the metaphor of the ocean as “climate’s 

heart.” NNOCCI suggests spending 45 minutes on each of the 12 video and print modules; 

however, you can quickly sample modules in the course to see whether it fits your needs. 

There are many “massive open online courses” (MOOCs) related to climate change aimed at 

adults and college students (see https://www.mooc-list.com/tags/climate-change). Most are free 

of charge. I enrolled in Climate Change in Four Dimensions last year, an outstanding college-

level course then offered by U.C. San Diego and the Scripps Institution of Oceanography 

through Coursera (which still offers related courses). The four dimensions in the title are science, 

policy, international relations, and psychology/communication. Lectures and many other 

resources from the course are still available online via YouTube, including presentations by 

Professor Naomi Oreskes, lead author of the books Merchants of Doubt and The Collapse of 

Western Civilization. 

The science education standards developed collaboratively by dozens of states, called the 

Next Generation Science Standards, identify climate change as a topic that should be taught to all 

elementary and secondary school students. One website that curates climate change resources for 

use in schools and provides links to many of them is http://www.climatechangeeducation.org/. 

NASA also maintains a useful website about climate change, including resources for “climate 

kids.” The National Science Teachers Association (NSTA) and the National Earth Science 

Teachers Association (NESTA) also offer useful resources, some for teachers and others for 

students. 

Nonprofit groups across the country create slide shows and provide briefings aimed at state 

and local policymakers. These materials often focus on particular pieces of legislation related to 

climate change, such as proposed laws intended to increase use of renewable energy sources. 

There must be high quality briefing materials for national policymakers, such as members of 

Congress, but I cannot point to any. International organizations also develop educational 

materials for policymakers, such as a recent two-part IMF seminar on new opportunities to 

combat climate change that the IMF says are now possible in light of historically low oil prices. 

I sometimes wonder why one does not see more spots or ads about climate change on 

television or in print, along the lines of public service announcements. I suppose that the answer 
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is that a national media campaign focused on climate change would be very expensive and that 

no individual, foundation or organization has chosen to fund such a campaign. 

Humanity’s Plan B 
Posted November 13, 2015 

Humans are born explorers. It took only 10,000 years for our early ancestors who had already 

crossed from Asia to the Arctic to explore and settle lands stretching nearly to the southern tip of 

South America. From humans’ early origins in Africa and the Near East, and using primitive 

technologies, mankind populated virtually the entire world. 

Starting in the 1960s the human race began exploring space. Two dozen people have been to 

the Moon and back, and hundreds have lived on the International Space Station. According to the 

Augustine Commission, which reported to NASA and the White House in 2009: “the ultimate 

goal of human exploration is to chart a path for human expansion into the solar system.” Sending 

humans to Mars in the decade of the 2030s—only 20 years from now—is part of NASA’s plans. 

Exploring the solar system is risky—but so was sailing from Europe to America on the tiny 

Mayflower. Some of the colonists headed for the New World perished during or soon after the 

journey. Taking risks, like exploration, is part of human nature. 

Planning and problem-solving are also part of being human. The Martian, a novel by Andy 

Weir and now a movie starring Matt Damon, shows how human ingenuity and perseverance 

overcomes potentially fatal problems as American astronauts explore Mars. Although The 

Martian is fiction, humans are, in fact, likely to take the risk of traveling to Mars. 

Can humans do more than visit Mars? NASA is already considering how astronauts could use 

Mars’s natural resources to build, as illustrated in this quote from a NASA web page: “We must 

find ways to make what we need once we are at our destination. For example, the soil on Mars 

could be used to make modular structural building blocks to make shelters, landing pads and 

other useful structures.” For decades, scientists and writers have also been wondering whether it 

would be possible to use various resources to transform Mars into a warmer planet with a 

thicker, more breathable atmosphere, a process known as terraforming. 

Recent discoveries of liquid water on Mars make colonizing Mars a more attractive prospect, 

and we already know that there is water on the Moon, a possible way-station for flights to Mars. 

Given time, money, and willpower, it may be feasible to create Martian settlements. Robert 

Zubrin, an influential scientist and engineer who in the late 1990s described feasible ways to 

send people to Mars, wrote an interesting article called The Case for Colonizing Mars. 

Settling Mars would be a huge step for humanity, and it is a goal that could foster 

cooperation across the Earth, as the International Space Station has. Contrary to what many 

believe, the space program is not a large part of America’s budget (it is less than 0.5% of federal 

expenditures). 

Going to Mars was a compelling idea before climate change was identified as a significant 

issue. Now, as an additional factor—beyond humanity’s natural curiosity, drive to explore, and 

innate capability to plan and solve problems—settling people on Mars can be viewed as a 

prudent insurance policy. Colonizing Mars could be Plan B in case our Plan A fails—that is, if 

the world acts too slowly and climate change is so severe that it makes Earth uninhabitable for 

humans. 
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To be clear, many thousands of people are working on the transition of Earth’s economies 

from fossil fuels to renewable energy so humanity avoids the worst effects of climate change. 

That is obviously an effort more governments should support, and more vigorously. We can hope 

that the pending Paris climate talks will lead to a breakthrough agreement—but even so, 

reducing greenhouse gas emissions will be a matter of performance, not paper promises. In any 

event, it is still important to invest in Plan B. 

For the first time in history evolution of the human species lies consciously in the hands of 

the world’s decision makers—and not merely because scientists are able to engineer the human 

genome. Moving off of our home planet, Earth, will be a major step in the evolution of our 

species, but it is a step that will not happen by accident or due to a chance genetic mutation. 

Because of climate change, mankind’s future on this world and on Mars must be viewed as 

possibilities rather than certainties. In both cases the human race must make decisions soon. 

What Do You See in the Paris Climate Agreement? 
Posted December 15, 2015 

A few days ago nearly every nation in the world agreed on a plan to reduce carbon emissions. 

The result is a kind of Rorschach test for citizens. The written agreement is certainly more than 

an ink blot but it is less than a treaty (which the American Congress would almost surely not 

approve), and it raises for each of us the question: What do you see? 

President Obama said, “This agreement sends a powerful signal that the world is fully 

committed to a low-carbon future. We’ve shown that the world has both the will and the ability 

to take on this challenge.” 

The New York Times summarizes its view this way: “the Paris agreement will need strong 

follow-up,” noting that “the cheering and the high-fiving have died down. Now comes the hard 

part.” In other words, nations must first follow through on their pledges (technically “intended 

nationally determined contributions”), and then do much more. Editors at the Times understand 

that if nations do only what they have pledged to do, scientists estimate that global temperatures 

will rise about 3.5° C, or 6.3° F, over pre-industrial levels, much more than the 2° C that the 

world has already agreed should be the maximum allowable global warming. Yet we know that 

warming of less than 1° C has led to the loss of half of Earth’s polar ice cap (and more warming 

is inevitable due to past emissions). 

Climate scientist James Hansen, who warned Congress and the nation about climate change 

more than a quarter-century ago, has called the Paris talks “a total fraud.” In an interview from 

Paris, Hansen warned, “we’re not going to reduce emissions as long as we let fossil fuels be the 

cheapest form of energy. There are lots of countries that want to lift their people out of poverty. 

And of course, they should do that. But everybody would be better off if the price of fossil fuels 

was honest. It should include its cost to society.” 

The Paris agreement included a kind of stretch goal, stating that the parties hope to limit 

warming to only 1.5° C. Climate activist Bill McKibben wrote that meeting the 1.5° C goal 

“would require breakneck action of a kind most nations aren’t really contemplating. At this point 

we’d need to leave almost all remaining coal and much of the oil and gas in the ground and put 

the world’s industries to work on an emergency basis building solar panels and windmills.” 

