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Abstract Despite the scientific consensus concerning the current causes 
and future effects of anthropogenic global warming, there has been little 
to no improvement in public opinion, attitudes, or behavior related to its 
mitigation. This article examines how different information conveyance 
strategies affect belief in global warming. Three experiments reveal that 
a fundamental understanding of the underlying mechanism of global 
warming—the greenhouse gas effect—is integral to belief in the existence 
of global warming. Specifically, the current research demonstrates that per-
suasive messaging incorporating an explanation of the mechanism (versus 
consequences) underlying global warming leads to belief change (study 1); 
that this effect is moderated by political orientation, such that the effect of 
mechanism-understanding on global warming belief is greater for conser-
vatives (study 1, 2, and 3); that understanding of the mechanism underlying 
global warming affects willingness to engage in sustainable activities and 
buying socially conscious products (study 2); and that the effect persists 
over time and can influence actual donation behavior (study 3). Social, 
public policy, and marketing implications for this strategy are discussed.
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“Insisting on the authority of science does not always help [ . . . ] espe-
cially when it identifies global changes, challenges, and disrupts some 
of the most cherished social, economic, and psychological investments 
societies have made in their own future.”

—Dryzek, Norgaard, and Schlosberg’s (2013)  
Climate Challenged Society

“Any fool can know. The point is to understand.”
—Albert Einstein (as cited in Simmons 2003)

While scientific consensus concerning the current causes and future effects 
of global warming has become increasingly unified (if not entirely resolute), 
this consensus has not resulted in substantive change or shift in public opinion 
or attitudes toward the mitigation of global warming in the United States and 
elsewhere (Gallup 2014). Further, communication efforts that attempt to per-
suade the public by framing the argument around the consequences of global 
warming, or by focusing on scientific consensus, have been ineffective and 
perhaps even counterproductive (Feygina, Jost, and Goldsmith 2010; Feinberg 
and Willer 2011; Kahan et al. 2012; Painter 2013). Of greatest concern, the 
populations of the largest emitters of greenhouse gases (the United States, 
Europe, and China) are consistently the least worried about the current and 
future effects of global warming (Gallup 2014; Pew 2015). In the United 
States, public belief in global warming decreased from 79 percent in 2007 to 
68 percent in 2015, with only 46 percent rating it as a “very serious” problem 
(Pew 2015). Further, as ideological differences increase within the popula-
tion (Fiorina and Abrams 2008; Lelkes 2016; Boxell, Gentzkow, and Shapiro 
2017), any message culturally or politically tailored to one side of a conten-
tious issue is likely to alienate the other side. In light of this prior research 
and current levels of polarization, is there a communication strategy than can 
persuade individuals unconvinced that global warming is real?

Using theory grounded in motivated and teleological reasoning, we build 
on previous persuasion research (e.g., Ajzen and Fishbein 1977; Petty and 
Cacioppo, Petty and Cacioppo 1986; Kunda 1990; Koehler 1991) and suggest 
that the answer to this question lies in the specific type of information presented. 
Across three studies, we empirically test the ability of a mechanism-based com-
munication strategy to persuade unconvinced individuals that anthropogenic 
global warming is occurring, where the mechanism underlying global warming 
(the greenhouse gas effect) is communicated. Results suggest that when ex-
posed to the mechanism underlying global warming, rather than just statistics 
describing the potential consequences of global warming, individuals are sig-
nificantly more likely to believe in its existence. Further, this effect is driven 
by increased understanding of that mechanism. We find this strategy is rela-
tively more effective for politically conservative message recipients, whom prior  
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research (e.g., Kahan et  al. 2012; Kidwell, Farmer, and Hardesty 2013)  
suggests are most uncertain about global warming and hardest to persuade. 
Finally, these effects persist over time, and can affect environmentally conscious 
consumption and real donation behavior. Taken together, these results inform a 
potential strategy for policy makers trying to change beliefs and behavior related 
to global warming by emphasizing understanding the mechanism underlying the 
phenomenon rather than implementing more common consequence-driven strat-
egies. We conclude with policy and research implications of the present work.

Factors Affecting the Persuasiveness of Global Warming–
Related Communication

The Motivated Reasoning Model (MRM; Kunda 1990; Redlawsk 2002; 
Kahan 2013; Cook et al. 2016) suggests that, regardless of quality or source 
expertise, strongly held beliefs and identities can predispose individuals to 
discount the validity of new information deemed inconsistent with strongly 
held beliefs (Goidel, Shields, and Peffley 1997; Nisbet 2005). This increases 
polarization and decreases the likelihood of adopting a science-based view-
point (Mutz 2008). The MRM has been successfully applied in numerous do-
mains, including political decision-making (Redlawsk 2002), opinions about 
emergent technologies (Druckman and Bolsen 2011), and the polarization of 
beliefs on a variety of scientific issues (Drummond and Fischhoff 2017). In 
politically charged contexts, people primarily use information that reinforces 
their worldview (Dusso and Kennedy 2015), with factual information having 
little persuasive power (Druckman and Bolsen 2011).