Replacing the world’s billion-plus automobiles with electric cars in just a few decades is an 

example of the enormous and expensive effort that would be required. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/13/world/europe/climate-change-accord-paris.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/15/opinion/the-paris-climate-pact-will-need-strong-follow-up.html
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/dec/12/james-hansen-climate-change-paris-talks-fraud
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/14/opinion/falling-short-on-climate-in-paris.html
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Meanwhile, Republican presidential candidates in the U.S., most of whom are skeptics about 

global warming, have barely mentioned the climate deal. And the Obama Administration’s EPA 

plan to reduce emissions from coal-fired power plants is being attacked by at least 24 states, 

which have filed lawsuits to block it. 

In a Psychology Today interview forty years ago, Idries Shah, the leading exponent of Sufism 

in the west and a founding member of the Club of Rome, was quoted saying, “This is a 

civilization that is going down, not because it hasn’t got the knowledge that would save it, but 

because nobody will use the knowledge.” 

What do you see? In the historic Paris agreement do you see evidence that the world will, in 

fact, use its abundant knowledge in order to avoid truly catastrophic climate change? 

When to Stop Writing 
Posted December 16, 2015 

The primary reason that I have been writing this blog has been as a stimulus for and record of 

my own education. In 18 months of research and thinking about psychology and climate change I 

have learned a great deal. I hope that some readers also have found the blog useful. 

Although the subject seems inexhaustible, at some point there will be a good moment to 

bring the blog to an end. With the Paris agreement now in the rear-view mirror, this might be 

such a moment. However, as a volunteer actively helping to lobby the Massachusetts legislature 

to enact forward-looking green energy legislation, I may want to write more about that particular 

topic before the current legislative session ends next summer. Will the Massachusetts legislature 

react positively to the Paris climate agreement by passing laws to increase the supply of 

renewable energy (especially wind and solar) in the state? The state has an opportunity to 

become the American home to offshore wind companies, including the world’s largest wind 

turbine company (Dong Energy, a Danish company), and to help jump-start offshore wind 

development in the U.S., which lags far behind Europe in that area. But it is too soon to be 

confident what our legislature will do. Our state Senate is generally forward-looking about 

climate change and energy, while the House is more of a mixed bag. For example, one state 

representative with whom I spoke at length is clearly much more concerned about keeping the 

price of electricity as low as possible than he is in addressing climate change. 

In anticipation of my final blog post, whenever that may be, I am adding to the blog an 

Adobe Acrobat document that includes all of the posts to date—more than three dozen—in 

chronological order. For those who may be interested in reviewing the blog in its entirety, it will 

be easier to read a single document than to scroll through the entries online. I will keep that 

document updated if and when I make any additional posts. It can be found in the “About” 

section of this blog: https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/about/  

Teaching about Climate Change 
Posted February 18, 2016 

Teaching climate change in schools, especially in the current highly politicized culture, is a 

challenge. Two new studies were described recently in The New York Times and they add to the 

stack of information about psychology and climate change. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/12/14/us/politics/republicans-on-campaign-trail-largely-ignore-the-climate-deal.html
http://ecowatch.com/2015/10/24/clean-power-plan-lawsuits/
http://www.idriesshahfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/Psychology-Today.pdf
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/about/
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One of the newspaper headlines was: Science Teachers’ Grasp of Climate Change Found 

Lacking. The Times article said that teachers’ “insufficient grasp of the subject,” combined with 

political factors, “may hinder effective teaching,” which seems to be an understatement. 

Remarkably, across all science disciplines, and including both middle schools and high schools, 

science teachers spent on average only one or two hours per year on climate change. 

The original study on which the article was based, Climate Confusion among U.S. Teachers, 

was published in Science magazine. Based on a survey of 1,500 science teachers, the authors 

found that more than 30 percent of science teachers “report sending explicitly contradictory 

messages, emphasizing both the scientific consensus that recent global warming is due to human 

activity and that many scientists believe recent increases in global temperature are due to natural 

causes.” However, we know that the latter statement is incorrect; scientists overwhelmingly 

believe human activity alone is causing climate change. 

When science teachers in the study were asked “what proportion of climate scientists think 

that global warming is caused mostly by human activities,” less than one-third of those teaching 

in middle schools and fewer than half the high school science teachers selected the correct 

answer, namely 81-100 percent. Obviously, there is a much work to be done to improve science 

teachers’ understanding of, and their instruction about, climate change. 

But changing teachers’ or others’ opinions about what experts believe is not as easy as one 

might wish. A day after the Times published the article described above, the paper ran another 

article called Why People Are Confused about What Experts Really Think. The article, written 

by a university psychology professor who conducted experiments and published the results in a 

scientific journal, reported that simply “hearing from experts on both sides of an issue distorts 

our perception of consensus—even when we have all the information we need to correct that 

misperception.” Respondents in the experiments could remember the extent of consensus on an 

issue if that was all the information they were given. But if they were also given two opinions, 

one from an expert on each side of the issue, they had a harder time correctly identifying the 

percentages of experts who agreed or disagreed. “In other words,” the author writes, “being 

exposed to the conflicting comments made it more difficult for participants to distinguish the 

issues most experts agreed on (such as carbon tax) from those for which there was substantial 

disagreement (such as minimum wage).” Subjects perceive a “false balance” of expert opinions 

when they are given examples of the two opposing views. 

These studies, and others, show that schools have a long way to go before most students 

receive an adequate classroom education about climate change. Of course, thousands of science 

teachers do a good job, and in fairness, neither school administrators nor politicians nor the 

public have been advocating loudly enough for more and better education about climate change. 

An added problem is that most science teachers had little exposure to the topic when they were 

in school. 

One piece of good news, as noted before in this blog, is that the Next Generation Science 

Standards (available since 2013 for states and school districts to adopt if they wish, and adopted 

so far by 15 states) do emphasize climate change as an important topic for study in schools. Also, 

many high-quality instructional materials are available to teachers. 

(Note: For those interested in reviewing this blog in its entirety, it is available as a single 

document in the “About” section of this blog.) 

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/12/science/science-teachers-grasp-of-climate-change-is-found-lacking.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/12/science/science-teachers-grasp-of-climate-change-is-found-lacking.html
http://science.sciencemag.org/content/351/6274/664
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/02/14/opinion/sunday/why-people-are-confused-about-what-experts-really-think.html
http://www.nextgenscience.org/
http://www.nextgenscience.org/
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/about/
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Climate Psychology and the Massachusetts Legislature 
Posted March 26, 2016 

When one is faced with designing a museum exhibit about climate change, a video for the 

public, or some other product it is vital to understand the audience. Discussions of psychology 

and climate change become eminently practical. That is also true when one tries to influence 

policymakers. Then one wants to know: how do they think? 

Many people and groups concerned about increasing the supply of renewable energy are 

facing that question as they work with the Massachusetts legislature. The legislature is likely to 

produce a comprehensive energy bill soon, bring it to a vote before the end of July, and send it to 

Governor Baker, a so-called moderate Republican, for his signature. 

It has been many years since the state legislature passed landmark, forward-thinking 

legislation, such as the Global Warming Solutions Act (2008). Legislators are now faced with 

important decisions about investing in solar energy and offshore wind, importing more 

hydropower from Canada, increasing energy efficiency in homes and businesses, putting a price 

on carbon across all sectors (e.g., transportation as well as electricity), and more. New England 

already has a Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI) that has saved consumers billions of 

dollars and reduced emissions. Yet far more needs to be done if Massachusetts and New England 

intend to meet goals that, should they be implemented worldwide, have a chance of limiting 

global warming to 2° C. 