Further, extant research demonstrates that greater scientific literacy and 
knowledge does not attenuate these effects, but instead accentuates them. For 
example, conservatives with greater scientific literacy are more likely to doubt 
global warming (Kahan et al. 2012), in part because they are better able to 
form creative and complex counterarguments to resist cognitive dissonance 
(Lord, Ross, and Lepper 1979; Kahan et al. 2012). As a consequence, these 
individuals tend to most resolutely deny global warming (Kahan et al. 2012).

Additionally, given that the future consequences surrounding global 
warming cannot be expressed with absolute certainty, scientific communi-
cation concerning global warming often uses phrases such as “very likely,” 
leading many individuals to interpret the underlying science as having less 
certainty than intended, making global warming easier to deny (Budescu, 
Broomell, and Por 2009). For example, take one of the most popular persua-
sive statements related to global warming: “97% of scientists agree on global 
warming” (Cook et al. 2016). While this statement is meant to imply the cer-
tainty of global warming, those motivated to do so can interpret this statement 
as “global warming is not 100% certain,” counterproductively introducing evi-
dence supporting global warming uncertainty.

Addressing Global Warming Denialism Page 3 of 30

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/poq/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/poq/nfaa002/5860243 by Beurlingbiblioteket user on 20 June 2020



Ultimately, if greater knowledge and education does not lead to greater per-
suasion and belief in polarized issues, how might scientists and/or educators 
reach these uncertain individuals and convince them otherwise? We suggest 
that the type of information conveyed to these individuals is vital. Specifically, 
presenting unconvinced individuals with the mechanism underlying global 
warming, rather than statistics or outcomes, should lead to greater under-
standing and subsequent belief.

How a Mechanism-Based Information Strategy Can 
Reduce Climate Change Denialism

Humans tend to seek out causal information and generally prefer it to cor-
relational information (Ahn et  al. 1995), even for unique events that are 
unlikely to provide any predictive ability about the future (Keil 2006). 
Philosophers and psychologists have argued that causal explanations allow 
us to better understand the world and better control our futures (Kitayama, 
Markus, and Kurokawa 2000; Williams and Lombrozo 2010). This ten-
dency to infer causal relationships is vital for learning and is present even 
in young infants (Hassin, Bargh, and Uleman 2002; Sobel, Tenenbaum, 
and Gopnik 2004; Keil 2006). Further, understanding causality is a pri-
mary factor determining comprehension, with individuals more likely to 
believe something when they are also able to explain it (Koehler 1991; 
Graesser, Singer, and Trabasso 1994; Roscoe and Chi 2007; Wellman and 
Liu 2007). For example, individuals who are instructed to explain why a 
particular football team will win a match subsequently believe their ver-
sion of events is more likely (Sherman et al. 1983; Koehler 1991; Graesser 
et al. 1994; Roscoe and Chi 2007; Wellman and Liu 2007). Koehler (1991) 
suggests that explanations provide “persuasive inertia,” with relevant evi-
dence appearing more coherent with the focal hypothesis, while alterna-
tive hypotheses become more difficult to consider. In the context of global 
warming, framing its existence in terms of its mechanism (the greenhouse 
effect) should have greater efficacy in changing beliefs because it appeals 
to understanding causality, as opposed to simply parroting statistics or 
potential outcomes.

Understanding is a key construct for measuring layperson comprehen-
sion of scientific ideas. In contrast to memorization, which promotes reten-
tion, understanding reflects an ability to make sense of that information and 
apply it to new problems. For example, after a physics lesson, a memorization 
test might include questions to write out specific formulas, whereas a test for 
understanding might ask students to apply these formulas to solve novel prob-
lems (Mayer 2002). Understanding can range from “an elementary idea of 
what something means (or how it works) to a deep professional understanding 
of a concept of construct in the full context of its field” (Miller 2004, p. 274). 
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In the current context, this body of research has demonstrated that people may 
believe (or disbelieve) in global warming, despite not understanding why or 
how it happens (Kempton 1997).

To provide initial evidence that greater understanding of the greenhouse 
effect will result in greater belief, a pretest (N = 104) was conducted. 
Participants were asked to report their current belief in global warming 
and answer an open-ended question about their own understanding of 
how greenhouse gases cause global warming. Limited previous research 
measuring public understanding of the greenhouse gas effect (Kempton 
1997) used open-ended questions, allowing nuanced interpretation of why 
people do or do not understand the greenhouse gas effect. Further, these 
responses can still be transformed into quantitative data with the help of 
coders. Two coders with postgraduate education were provided coding in-
structions (see Supplementary Appendix A) and coded responses from 1 
(no understanding) to 5 (excellent understanding). We utilized a negotiated 
coding methodology due to our responses containing sophisticated con-
cepts and requiring sensitivity where differences in knowledge are pertinent 
(see Garrison et al. 2006; Campbell et al. 2013).1 Following independent 
coding, the coders were asked to negotiate toward consensus. The coders 
achieved good interrater reliability before negotiation (Krippendorff’s 
α = 0.82) and after negotiation (Krippendorff’s α = 0.92). These scores 
were averaged to create a single mechanism understanding measure. Belief 
in global warming was significantly correlated with understanding of the 
underlying mechanism (r = 0.24, p = 0.01). Education level was also as-
sessed but was not significantly correlated with belief in global warming. 
(r = 0.14, p = 0.15). Further, when belief in global warming was regressed 
on both mechanism understanding and education level, the standardized 
effect of mechanism understanding on belief was 0.22 (p < 0.04) while the 
effect of education level (0.06) remained non-predictive (p = 0.57).2

These preliminary results, coupled with past research describing the effect-
iveness of causal and explanation-based information on persuasion, suggest 
that persuasive efforts based on understanding the underlying mechanism of 
global warming may result in greater subsequent belief in global warming. 
Stated formally:

H1:  The effect of a mechanism-based explanation on belief in global 
warming will be mediated by one’s understanding of that mechanism.

1. Negotiated coding has been widely used across a number of domains to quantify complex 
qualitative data collected from respondents about their understanding of a phenomena after an 
intervention, particularly when involute data makes agreement between coders challenging. 
Nevertheless, there are limitations to this method, which we discuss in detail.
2. Please see https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.7910/DVN/BC3CPN
for all specific materials, scale items, codebooks, and data.
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The Moderating Effect of Scientific Literacy and Political 
Conservativism on Message Persuasiveness

Prior research suggests that increased scientific literacy can lead to greater 
disbelief in opposing viewpoints within contentious domains, as individ-
uals are better equipped to rationalize away dissonance related to belief-
inconsistent persuasion (Hamilton 2011; Kahan et  al. 2012). However, 
we suggest that mechanism-based persuasive strategies potentially avoid 
activating these rationalization strategies by presenting an explanation of 
a particular phenomenon relatively devoid of political or other contentious 
attributes. Specifically, the mechanism underlying global warming (i.e., the 
greenhouse gas effect, whereby greenhouse gases act like a blanket, ab-
sorbing radiation and trapping warm air in Earth’s atmosphere) is a well-
understood and accepted phenomenon, even by those most skeptical of 
global warming models. Further, because individuals have a greater ten-
dency to believe something when they are able to explain it (Koehler 1991; 
Graesser, Singer, and Trabasso 1994; Roscoe and Chi 2007; Wellman and 
Liu 2007), understanding the greenhouse gas effect should make the phe-
nomena of global warming more coherent while making alternative hypoth-
eses more difficult to counterargue.

Importantly, belief in global warming varies by political orientation: 
those on the more liberal end of the political spectrum tend to believe 
that global warming is real, human-made, and ongoing, while those on the 
more conservative end of the spectrum do not (e.g., 3 percent of liberals, 
but 40 percent of conservatives in the US, believe that global warming 
will never happen; Pew 2015). As previously noted, the downstream con-
sequences of global warming cannot be expressed with absolute scientific 
certainty, and as such, a disbeliever will be motivated to interpret any un-
certainty in a way that is consistent with their worldview. In contrast, those 
who already believe will discount the uncertainty, opting to maintain their 
confidence that global warming is occurring regardless of their specific 
knowledge on the topic.

Thus, we argue that liberals will tend to believe in global warming as a 
function of the shared beliefs of their political in-group, and subsequently, 
understanding the underlying mechanism of global warming will have little 
additional effect. Conservatives, on the other hand, tend to be skeptical of 
global warming, and are motivated to interpret any uncertain future conse-
quences of global warming in a way that is consistent with their worldview. 
However, when presented with the mechanism underlying global warming, 
conservatives should be more constrained in their ability to counterargue, due 
to general agreement that the greenhouse gas effect exists and has no obvious 
political or cultural meaning. Thus, the effect of understanding the mechanism 
on belief in global warming should be stronger for conservatives than liberals. 
Stated formally:
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H2:  A mechanism-based understanding of global warming will interact with 
political orientation, such that the positive effect of understanding on 
global warming belief will be greater for conservatives (versus liberals).

Finally, research suggests that uncertainty and ignorance are two primary 
factors that contribute to unsustainable behavior (Hine and Gifford 1996; de 
Kwaadsteniet et al. 2007; Gifford 2011). Specifically, individuals utilize un-
certainty to rationalize inaction (Gifford 2011) by justifying that selfish be-
havior is easier because there is a possibility that one’s behavior will not lead 
to negative consequences (de Kwaadsteniet et al. 2007). However, when the 
positive effects of sustainable behavior appear more certain, individuals will 
have greater difficulty justifying selfish behavior and tend to act more pro-
socially by preferring sustainable activities and products (de Kwaadsteniet 
et al. 2007; Gifford 2011). Assuming that individuals tend to show greater cer-
tainty in global warming’s occurrence when they better understand the mech-
anism underlying the greenhouse gas effect, mechanism-based persuasion 
efforts should result in greater sustainable and prosocial behavior. Formally:

H3:  An increased understanding of the greenhouse gas effect will posi-
tively affect belief in the existence of global warming, which will 
lead to an increase in willingness to engage in sustainable activities.