A key policy in this state, and many other states, is called the Renewable Portfolio Standard, 

or RPS. The RPS requires electricity providers to generate a particular percentage of electricity 

from solar power, wind, or other “Class I” renewable sources. The percentage increases by 1% 

annually under current law. Mass Energy, the Sierra Club, and other organizations want the 

legislature to increase that annual increment to 2%, which would mean that by 2050 at least 80% 

of the state’s electricity would come from renewable sources, compared to 12% now. This is 

feasible, partly because New England has vast offshore wind resources available for energy 

generation. 

Legislators have a limited appetite to act on big challenges, whether about health care, the 

environment, or other issues. Communicating clearly with them about the RPS is vital. 

Essentially, if fossil fuel prices remain as low as they are the only path to assure that the state’s 

electricity system is fueled predominantly by renewable sources is by mandating that goal in law. 

Lobbyists for the politically powerful electricity providers, pipeline builders, and other interests 

push back. Many policymakers don’t understand complex details of energy and climate, and may 

also believe that they are doing “enough” for climate change if they legislate on only a few 

pieces of the puzzle. 

Governor Baker apparently falls into that category, and he has focused most of his energy on 

importing more Canadian hydropower. The Governor also wants electricity providers to build 

new natural gas pipelines to and within Massachusetts—but several reputable studies show the 

state does not need new pipelines. Moreover, if new pipelines are built and used then natural gas 

is likely to remain a very large part of the electricity generation infrastructure in the state for 

decades, squeezing out the growth of renewable sources. 

Almost all policymakers in the state say they are concerned about climate change. That is not 

enough. As James Hansen said about the Paris climate agreement, “We’re not going to reduce 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Regional_Greenhouse_Gas_Initiative
http://www.mass.gov/eea/energy-utilities-clean-tech/renewable-energy/rps-aps/
http://blog.massenergy.org/blog/increased-gas-pipeline-capacity-not-needed
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/dec/12/james-hansen-climate-change-paris-talks-fraud
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emissions as long as we let fossil fuels be the cheapest form of energy”—or unless, I would add, 

policymakers mandate, via the RPS or other means, that providers steadily use more renewable 

energy. 

How does one persuade “reasonable” policymakers (not climate change deniers) to make the 

RPS a priority? Many seem to be more concerned about keeping the price of electricity as low as 

possible and yet say that they favor combating climate change. Those two perspectives are not 

compatible, and “reasonable” policymakers as well as their constituents will be affected as much 

by climate change as everyone else.  

(Note: For those interested in reviewing this blog in its entirety, it is available as a single 

document in the “About” section.) 

Hope and Springtime in Massachusetts 
Posted April 27, 2016 

Massachusetts is fortunate to be home to many high quality environmental leaders and 

groups that help move the state in the right directions regarding climate change. In this context, 

the legislature is expected to create and vote on a comprehensive energy bill soon. What exactly 

will be in the bill and whether it will become law are unknowns. However, some recent 

developments encourage hope that the bill may be good, and might even be excellent. 

For one thing, last week 97 of 160 State Representatives signed and delivered a letter to the 

Speaker of the House, Robert DeLeo, urging him to “omit any public support for gas pipeline 

expansion from omnibus energy legislation.” Pressure from power companies and other interests 

has been building to allow Massachusetts electricity providers to tack $5 to $8 billion onto 

ratepayer bills to finance new natural gas pipelines, despite the fact that reputable studies have 

found that the state does not need new pipelines. The fact that more than 60 percent of House 

members are clearly saying ‘no’ to funding new pipelines is a victory for everyone concerned 

about reducing carbon emissions resulting from the state’s use of electricity. 

Days later, Kinder Morgan, the company that had been proposing to build the biggest new 

gas pipeline (called Northeast Direct, or NED), announced that they were suspending work on 

that project, ostensibly for lack of interest from potential customers. It is hard not to draw a 

straight line between the letter to Speaker DeLeo and the announcement by Kinder Morgan. In 

any event, whatever the cause of the company’s change of heart, it is welcome news. 

But, as Yogi Berra said, it’s not over until it’s over. There are still many uncertainties about 

what will be accomplished during this legislative session. For one thing, Speaker DeLeo is 

reported to have “an aversion to conflict, and a cautious, go-slow approach to the business of 

law-making.” Yet bold action is needed, not caution; in fact, bold action 40 years ago would 

have been better. And through the years, power has apparently become more centralized in the 

House. “The reality is,” said one Representative, “the House leaders are making laws in the 

Commonwealth. The members are more spectators than participants.” Therefore much about the 

pending energy bill hinges on Speaker DeLeo. 

As they wait for details to emerge about the energy bill, many environmental advocates are 

concerned that doubling the Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS) is not a prominent issue, 

especially for typical voters, and thus might be overlooked in whatever legislation emerges. That 

would be a shame and would represent a major missed opportunity. 

https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/about/
http://stevekulik.org/n/20/97-House-Members-Oppose-Ratepayers-Financing-Natural-Gas-Pipelines
http://www.mass.gov/ago/news-and-updates/press-releases/2015/2015-11-18-electric-reliability-study.html
http://www.bizjournals.com/boston/blog/mass_roundup/2016/04/kinder-morgan-suspends-work-spending-on-pipeline.html
http://commonwealthmagazine.org/politics/the-paradox-of-robert-deleo/
http://commonwealthmagazine.org/politics/the-paradox-of-robert-deleo/
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Spring is the season of hope. The community concerned about climate change has not 

stopped working, lobbying, or being realistic—but it remains hopeful. 

(Note: For those interested in reviewing this blog in its entirety, it is available as a single 

document in the “About” section of the blog.) 

Climate Change and Eighth Grade Algebra 
Posted May 26, 2016 

One notable feature of today’s industrialized societies is a commitment to science: an 

organized set of investigations designed to understand the world. Innumerable benefits have 

resulted from a commitment to science, including much of modern medicine. Yet there are times 

one wonders whether the same society that has invested so much in building knowledge is 

serious about absorbing and applying it. The case of eighth grade algebra is one example of our 

society “knowing” but not acting on what it knows. 

As way of background, the National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) manages 

the peer-reviewed Journal for Research in Mathematics Education (JRME), which has been 

published for nearly 50 years. During that time scholarly research has informed much of 

NCTM’s work, for example the efforts that NCTM began in the 1980s to develop and 

disseminate national mathematics education standards. 

In 2008, based on research studies and on the experience of tens of thousands of mathematics 

teachers, NCTM published a position statement, Algebra: What, When, and for Whom. At a time 

when “raising standards for all students” was a powerful philosophy in education policy circles, 

NCTM wrote: 

Only when students exhibit demonstrable success with prerequisite skills—not at a 

prescribed grade level—should they focus explicitly and extensively on algebra, whether in a 

course titled Algebra 1 or within an integrated mathematics curriculum. Exposing students to 

such coursework before they are ready often leads to frustration, failure, and negative 

attitudes toward mathematics and learning. 

NCTM was trying to bring greater sanity to mathematics education policies. You might think 

that having students “demonstrate success with prerequisite skills” before enrolling in algebra 

would be an obvious policy—but if so, you would be wrong. The state of California, as one 

example, placed so much pressure on school districts to move algebra into the eighth grade that 

by 2008 “the proportion of California eighth graders enrolled in Algebra more than tripled [from 

just nine years earlier], from 16% to 51%.” 

Even if they chose not to consult NCTM, California policymakers could easily have noticed 

an article in the Los Angeles Times, “A formula for failure in L.A. schools,” reporting that in 

2004 fully 44% of students taking algebra in the city flunked, and another 17% received Ds. 