We test our hypotheses across three studies, demonstrating that a fundamental 
understanding of the mechanism underlying global warming leads to increased 
belief in global warming and subsequent sustainable activities. Study 1 provides 
initial evidence, demonstrating that persuasive messaging related to the mech-
anism underlying global warming drives greater belief change, and illustrates the 
moderating effect of political orientation. Study 2 demonstrates that this increase 
in belief affects one’s willingness to engage in sustainable activities, while study 
3 shows that this sustainability effect persists over time, affecting real donation 
behavior. Finally, we utilize both text (study 1) and videos (studies 2 and 3) as 
stimuli, extending our results across different messaging media.

Study 1: Belief in Global Warming Is Stronger After 
Viewing a Mechanism-Based Message

METHOD AND PROCEDURE

One hundred fifty participants were recruited via Amazon’s Mechanical 
Turk to complete an online survey. Ten participants failed an attention check3 

3. Those who failed the attention check did not differ on demographic characteristics (e.g., age, 
gender, belief in global warming, knowledge measure, or political orientation; all p’s > 0.38). 
However, respondents who failed the attention check tended to self-report a slightly greater under-
standing change (5.56 vs. 4.36 p = 0.05), although this effect was driven primarily by the conse-
quences condition (6.00 vs. 4.08, p = 0.08).
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embedded in the study, resulting in a total of 140 participants. Participants 
were assigned to one of three conditions: mechanism, consequences, or a con-
trol. In the mechanism and consequences conditions, participants read either 
a vignette that described the mechanism underlying the greenhouse gas ef-
fect adapted from a report from the Australian Government Department of 
the Environment and Energy (2020) or a vignette that described the conse-
quences of global warming adapted from Feinberg and Willer (2011). Both are 
reproduced in Supplementary Appendix B. The two vignettes were matched 
for length and processing difficulty. In addition, time spent on the page was 
recorded. No information was given in the control condition, with those par-
ticipants moving immediately to the next section. Table 1 compares selected 
characteristics of subjects in all three studies and (for comparison) respond-
ents to a nationally representative survey by Leiserowitz et al. (2018).

Participants then completed a single-item measure of understanding change 
(This study has changed my understanding of the underlying process of 
global warming; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree), as well as their 
belief in global warming (e.g., I currently believe that humans are, at least in 
part, responsible for global warming and The world is warming, in part, due 
to human influence; 1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). Afterward, in 
order to assess whether the manipulation actually changed understanding, par-
ticipants completed a 10-item multiple-choice mechanism knowledge ques-
tionnaire to confirm whether participants were, on average, reading the text 
(Supplementary Appendix C). Finally, participants completed a single-item 
measure of political orientation (1 = Very Liberal, 7 = Very Conservative), 
reported basic demographics, were thanked for their participation, and were 
debriefed.

Results

MANIPULATION CHECK

The control condition and consequences-based condition did not significantly 
differ on either the manipulation check mechanism knowledge question-
naire, nor the understanding change measure. Further, mechanism knowledge 
did not relate to political orientation (r = –0.04, p = 0.68). Given that the 
consequence-based condition and the control condition did not differ, the two 
conditions were combined (code = 0) and contrasted to the mechanism-based 
condition (code = 1).

An ANOVA confirmed a significant effect of condition on the mechanism 
knowledge measure (see table  2). Post hoc tests revealed that those in the 
mechanism-based condition scored higher on the mechanism knowledge 
measure (compared to participants in the consequences-based and control 
conditions).
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MEDIATING EFFECT OF UNDERSTANDING ON BELIEF

The two questions on belief were strongly correlated (r = 0.88, p < 0.001) and 
were averaged into a single belief variable. Table 2 shows that understanding 
change differed significantly between the experimental condition and the two 
control conditions. Political orientation was not correlated with understanding 
change (r = –0.02, p = 0.82). A mediation analysis was conducted to explore 
the mediating effect of understanding change on belief in global warming, 
using the PROCESS macro (Hayes 2013; model 44) with a bootstrapping pro-
cedure (5,000 resamples) to construct bias-corrected confidence intervals. 
A mediating effect of understanding change on belief in global warming was 
observed (see table 3). That is, reading the mechanism-based vignette (com-
pared to the consequence-based or control vignette) increased participants’ 
self-reported change in understanding of the greenhouse gas effect, and the 
magnitude of that change predicted an increased belief in global warming.

4. Model numbers refer to the statistical models associated with the Hayes PROCESS Macro in 
SPSS to provide readers with more context on the specific analyses performed. In the context of 
this manuscript, model 1 refers an interaction with two independent variables, model 4 refers to 
mediation, and model 6 refers to serial mediation. Models can be viewed online at http://www.
personal.psu.edu/jxb14/M554/specreg/templates.pdf, or see Hayes (2013) for more information.

Table 2. Effect of experimental condition on understanding change, 
belief, and knowledge (study 1)

Understanding  
change

Belief in global  
warming

Mechanism  
knowledge

Means 
(SDs)

Control 4.22 6.00 6.80
 (1.75) (1.25) (1.47)
Consequences 4.08 5.79 6.54
 (1.18) (1.34) (1.62)
Mechanism 4.80 5.91 7.80

 (1.75) (1.18) (1.36)

ANOVA (original)
F 2.20 0.327 9.31
(df) (2, 137) (2, 137) (2, 137)
p 0.12 0.72 <0.001

ANOVA (collapsed)
F 4.29 0.01 17.92
(df) (1, 138) (1, 138) (1, 138)
p 0.04 0.93 <0.001

Note.—There were no significant differences between the consequences and control condition 
on either the mechanism knowledge quiz (p = 0.40) or the understand change measure (p = 0.71). 
There were significant correlations between belief in global warming with the mechanism know-
ledge questionnaire (r = 0.19, p = 0.02) and understanding change (r = 0.33, p < 0.001).
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MODERATING EFFECT OF POLITICAL ORIENTATION

Consistent with prior research, correlational analysis reveals a negative rela-
tionship between political orientation and belief in global warming (r = –0.47, 
p < 0.001). While there was no relationship between understanding change and 
political orientation, there was a significant interactive effect of understanding 
change and political orientation (table 4) on belief in global warming (one par-
ticipant did not state their political affiliation and was excluded from analysis).

Table 3. Mediation results on belief in global warming (study 1)

B SE LCI UCI

Condition -> Understanding change 0.157 0.099 0.008 0.391

Condition -> Understanding change -> Belief 
(controlling for age and gender) 0.175 0.106 0.021 0.432

Note.—B represents the unstandardized regression coefficient for the indirect mediating ef-
fect (ab). LCI and UCI reflect the 95 percent upper and lower confidence interval.

Table 4. Moderation results at relatively more liberal (–1 SD) and 
conservative (+1 SD) of political orientation on belief in global warming 
(study 1)

B SE p F (df)

Political orientation –0.337 0.054 <0.001  

Understanding × Political orientation 0.109 0.026 <0.001 17.90 (1, 135)
Understanding × Political orientation  

(Liberals, –1 SD) 0.071 0.062 0.25  

Understanding × Political orientation  
(Conservatives, +1 SD) 0.507 0.078 <0.001  

Understanding × Political orientation  
(controlling for age and gender) 0.114 0.026 <0.001 19.16 (1, 133)

Understanding × Political orientation  
(Liberals, –1 SD) (controlling for  
age and gender) 0.066 0.062 0.29  

Understanding × Political orientation  
(Conservatives, +1 SD) (controlling  
for age and gender) 0.523 0.080 <0.001  

Note.—The B (unstandardized regression coefficient) of Understanding × Political Orientation 
at +/– 1 SD reflects the effect of mechanism understanding on belief in global warming for those 
who identify as relatively more liberal (16th percentile) and conservative (84th percentile). That is, 
for those who identify as more liberal there is no significant effect of understanding on belief, but 
there is a relatively strong and significant effect for those who identify as more conservative.
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Figure  1 provides a graphical representation of the interaction at +/– 1 
standard deviation from the mean on political orientation and understanding 
change. Moderation analysis using the PROCESS macro (Hayes 2013; model 1, 
see footnote 5) examined the conditional indirect effect of understanding change 
on belief at +/– 1 standard deviation from the mean on the political orientation 
measure. Analysis revealed that for individuals who were relatively liberal (–1 
SD), there was no effect of understanding change on belief, while the effect of 
understanding change on belief for individuals who were relatively conservative 
reflects understanding change significantly predicting increased belief.

Study 1 Discussion

The findings in study 1 support hypotheses 1 and 2. Participants who read a vignette 
that explained the mechanism underlying the greenhouse gas effect (as opposed to 
its consequences or a control) were more likely to report an increased understanding 
of that effect and subsequently exhibit greater belief in global warming (H1). 
Responses in the control condition did not differ from those in the consequences-
based condition, suggesting that our effects were not driven by a negative response 
to the consequences-based condition. This is in contrast to previous research that 
suggests that focusing on the consequences of global warming can lead to a backfire 
effect (e.g., Feinberg and Willer 2011). Finally, supporting H2, we find that political 

Figure 1. The effect of understanding change (+/– 1 SD) on belief in 
global warming for liberals and conservatives (study 1).

Rotman, Weber, and PerkinsPage 12 of 30

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/poq/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/poq/nfaa002/5860243 by Beurlingbiblioteket user on 20 June 2020



orientation moderates the relationship between message type and change in belief 
in global warming. Specifically, while more liberal individuals tend to believe in 
global warming independently of their understanding of the mechanism underlying 
the greenhouse gas effect, a significant change in conservatives’ understanding of 
that mechanism led to a significant increase in subsequent belief in global warming.