Evidently taking algebra was a disaster for L.A. students even before larger numbers of them 

were pushed to enroll in the course in eighth grade, ready or not. Shouldn’t policymakers have 

been aware of the failure rate of algebra students when a major newspaper reported on it (or 

earlier), and acted on that knowledge before the California State Board of Education mandated in 

2008 that all students enroll in algebra by eighth grade? 

Now, years later—accumulating research knowledge is slow work—education researchers 

have proved the obvious, that enrolling eighth graders willy-nilly in algebra is a bad idea. One 

https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/about/
http://www.latimes.com/local/la-me-dropout30jan30-story.html
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recent study in California concluded “enrolling more [middle school] students in advanced math 

courses [notably algebra] has negative consequences for mathematics achievement.” Another 

study, based in North Carolina, concluded that students affected by accelerating enrollment in 

algebra “scored significantly lower on end-of-course tests in Algebra I, and were either no more 

likely or significantly less likely to pass standard follow-up courses, Geometry and Algebra II, 

on a college-preparatory timetable.” 

Didn’t education policymakers have sufficient information, such as reported in the news 

article, as well as research and practical knowledge that NCTM drew upon, to reach a sensible 

conclusion about algebra requirements years earlier than publication of these two recent research 

papers? 

Society often says that it wants to base policy on sound knowledge, including well conducted 

research. In fact, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 mandated that federal money spent on 

school programs be supported by “scientifically-based research.” However, that was a terrible 

idea because the research base in education is surprisingly thin, research has very little to say 

about what is worth teaching, and reality often falls far short of good intentions. 

The case of mandating eighth grade algebra was based on ivory tower theories and wishful 

thinking more than it was based on knowledge or research. At times the missteps involving 

education research have been even more shocking such as when, despite mandates of No Child 

Left Behind, the Bush Administration supported “abstinence education” in schools although 

available research showed that it was not effective. 

Generalizing, one conclusion is that ignoring well conducted research, as well as ignoring 

common sense, happens more frequently than one might wish. Even in medicine, which is 

especially driven by scientific research, a 2003 study found that Medicare patients with well-

known illnesses had less than a 75% chance of receiving an appropriate and proven treatment 

that their medical condition called for. 

Clearly, then, ignoring important scientific findings, as well as ignoring common sense, is 

not unique in the case of climate change. (Why are sea levels rising if the oceans are not 

substantially warming and expanding? That’s an example of common sense thinking.) 

However, the stakes are so high for climate change that the world’s governments should have 

been paying closer attention decades ago, and acted more quickly. Yet in the United States we 

have the head-spinning spectacle that all the Republican candidates for the Presidential 

nomination were either ignorant of what climate science research has found or were in denial 

about the conclusions. One influential Republican Senator, Jim Inhofe of Oklahoma, even 

brought a snowball to the floor of the Senate last year, in an effort to show that scientists are 

wrong about climate change. It seems virtually impossible to have a thoughtful conversation 

about science and the search for truth with anyone who thinks and behaves like that. 

Psychology helps us understand why people can be so obtuse, even in an age of science. 

(Note: For those interested in reviewing this blog in its entirety, it is available as a single 

document in the “About” section of this blog.) 

http://epa.sagepub.com/content/37/3/275.abstract
http://www.nber.org/papers/w18161
http://www.nber.org/papers/w18161
http://jama.jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?articleid=195799
http://ecowatch.com/2015/02/26/inhofe-throws-snowball-climate-change/
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/about/
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Massachusetts’ Energy Bill, Psychology and The Perils of Pauline 
Posted June 26, 2016 

About a century ago a serial called The Perils of Pauline introduced movie-goers to such 

images as a heroine tied to the railroad tracks while a train rushed toward her. Would she be 

found in time and saved? 

Massachusetts’ pending “comprehensive energy bill” might be safer than Pauline, but one 

cannot be sure. Only time will tell how this story comes out, and the legislature wraps up its 

work a month from now. 

As the House and Senate do their work on the bill a great deal is at stake, including whether 

or not Massachusetts will guarantee the beginning of a robust offshore wind industry for the 

United States. Yet even an assiduous reader of The Boston Globe would be hard-pressed to know 

much about the energy bill. On the one hand, a recent Globe editorial urged that the pending 

energy bill (which is not in its final form) be among about a dozen bills that ought to be passed 

into law; but the editorial devoted only a few words to a description. On the other hand, another 

recent article in the Globe tells readers that the powerful Speaker of the House, Robert DeLeo, 

“reassured” business leaders that the energy bill “will curb the high costs” of electricity in the 

state—a statement that is not reassuring to anyone deeply concerned about climate change. 

(Fossil fuels are cheap; it costs money to combat climate change by replacing fossil fuels with 

renewable energy.) 

The Paris climate agreement, which was signed about six months ago, was front page news 

for a while. Yet people are so people-ish (as my father used to say), and their memories are short. 

Now a major and critical piece of legislation related to climate change is pending in 

Massachusetts and it seems a safe bet that the majority of voters in the state have no clue what is 

in the bill. 

Adding to the perils of Pauline atmosphere is the fact that multiple important bills are 

pending with little time remaining in the legislative session. Senator Ben Downing, one of the 

best informed, most respected legislators on the topics of energy and climate, recently said, “I 

can’t remember a time that I’ve served that this many big things are still up for grabs.” 

Two days ago the Senate Ways and Means committee released its draft energy bill, which is 

better and more comprehensive than the House version. Importantly, the Senate bill changes the 

required annual increase in the amount of renewable energy that electricity providers must 

include, doubling the annual increase from 1% per year to 2%. This doubling means that by 2050 

80% of electricity in the state would come from renewable sources, whereas if current law is not 

changed the figure would be only 45%, which is far from enough. The Senate will vote on the 

bill this week, and then the House and Senate will need to reconcile their two approaches. Lastly 

the Governor must sign the resulting bill, if there is one. 

Massachusetts has for many years been a leader on combating climate change. Will that 

leadership continue? We should know how this drama ends by the close of July. 

(Note: For those interested in reviewing this blog in its entirety, it is available as a single 

document in the “About” section of this blog.) 

  

https://www.bostonglobe.com/opinion/editorials/2016/06/19/editorial-repeat-after-pass-these-worthy-bills/aMSwHoIPaTcIeoK68cPrpN/story.html
https://www.bostonglobe.com/business/2016/05/13/deleo-seeks-assure-businesses-energy-costs/5qPzjtewC8B9av39UqblML/story.html
https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2016/06/15/with-clock-ticking-legislators-list-long/Klq2G8HMIbmCcMFHwnmHEM/story.html
http://commonwealthmagazine.org/environment/senates-aggressive-energy-plan-lets-cape-wind-bid/
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/about/
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The Perils of Pauline Meets the Three Stooges 
Posted August 6, 2016 

In June I compared the fate of the energy bill in Massachusetts to the Perils of Pauline. As in 

the movies, the legislative drama lasted ‘til the final frame—in this case the night of the last day 

of the session, and beyond (because the Governor still has to sign the bill, scheduled for August 

8). The legislature was in recess during the Republican and Democratic national conventions, so 

their work in the last two weeks of July was crammed into three weekend days (July 23, and July 

30 – 31). Despite supposedly tight deadlines, clocks at the State House on July 31 showed 

different times, and the House Minority Leader said, “It’s sort of like ‘The Three Stooges.’” 

Indeed! According to the Boston Globe, there were only a few minutes to read over lengthy 

conference committee reports reconciling House and Senate versions of bills before they were 

hurried to a final vote. Some important bills that were years in the making did not beat the clock 

(which kept ticking beyond the midnight deadline), and therefore were not acted upon. 

State Senator Ben Downing, one of the legislature’s experts on energy and climate, who is 

now retiring, said of the House, “I think [their] operating procedure is: Do as little as possible 

and still be able to say you did stuff. I just think that’s where [House Speaker Robert DeLeo] is 

at.” He also said that this method of doing business “happens to line up with the priorities of the 

governor and some of the special interests, business groups in particular.” But hey! We know 

that low energy prices are more important than saving the planet, right? 

Nonetheless, the energy bill that passed did include several significant items. Perhaps most 

important is that electricity providers are required to enter into long-term contracts for 1,600 

MW of offshore wind (less than the Senate bill included), which for the first time in history 

makes it likely the United States will create a viable offshore wind industry. Once that energy is 

available (the turbines need to be built), this clean electricity will power more than a half-million 

homes. The bill also requires new long-term contracts for 1,200 MW of electricity generated 

from hydro-power, probably originating in Canada, where plenty of hydro-power is available. 

Another important feature of the bill is that it requires natural gas companies to identify and 

repair “environmentally significant” gas leaks. This provision is notable because so much gas in 

the state is lost to leaks—but customers pay for it, and methane is a significant contributor to 

global warming. 

However, the bill could have been far better. The Senate version included a provision to 

double the annual increment of the Renewable Portfolio Standard, from 1% annually to 2%, but 

that language was dropped from the final bill. The RPS mandates that a growing fraction of 

electricity be generated from renewable sources, primarily wind and solar. Without doubling the 

RPS, the state is unlikely to meet its goals for greenhouse gas emissions, established by the 

Global Warming Solutions Act (2008). 

And then … ah, democracy! The state Senate voted 39-0 to prohibit electricity providers 

from charging customers in advance to build new natural gas pipelines—pipelines that several 

respected studies show are not needed. In the House, 97 of the 160 Representatives signed a 

letter to the Speaker objecting to a new pipeline “tax.” Yet despite overwhelming support in the 

legislature and among the public the Senate prohibition was not included in the final bill. There 

is some hope that the state’s Supreme Judicial Court will soon rule the “tax” to be illegal, but 

should that not happen electricity ratepayers may be on the hook for $3 billion, like it or not. 

https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2016/08/01/legislature-rushes-finish-line-again/2aOj3PriDxZst3fEVNoRMK/story.html
https://malegislature.gov/Bills/189/House/H4568
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There were other positive parts of the Senate’s version of the bill that did not make it into the 

final version, and negative items that did make it in. (See this account.) But at least the offshore 

wind and hydro-power provisions will eventually provide a major increase in the amount of 

“green” electricity in Massachusetts. It is not enough renewable energy to claim Massachusetts is 

doing its fair share to combat climate change, but it is better than nothing. 

Perhaps in the next session of the legislature more progress can be made to combat climate 

change. However, that is hardly a sure bet. In any case, the Massachusetts energy bill will do 

some good. 

In a democracy, progress on major issues like civil rights or environmental protection 

requires political activism by citizens. But documented declines in civic and political 

participation over time will be the topic of my next blog post. 

(Note: For those interested in reviewing this blog in its entirety, it is available as a single 

document in the “About” section of this blog.) 

To Make Progress, Participate! Vote! 
Posted August 26, 2016 

Harvard Professor Robert D. Putnam is an astute observer of American life. Putnam is the 

author of many books, including Bowling Alone (2000) and Our Kids (2015) which draw on hard 

data and on people’s stories. Bowling Alone documents the decline of “social capital” in the 

United States; citizens “have become increasingly disconnected from family, friends, neighbors 

and our democratic structures.” Americans attend fewer events with neighbors than in the past, 

and are less politically active and civic-minded. Our Kids shows that the American dream is 

increasingly out of reach for students from low-income families, and that policies that once 

supported young people no longer do. In public schools, for example, it can cost $1,600 per year 

for a student to play on the high school football team, whereas a generation ago it was free. For 

students from low-income families football is now out of reach. 

As a student Putnam was influenced by President John F. Kennedy’s call to serve the nation 

(“Ask not what your nation can do for you …”), and he has since consulted for three American 

Presidents. Drawing on his experience teaching generations of undergraduates, Putnam 

compared his own perceptions as a student with attitudes today and said in a recent interview:  

“[If I were a young person in college today] I hope I would have enough self-confidence and 

enough knowledge of history [to know I could use my talents to try to help the country]. This 

is not science fiction that I’m talking about; Americans have done these kind of things – not 

every day, we’re not perfect people – we have actually looked at problems and figured out 

how to fix them. And that sense is just so missing from our current dialogue today.” 

Putnam was thinking of problems and solutions of many kinds, over more than a century, 

including creating and supporting public schools, developing boys’ and girls’ clubs, building the 

interstate highway system, implementing effective environmental regulations (e.g., taking lead 

out of gasoline, reducing acid rain), and going to the moon. Problem solving was done routinely 

by political parties, which often worked together, and also by government agencies and strong 

civic institutions. 

Today many people have lost faith in institutions, creating a vicious cycle in which lack of 

trust erodes participation, which further erodes trust. An example is that voter turnout for 

https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2016/08/06/the-perils-of-pauline-meets-the-three-stooges/blog.massenergy.org/blog/ma-energy-bill-passed
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/about/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2ZHZc-kcyQQ
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congressional mid-term elections in 2014 was little more than a third of the eligible population 

(36.3%), the lowest in more than seven decades. Voting rates for young people ages 18-34 are 

especially low (under 25%), and have fallen substantially over the decades. The comedian 

Samantha Bee aired two segments on her television show Full Frontal (here and here) aimed at 

encouraging more young people to vote, including in mid-term elections. 

In a democracy, the growing lack of participation in elections and of faith in political 

institutions reflects the fact that citizens no longer believe they collectively have the capacity to 

identify and solve problems. Climate change is only one example of a major problem without an 

appropriate and far-sighted solution. Growing income inequality is another; crumbling national 

infrastructure is a major problem; and there are more. Serious problems and a corresponding lack 

of solutions are a concern in many cities, states and localities, not only at the federal level. Voter 

participation in the U.S. is lower than in many other developed countries. 

Do you want American society to change for the better? Then choose an issue—growing 

student debt, the minimum wage, potholes in local streets, or whatever may especially concern 

you—find a group, volunteer, do the hard work, participate, vote! Don’t always sit on the 

sidelines. 

Many of my friends as well as members of my family are and have been active in politics 

and/or civic affairs, providing useful models of action throughout my life. As a child I thought 

that being civic-minded and politically active were things that responsible grown-ups naturally 

do. 

Plenty of people are not so fortunate in having good role models, yet it still puzzles me to 

watch some of those I know avoid any significant involvement with civic or political affairs. 

These people act as if democracy were a kind of spectator sport, as if it were up to other people, 

but not them, to do the hard work that a democracy requires. Large numbers of people are 

disappointed or disgusted by the results, namely an increasing lack of timely, thoughtful, and 

effective action on a wide range of vital issues. Yet whether a growing number of people will 

connect the dots and link the problems American society faces to widespread disengagement 

from civic and political affairs, and to their own behavior, I cannot say. 

(Note: For those interested in reviewing this blog in its entirety, it is available as a single 

document in the “About” section of this blog.) 

The Enormous Value of Modern Psychology 
Posted September 22, 2016 

Researchers have documented dozens of reasons why the human race has been slow to react 

to climate change.  Humanity’s reluctance to contend with climate change is, understandably, a 

source of sadness for some people. Indeed, one reader says that findings about psychology and 

climate change, about voting behavior in the U.S., as well as other research highlighted here, 

leave her feeling depressed. 