Study 2: Changes in Belief in Global Warming Influences 
Environmentally Conscious Behavior

Study 2 extends our inquiry by examining the relationship between under-
standing the greenhouse gas effect and environmentally conscious consump-
tion behavior. Specifically, we were interested in whether understanding the 
mechanism underlying the greenhouse gas effect (and its downstream effect 
on belief in global warming) would lead to positive changes in sustainable 
behavior attitudes. From a policy and managerial perspective, changes in be-
lief are not very impactful until they manifest in consumption preferences and 
practices that reduce emissions.

In addition, study 2 aimed to rule out the possibility that our effects are being 
driven by individual differences in scientific analysis. Prior research suggests 
that increased scientific literacy can lead to greater disbelief in opposing view-
points, as individuals are better equipped to rationalize away dissonance re-
lated to exposure to counterarguments (Kahan et al. 2012). Consequently, the 
most resolute climate denialism is featured among conservatives highest in 
scientific literacy (Kahan et al. 2012). However, the current research hypothe-
sizes that mechanism-based persuasion presents an apolitical explanation of 
a phenomenon by focusing on causality—a primary factor determining com-
prehension and belief (Koehler 1991; Graesser, Singer, and Trabasso 1994; 
Roscoe and Chi 2007; Wellman and Liu 2007). Thus, in order to better rule 
out these alternative explanations, we explore the moderating effect of mech-
anistic understanding and contrast it with general scientific literacy.

Method and Procedure

Three hundred fifty-eight participants were recruited from a large university 
in the Northwestern United States and were randomly assigned to participate 
in either a mechanism-based or consequence-based video treatment. Seventy-
eight participants failed an attention check5 and an additional 10 participants 
did not write about their understanding, leaving a total of 270 participants. 

5. Those who failed the attention check did not differ on age, gender, education level, or belief in 
global warming (all P’s > 0.52). There was an effect on political leaning (4.33 vs. 3.88, p = 0.02). 
Somewhat unsurprisingly, those who failed the attention check scored significantly lower than 
those who did not on the science measure (6.81 vs. 6.19, p = 0.001).
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Participants were first asked to describe in their own words (and regardless of 
their belief) how greenhouse gases cause global warming on an open-ended 
question (time 1). Participants then watched a mechanism-based video or a 
consequence-based video about the correlation between increased emissions, 
global warming, and the disastrous effects it could cause (see Supplementary 
Appendix D). After the video, participants again described their understanding 
of the greenhouse gas effect on an open-ended question (time 2). Participants 
then answered the same two questions related to climate change belief as 
study 1.  Participants next completed a series of items assessing behavioral 
intent to perform six sustainable behaviors such as recycling to reduce con-
sumption of products contributing to global warming (a = 0.92; adapted from 
Feygina, Jost, and Goldsmith 2010; see Supplementary Appendix E for full 
question wording). Next, to assess scientific literacy and political orientation, 
participants responded to a series of science-related questions (adapted from 
Kahan et al. 2012 and reproduced in Supplementary Appendix F) and the same 
single-item political orientation measure as study 1. Finally, after completing 
basic demographic questions, participants were thanked and debriefed.

Results

INITIAL DATA CODING

As in the pretest, two independent coders rated responses of the open-ended 
measure of understanding the greenhouse gas effect. Upon discussion, the 
coders achieved perfect consensus (Krippendorff’s α = 1) for both time 1 and 
time 2 (prior to negotiation, intercoder reliability was 0.59 for time 1 and 0.62 
for time 2). Finally, the correct answers on the scientific literacy test were ag-
gregated as a measure of each participant’s scientific expertise.

MECHANISM UNDERSTANDING

After watching the videos, an ANOVA confirmed a significant change in under-
standing of the greenhouse gas effect for participants in the mechanism-based 
condition relative to the consequences-based condition. A repeated measures 
analysis revealed a significant understanding (time 1 and 2) by condition ef-
fect. As shown in table 5, those in the consequences condition increased their 
understanding from a mean of 1.99 to 2.54,6 while in the mechanism condi-
tion, understanding was significantly greater, increasing from 1.98 to 3.18.