Although sympathetic to that point of view, I offer two responses. First, it is usually difficult 

to solve a problem if it has not been diagnosed properly—and with climate change we clearly 

have a problem. Second, delving into the findings of modern psychology shows how useful it is 

for many purposes. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2014/11/12/opinion/the-worst-voter-turnout-in-72-years.html?_r=0
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2015/demo/p20-577.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fw41BDhI_K8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nlPqxBlQMg8
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/08/02/u-s-voter-turnout-trails-most-developed-countries/
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/about/
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Every day we rely on psychology. How can I build a strong relationship with my spouse, or 

my boss? What are effective ways to teach my child? Psychology provides guidance about many 

practical situations. As an example, Good Thinking, an online series of short and amusing 

animated videos aimed at science teachers, illustrates barriers to learning science, based on 

research, and helps teachers teach in ways that minimize those barriers. As another example, 

psychologists’ understanding of infants and young children has grown enormously since, say, the 

1950s, and has resulted in a host of useful findings, as suggested by the title of a recent book 

review, Memo to Parents: Back Off, and Children Learn More. 

Manipulative rhetoric helps dictators, con artists, and some politicians to sell “the big lie” by 

taking advantage of weaknesses in how people think. (Consider how the phrase “death tax” 

obscures the fact that the federal estate tax applies to only about 2 in every 1,000 estates, or 

fewer than 1 percent!)  By focusing on rhetoric, the Frameworks Institute, a non-profit 

organization, offers policymakers research-based suggestions about framing public policy issues 

(related to education, the environment, health, etc.) to encourage members of the public to 

understand the issues, rather than react negatively based on prejudice and reflexive thinking. 

Research demonstrates how public and private institutions can offer better choices so that 

more people make smarter decisions. If employees must opt out of funding retirement plans, for 

example, they are more likely to make smart decisions than if they must opt in. Simply changing 

commonly used forms and norms to better reflect how people think can pay off—literally, in this 

case—for millions of people. 

At a deeper level, a major goal of both secular and religious education from ancient times to 

the present has been to understand ourselves: Who am I? What goals shall I adopt and why? 

How should I live? Proverbs urging self-understanding—for example those condemning people 

who criticize the ‘mote’ in another’s eye while being unaware of the ‘beam’ in their own eye—

have been used across many cultures and religions for millennia. We now have scientific 

evidence to support that proverb, in the form of research demonstrating that virtually everyone 

shares some of the cognitive and affective limitations they would like to believe are 

characteristic only of other people, ranging from racial and ethnic prejudices (in fact prejudice 

can often co-exist with compassion and decency), to thoughtless “logic” where careful thinking 

is required (see Thinking Fast and Slow), to excessive obedience to authority figures (e.g., 

experiments by Stanley Milgram showing that normal people will often obey orders to hurt 

others), a contributing factor to horrible events such as at Abu Ghraib prison. 

Realizing that psychological flaws are so prevalent among human beings, specifically 

including ourselves, is critical for anyone interested in self-improvement. We can teach 

ourselves, and others, to think more clearly; and when we are aware that prejudice is common we 

can better guard against it and re-examine personal and cultural assumptions (e.g., about Islam, 

the Jews, racial minorities, drug addicts, the poor, or other targets of prejudice). Psychologists 

who have documented the difficulty of changing people’s deeply held opinions about climate 

change and other issues conclude nonetheless that few people are impervious to information, and 

find that how new information is presented, and by whom, can make a big difference. 

This blog has referenced work by Idries Shah, the leading writer in the West about Sufism. 

Many years ago Shah selected a world-renowned psychologist, Stanford University Professor 

Robert Ornstein, to be his deputy in the United States. Prof. Ornstein, an accomplished 

psychology researcher, teacher, and prolific author, also heads up the Institute for the Study of 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLHWBid5WSAzT7PN4Q8Mnpk1ZwCb2g_5V_
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/28/books/review/gardener-and-the-carpenter-alison-gopnik.html
http://www.cbpp.org/blog/10-myths-about-the-estate-tax
http://www.frameworksinstitute.org/
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2012-08-23/how-opt-out-keeps-people-in
https://alumni.stanford.edu/get/page/magazine/article/?article_id=80755
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/22/opinion/when-it-comes-to-baskets-were-all-deplorable.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milgram_experiment
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/04/opinion/sunday/why-facts-dont-unify-us.html
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Human Knowledge (ISHK), which publishes books about the human sciences, and supports 

literacy programs for children around the world, among other activities. Shah wrote that “the 

psychological insights of the Sufis have proved a source of continuing knowledge which is not 

inferior to the achievements of modern workers in the field of the mind.” As his choice of 

Ornstein demonstrated, Shah was an admirer of modern research in psychology, saying “What I 

really want, in case anybody is listening, is for the products of the last 50 years of psychological 

research to be studied by the public, by everybody, so that the findings become part of their way 

of thinking.” 

The first entry in this blog, my take-off point for thinking about psychology and climate 

change, referenced Doris Lessing’s suggestion in 1987 that the findings of psychology be applied 

to public affairs. Now, decades after her suggestion, at a time when even more people seem to 

ignore or dismiss facts affecting public policy, and many others wonder why, Lessing’s 

suggestion remains pertinent. Increasingly, individuals and organizations are constructively 

applying psychology to public policy issues. And beyond public policy, the more one learns 

about what modern psychology has discovered, the more compelling it seems, as Shah 

suggested, that everyone be encouraged to benefit from knowledge of how the mind operates—

not only to influence public affairs but also for personal reasons, not least of all to develop better 

understanding of oneself. 

(Note: For those interested in reviewing this blog in its entirety, it is available as a single 

document in the “About” section.) 

Climate Change in the Presidential Debates 
Posted November 2, 2016 

This year’s campaign for President of the United States has been extraordinary, 

unprecedented, bizarre—choose your favorite term. There has been far too little discussion of 

substantive policy matters. Instead, Hillary Clinton’s emails and Donald Trump’s offensive 

behavior toward women have received the lion’s share of attention. 

Notably, amazingly, incredibly—again, choose your  favorite word—the various moderators 

did not ask a single question about climate change during this year’s three presidential and one 

vice presidential debate, lasting five hours in all. One audience member at the final debate asked 

about energy policy, which is related but not identical. To her credit, Hillary Clinton mentioned 

climate change on several occasions, but that was the sum total of attention to the issue. Worse 

yet, in the debates for the 2012 presidential campaign the candidates made absolutely no mention 

of climate change at all. Zero. 

We should remember that it’s not as if the future of humanity on this planet is threatened. 

Oh, wait; yes it is. So it is truly a shame that the moderators asked zero questions about climate 

change. 

There are many reasons why discussing climate change intelligently is difficult, as readers of 

this blog know. Add to those the growing view of the public that politics is largely an appropriate 

occasion for insults, braggadocio, or entertainment. The book called Don’t even think about it: 

Why our brains are wired to ignore climate change seems apposite. A significant segment of the 

electorate believes that climate change is a hoax, as Donald, Trump has claimed, or at best is not 

an urgent problem. Only 15% of Trump supporters care “a great deal” about climate change, 

compared to 56% of Clinton supporters. 

http://www.ishk.net/
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/about/
http://www.politifact.com/truth-o-meter/statements/2016/jun/03/hillary-clinton/yes-donald-trump-did-call-climate-change-chinese-h/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2016/10/10/clinton-trump-supporters-worlds-apart-on-views-of-climate-change-and-its-scientists/
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Who is it that for decades has been telling Americans that climate change is a major 

problem? You might think of Al Gore, NASA scientist James Hansen, and President Obama and 

observe that the federal government often has been the bearer of this bad news, the “inconvenient 

truth” about climate, as Gore called it. Now look at the graph below showing how trust in 

government has eroded among both Democrats and Republicans during the past 57 years. (An 

informative discussion of this erosion of trust by Michael Svoboda can be found here.) It seems 

probable that many people are paying insufficient attention to the climate change message 

because they do not trust the messenger. 

 

If you had been a moderator for one of the debates how would you have framed a question 

about climate change? Knowing that political candidates find ways to be evasive in their answers 

to questions they don’t want to address directly (with respect to climate change I am thinking 

mainly of Trump), you might have wanted to frame your question in an unusual way. 

Perhaps it would have been useful to pose a climate change question in terms of national 

security. For many years, starting even before Barack Obama became President, the Pentagon 

has identified climate change as a serious threat to national security, because changes in the 

climate create more refugees, greater competition for resources (including food), threats to naval 

harbors for American vessels as oceans rise, and increased potential for armed international 

conflict. A Pentagon report published last year concluded, “the Defense Department already is 

observing the impacts of climate change in shocks and stressors to vulnerable nations and 

communities, including in the United States, the Arctic, the Middle East, Africa, Asia and South 

http://www.yaleclimateconnections.org/2016/10/red-race-and-blue/
http://www.defense.gov/News/Article/Article/612710
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America.” Donald Trump might have replied to such a question by saying that he knows more 

than the generals do about climate change—but if he had, then at least he would have been 

clearly on the record and not able to deny he said so. 

Today, less than a week before the election, the odds are high that Hillary Clinton will be 

elected President. The Senate may also flip from Republican to Democratic, but the House is 

likely to remain Republican. The first two would be good outcomes for people concerned about 

climate change, but a Republican House could mean more years of gridlock. The outcome of the 

election could be even better if there could then be a productive conversation among and 

between elected politicians and the public about the threat of climate change. 

(Note: For those interested in reviewing this blog in its entirety, it is available as a single 

document in the “About” section.) 

Climate Change and Our New President 
Posted November 29, 2016 

President-elect Donald Trump has called climate change a hoax, his Vice President-elect 

Mike Pence said in 2014 that global warming isn’t “a resolved issue in science today,” and 

Trump appointed a leading denier of climate change, Myron Ebell, who is not a scientist nor 

trained in science, to head the transition team for the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). 

The election of Trump is a sad but fitting way to put a final exclamation point on this blog. 

After more than two years of writing and research, during which I learned a great deal (and hope 

others did, too), there is now another remarkable confirmation that many people, notably leaders 

in the Republican Party, don’t believe anthropogenic climate change is real, or important if it is 

real. 

It is true that ten days after the election Trump told The New York Times that he is looking 

“very closely” at the Paris climate agreement, adding that he “has an open mind about it.” 

Nonetheless years before this month’s election the chances were already tiny that the world 

would effectively combat climate change. Virtually no expert could imagine limiting global 

warming to 2° C or less without immediately implementing strong new practices worldwide. 

Now that Trump is President-elect prospects are still more dismal. 

Years before the election many powerful Republicans in the Congress were already climate 

change deniers. A scientist friend of mine, who was a member of the Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC) and as such shared the 2007 Nobel Prize for Peace with Al Gore, was 

subpoenaed by the House Science Committee, chaired by Texas Rep. Lamar Smith, a climate 

change denier. That Committee has harassed legitimate, mainstream climate scientists for years. 

The Republican platform for the national election called for reduced funding for renewable 

energy and increased production of fossil fuels. 

How can one begin to understand an election supporting more climate change denial? One 

place to start is with a movie called Denial, recently shown in theaters. Based on real events, the 

movie tells the story of an English holocaust denier and book author, David Irving, bringing a 

libel suit against an American academic, Deborah Lipstadt, who wrote about Irving’s work and 

called him a Holocaust denier. The most interesting parts of the movie, I thought, were learning 

about the English legal system, where the burden was on Lipstadt to prove she was right (!), and 

https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/about/
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/22/us/politics/donald-trump-visit.html
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then seeing how her brilliant attorneys did research, presented evidence in court, and won the 

case. 

The movie Denial helps one understand what made David Irving tick. The film depicts him 

as a man with an overwhelming motivation to be right, willing to lie to support his opinions, and 

with a desire to be perceived as an extraordinary individual, a “winner.” These qualities remind 

one of Donald Trump. While he shifts his policy views often, Trump is consistently grandiose 

and ran a campaign based on vicious lies. 

In contrast to its depiction of David Irving, the movie has little to say about what motivated 

Irving’s followers to believe the monstrous lie of holocaust denial. Therefore, although Mick 

Jackson, the movie’s director, knew that climate change is another case where the opposite of 

something obviously true is believed by many people, the movie fails to explain why. I believe 

that this blog offers readers a fuller understanding of climate change denial than the movie 

Denial. The blog has discussed several dozen reasons why many people are misinformed about 

the issue (and if you are interested, here is a concise list of reasons, with links to the blog). 

Yet another reason for ignorance about climate change is this: On election night I watched 

TV pundits Chris Wallace, James Carville, and Michael Steele discussing Trump’s pending 

election victory. Not one of them mentioned the implications for climate change. The next 

morning I read a half-dozen editorials and op-ed pieces in several papers and again none focused 

on climate change. The people behind these many sources are not all climate change deniers, yet 

what I heard and read was a demonstration of how climate change is merely a distant concern for 

most people, even those who one expected to be well informed. One report says the three TV 

network news programs devoted only 35 minutes total to discussions of any policy issues during 

the election! Media’s inadequate coverage over many years has contributed to people’s 

misunderstanding of climate change. 

The Trump administration will have authority to overturn most of the Obama 

administration’s attempts to combat climate change. It is hard to see how a President Trump can 

be stopped from fulfilling many promises related to changing policies on the environment and 

energy, including stimulating production of more carbon-based fossil fuels. 

Although I anticipate that he will blame someone else for failures to deliver on important 

campaign promises, President Trump is nonetheless likely to disappoint his followers on many 

counts. If he starts a trade war with China, unemployment is likely to rise, and well-informed 

observers say that China is the more likely winner. Another important reason to expect 

disappointment is that just as climate change has been pushed to the back of the policy agenda 

for decades, so the prospect of robots and artificial intelligence fundamentally re-making the 

economy has been viewed by many people as a minor issue, and kept largely out of sight. But the 

prospect is that in decades to come more jobs will be destroyed by new technology than are 

created. The working class that voted for Trump is unlikely to be the beneficiary of increased 

automation, whether in coal mining, manufacturing, transportation, or other areas. 

The Club of Rome, which commissioned the far-sighted report The Limits to Growth more 

than forty years ago, warned about potential negative impacts of automation in a 1982 book 

called Microelectronics and Society: For Better or For Worse. The book noted that “with 

automation, the cheapest labor is no labor.” The world is now experiencing what has been called 

the “second industrial revolution,” which poses grave threats to employment. However, the 

public is far more likely to read excited expositions about “disruption” in every dimension of the 

https://climatepsychology.files.wordpress.com/2016/11/reasons-people-do-not-understand-climate-change.pdf
http://mediamatters.org/blog/2016/11/07/media-s-final-email-flop-fitting-end-journalism-s-troubled-campaign-season/214357
http://climatecommunication.yale.edu/publications/climate-spiral-silence-america/
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/22/business/a-trade-war-against-china-might-be-a-fight-trump-couldnt-win.html
http://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/reports/Citi_GPS_Technology_Work_2.pdf
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modern world than be asked to think about the wisdom of what society is doing. By now the 

momentum to develop self-driving cars and dozens of other applications of smart technology 

appears unstoppable. China is buying large numbers of robots to replace human workers, as are 

other nations. The issue of automation is vitally important yet, like climate change, it has not 

received the attention it deserves. 