6. Although the differences between time 1 and time 2 in the consequences condition was signifi-
cantly less compared to the mechanism condition, it was still was statistically significant. This was 
likely due to the fact that coding at time 2 took into account understanding at time 1 and was in-
corporated into their overall understanding. Ostensibly, participants did not report everything they 
knew about the greenhouse gas effect at time 1 and/or the consequences video served to prime 
some additional information that participants knew but did not readily recall.
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mediation analysis

To examine the mediating effect of increased understanding between video con-
dition and belief in global warming, we used the PROCESS macro (Hayes 2013; 
model 4, see footnote 5) to conduct mediation analysis with a bootstrapping pro-
cedure (5,000 resamples) to construct bias-corrected confidence intervals. The 
bootstrapping procedure revealed significant mediation, controlling for under-
standing at time 1 (see table 6). That is, consistent with study 1, the mechanism-
based video significantly increased participants’ understanding of the greenhouse 

Table 5. Effect of condition on understanding prevideo, postvideo, and 
understanding change (study 2)

Understanding  
(prevideo)

Understanding  
(postvideo)

Understanding  
change

Means 
(SDs)

Consequences 1.99 3.18 0.55
 (0.78) (0.96) (0.68)
Mechanism 1.98 2.54 1.20
 (0.73) (0.88) (0.83)

ANOVA 
F 0.014 31.95 42.21
(df) (1, 268) (1, 268) (1, 268)
p 0.91 <0.001 <0.001

Table 6. Mediation analysis of understanding the greenhouse gas effect 
on belief in global warming and sustainable behaviors (study 2)

B SE LCI UCI

Condition ->Understanding ->Belief  
(controlling for T1) 0.152 0.072 0.020 0.304

Condition ->Understanding ->Belief  
(controlling for T1, age, gender,  
ethnicity, and education) 0.165 0.073 0.037 0.329

Condition ->Understanding ->Sustainable  
behaviors (controlling for T1) 0.162 0.077 0.020 0.321

Condition ->Understanding ->  
Sustainable behaviors  
(controlling for T1, age, gender,  
ethnicity, and education) 0.177 0.075 0.046 0.344

Note.—B represents the unstandardized regression coefficient for the indirect mediating ef-
fect (ab). LCI and UCI reflect the 95 percent upper and lower confidence interval.
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gas effect, resulting in greater belief in global warming, while the consequence-
based video had no measurable effect. Further, this result holds while controlling 
for gender, age, and ethnicity, and education. Interestingly, gender significantly 
predicted belief, with women reporting greater belief than men (F(1, 268) = 9.43, 
p = 0.002). However, this does not impact the overall pattern of results.

Finally, we assessed the effect of increased mechanism understanding on par-
ticipant intent to engage in sustainable activities. Consistent with our theorizing, 
increased understanding of the mechanism underlying the greenhouse gas effect 
significantly mediated participants’ increased belief in global warming, which 
in turn drives intent to engage in environmentally pro-social activities (table 5).

MODERATING EFFECT OF POLITICAL ORIENTATION

Consistent with study 1, political orientation was negatively correlated with belief 
in global warming and unrelated to scientific literacy (see table 6). Next, we repli-
cated the polarization effect found by Kahan and colleagues (2012), finding that 
scientific knowledge and political affiliation interact to predict belief in global 
warming. Specifically, liberal participants (–1 SD) exhibited a positive (though 
non-significant) effect of scientific knowledge on belief in global warming, while 
conservative participants (+1 SD) exhibited a negative relationship between sci-
entific knowledge and belief in global warming. Importantly, the opposite effect 
is obtained when examining the relationship between political orientation and 
understanding the mechanism underlying the greenhouse gas effect (table 7).

Table 7. Moderating effect of political orientation at relatively more 
liberal (–1 SD) and conservative (+1 SD) political orientation and 
scientific knowledge on belief in global warming (study 2)

B SE p F (df)

Political orientation (main effect) –0.375 0.043 <0.001  

Scientific knowledge 0.016 0.050 0.75  

Scientific knowledge ×  
Political orientation –0.060 0.027 0.02 5.12 (1, 267)

Scientific knowledge ×  
Political orientation  
(Liberals, –1 SD) 0.110 0.068 0.10  

Scientific knowledge ×  
Political orientation  
(Conservatives, +1 SD) –0.131 0.071 0.06  

Note.—The B (unstandardized regression coefficient) of Understanding × Political Orientation at 
+/– 1 SD reflects the effect of mechanism understanding on belief in global warming for those who 
identify as relatively more liberal (16th percentile) and conservative (84th percentile). That is, for those 
who identify as more liberal there is a marginal significant effect of scientific knowledge on belief, but 
there is a marginal negative effect for those who identify as more conservative.

Rotman, Weber, and PerkinsPage 16 of 30

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/poq/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/poq/nfaa002/5860243 by Beurlingbiblioteket user on 20 June 2020



Specifically, consistent with study 1, there was no statistically significant 
effect of mechanism understanding on belief in global warming for liberal 
participants, whereas there is a significant effect for conservative partici-
pants (see table  8). That is, when conservatives understand the mechanism 
underlying the greenhouse gas effect, they are significantly more likely to be-
lieve in global warming. This effect remains consistent when controlling for 
age, gender, race, and education (see figures 2a and 2b).

Finally, to demonstrate that the understanding scores reflected a change 
in understanding and not simply rote memorization and parroting of the 
information in the video, we utilized text-analysis to compare participant 
responses at time 2 to the transcript of the video. The text-analysis re-
vealed that less than 1 percent of the text (0.7 percent) was identical to the 
transcript.