Although this is my last post on the blog, I plan to continue to lobby the Massachusetts 

legislature to increase the Renewable Portfolio Standard (a legal mandate requiring electricity 

providers to steadily increase the amount of renewable energy they deliver), which may be 

politically feasible in the coming session. I also plan to work with two non-profit organizations 

that I respect, one of them focused on social justice in the Boston area and the other encouraging 

more people to talk with their family members about wishes and plans for end-of-life care. 

People like me who had hoped Secretary Hillary Clinton would become President now 

wonder what they can do. Each person will find his or her own answers. To those who are 

wondering what to do, I would say this: In the first part of The Way of the Sufi (1968) Idries Shah 

wrote that “nowadays ‘wisdom’ is not a popular word.” Unfortunately that is still true, and it is 

still a shame. The attributes of a wise person may incorrectly be associated with rigid tradition, 

formality, being too judgmental, lacking compassion, or an absent sense of humor. But of course, 

none of that need be the case. Think of the people you know with uncommon insight, or who 

provide you with sound advice about difficult situations. 

The reason to focus on wisdom is because, especially in the face of the many unwise 

decisions in the world to which we are witness, wisdom is what I think each of us needs in 

ourselves and others. Any “answers” there may be for climate change, the world’s other pressing 

problems, or for our own personal questions and concerns, depend on finding wisdom in others 

and ourselves. 

You need not be a religious person, or even a believer in God, to appreciate the idea, “seek 

God in the hearts of men.” People need sound information and knowledge, of course, but it is 

clearer than ever that these are not sufficient if people don’t have the wisdom to apply 

information and knowledge properly. Books help us find wisdom, but wisdom is not to be found 

on the written page alone, as I expect readers of this blog would agree. In the difficult times we 

face, we each need the wisdom to know what to do and how to do it. 

(Note: For those interested in reviewing this blog in its entirety, it is available as a single 

document in the “About” section.) 
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Recap:  
36 Reasons Many People Do Not Understand and Combat Climate Change 

 

This Psychology and Climate Change blog discusses more than three dozen reasons why human 

beings, notably in the United States, have been slow to understand climate change and to combat 

it effectively. The links below lead to discussions on the blog of each barrier to understanding; 

click on a link to bring up a post discussing that barrier. The blog also includes dozens of 

references (links) for those who wish to delve deeper. Somewhat arbitrarily, I identify the 

barriers below under three headings: climate change itself, the way people’s minds work, and the 

biases many of us take for granted because we live in the United States or other free-market, 

“capitalist” societies (which now includes most nations in the world). 

The Nature of the Climate Change Problem 

1. Climate change is a complex, “wicked” problem, involving science, technology, politics, 

governance, regulations, taxes, diplomacy, ethics, values, and other perspectives. 

2. For most students, climate change is not well taught in school, and it is addressed mainly in 

“hard science” classes, as if it were only a scientific issue. 

3. Certain important ideas about climate change, such as “tipping points,” are not well reported 

and are therefore not well understood by many people. 

4. Even those who strongly favor combating climate change can be vague about how to 

accomplish this goal.  

The Way People’s Minds Work 

5. Human beings seem to be “wired” to think more about near-term problems than long-term 

ones, and often respond to emotional stimuli, such as fear, more than to analytic thinking. 

6. Many people trust peer groups more than certified “experts.”  

7. Hearing opinions from experts on both sides of an issue on which there is near-unanimous 

agreement, like anthropogenic climate change, confuses people more than it helps them. 

8. Only about one-third of people talk with family and friends about climate change. 

9. People’s understanding of probability, such as the odds of something happening, is poor. 

10. Few people understand the power of exponential growth, such as for carbon emissions, and 

therefore do not understand the huge growth in emissions just since the decade of the 1970s. 

11. Some people are pessimists and think “nothing can be done,” or “there is nothing I can do.” 

12. While it is clear that pessimism can be a barrier to action, so can optimism. People often 

discount even clear personal risks, such as heart attacks, due to misguided optimism. 

13. Some people complain that reports of climate change are unduly alarming or hysterical, and 

because messages seem to have “the wrong tone” they cannot pay attention. Some people 

need hopeful messages more than alarming messages in order to pay attention to climate 

change. 

14. Certain ways of framing climate change work better with political conservatives than others. 

15. Interpreting complex graphs, such as those showing the “carbon budget” available for 

humanity to “spend” and still stay below 2° C warming, is difficult for many people. 

16. Some easy-to-understand symbols representing the threat of climate change, such as the 

“Doomsday Clock,” are unfamiliar to most people. 

https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2014/11/20/thinking-fast-and-slow/
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2014/12/30/striking-a-proper-tone/
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2015/01/09/climate-change-messages-for-the-alarmed-and-concerned/
https://climatepsychology.wordpress.com/2015/10/13/climate-change-education/
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17. Only a minority of people believe that climate change is harmful “right now.” 

18. The “public learning curve” showing people’s changing views on difficult issues is almost 

always a lengthy one. 

19. The “science” of climate change is not what most people focus on; instead, they focus on the 

impacts on themselves—of climate change and of efforts to combat it. 

20. Greed is a significant factor affecting both individuals and corporations. For example, greed is 

one reason that explains the climate disinformation campaign promoted by fossil fuel 

companies and by some politicians.  

21. Privileged people, as many Americans are, find it hard to change their lifestyles, such as is the 

case of growing numbers of wealthy people flying all over the world as tourists despite the 

carbon emissions that result. 

22. Among evangelical Christians, many seem to believe that God would not allow Man to destroy 

the Earth, and therefore climate change can’t be a real problem. 

23. World leaders are misleading people into believing there is a reasonable chance that global 

warming will be limited to 2° C. Experts say that is very unlikely.  

24. As a corollary to the statement above, people who think about the Paris climate agreement 

may interpret it in very different ways. 

25. Climate change is not the only example where policymakers know what needs to be done yet 

fail to do it, and sometimes do the opposite of what is needed.  

26. Research findings in psychology help us understand how people think, but many key findings 

are not well-known or as well-applied as they should be. 

Beliefs in the U.S. and Other Free-Market, “Capitalist” Societies  

27. Americans’ faith in free market economics, low taxes, and a smaller government are barriers 

to understanding that climate change is real and could be averted. 

28. On the whole, Republicans are much more skeptical about climate change than Democrats.  

29. There has been a well-funded “disinformation campaign,” partly funded by the fossil fuel 

industry, spreading doubt that climate change is a serious threat, or even real. 

30. Some key media sources, such as the editorial page of the Wall Street Journal, distort facts, 

and most media coverage has been so limited as to be inadequate. 

31. Moderators in the 2012 and 2016 Presidential debates asked no questions about climate 

change. 

32. Civic activism has substantially declined in the U.S. Most Americans are not politically active. 

33. Americans’ trust in government has declined precipitously during the past fifty years. 

34. Legislators are people first, and share the same weaknesses in thinking as others people do. 

Policymakers in democracies are often cautious and respond to business interests.  

35. The United States is often an opinion leader in the world. However, Americans’ lifestyles and 

beliefs about government and markets may have slowed perceptions worldwide. 

36. Many other nations, not only the United States, failed to actively combat climate change for 

decades. The problem of acting too slowly is a worldwide phenomenon. 
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