Table 8. Moderating effect at relatively more liberal (–1 SD) 
and conservative (+1 SD) of political orientation and mechanism 
understanding on belief in global warming (study 2)

B SE p F (df)

Political orientation (main effect) –0.375 0.043 <0.001  

Understanding × Political orientation 0.085 0.039 0.03 4.66 (1, 266)

Understanding × Political orientation  
(Liberal, –1 SD) 0.145 0.100 0.15  

Understanding × Political orientation  
(Conservative, +1 SD) 0.483 0.108 <0.001  

Understanding × Political orientation  
(controlling for age, gender,  
ethnicity, and education) 0.081 0.040 0.04 4.22 (1, 259)

Understanding × Political orientation  
(Liberal, –1 SD)  
(controlling for age, gender,  
ethnicity, and education) 0.173 0.102 0.09  

Understanding × Political orientation  
(Conservative + 1 SD)  
(controlling for age, gender,  
ethnicity, and education) 0.498 0.109 <0.001  

Note.—The B (unstandardized regression coefficient) of Understanding × Political Orientation 
at +/– 1 SD reflects the average effect of mechanism understanding on belief in global warming 
for those who identify as relatively more liberal (16th percentile) and conservative (84th percentile). 
That is, for those who identify as more liberal there is no/marginal significant effect of under-
standing on belief, but there is a relatively strong and significant effect for those who identify as 
more conservative.
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Study 2 Discussion

Study 2 further establishes evidence for H1 and H2, while illustrating that 
underlying change in understanding of the greenhouse gas effect results in 
not only a subsequent increase in belief in global warming, but, importantly, a 
shift in intent toward more sustainable consumption (H3).

However, study 2 leaves open two important questions: are these effects tem-
porary and fleeting, or robust over time, and do they predict actual behavior? 

Figure 2. The effect of low and high (+/– 1 SD) understanding of the green-
house gas effect (figure 2a) and scientific literacy (figure 2b) on belief in 
global warming for liberals and conservatives (study 2).
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If participants are indeed learning the mechanism underlying global warming, 
as we propose, that information should be learned, processed, committed to 
memory, and subsequently impact behavior. Thus, in study 3 we attempt to 
demonstrate that the effect of the mechanism-based manipulation on under-
standing persists over time and affects actual donation behavior.

Study 3: Does Mechanism-Based Learning Affect Belief in 
Global Warming Over Time?

Studies 1 and 2 provide evidence that understanding the underlying causes 
of global warming predicts greater subsequent belief in global warming 
and that exposure to mechanism-based (versus consequence-based) explan-
ations leads to greater belief change, with the effect being strongest on 
the most uncertain participants. However, it is possible that this effect is 
only temporary and individuals presented with a mechanism-based explan-
ation can rationalize away or dismiss these ideas over time. To examine 
this question, study 3 was designed to assess the longer-term effects of 
a mechanism-based persuasion strategy. Further, while study 2 found that 
exposure to mechanism-based explanations led to greater belief in global 
warming and subsequent changes in individuals’ desire to behave in so-
cially positive or sustainable ways, intentions do not always predict real-
world behavior. Thus, study 3 incorporated a real-world behavioral choice 
(making a charitable donation).

Method and Procedure

One hundred and seventy nine participants were recruited via Amazon’s 
Mechanical Turk and were paid $1.00 as compensation to participate in a two-
factor (video type: mechanism-based versus consequence-based) between-
subject study. The study consisted of two separate sessions separated by a 
six-week time delay. Thirty participants did not write responses or simply 
copied the question, leaving a total of 149 participants.7

SESSION 1

Session 1 was identical to study 2. As in the previous studies, two independent 
coders rated the responses. Upon discussion, the two coders achieved good 

7. With the exception of one, participants excluded did not complete writing explanations and 
subsequently did not complete the rest of the study, including the demographics. As such, no ana-
lyses can be performed. Importantly, there were no differences between those who took the study 
during the second session and those who did not. Specifically, there were no differences on under-
standing change or belief, nor on what condition they were assigned to (all P’s > 0.45). Further, 
there were no differences in gender, age, ethnicity, or education (all P’s > 0.11)
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interrater reliability (Krippendorff’s α = 0.95; Krippendorff’s α = 0.96) for 
time 1 and 2, respectively (prior to negotiation, intercoder reliability was 
0.72 for time 1 and 0.69 for time 2). After completing all measures, parti-
cipants were asked if they would like to be included in a follow-up study in 
six weeks’ time. Those interested were asked to provide an email address.

SESSION 2

Ninety-two participants from the first experiment responded to an email re-
quest to participate in session 2. Participants were matched using a unique 
code provided by participants during session 1 and session 2.  Instead of 
writing an explanation of the greenhouse gas effect (as they had during the 
first session), participants were given a 10-question multiple-choice ques-
tionnaire (see Supplementary Appendix G) to assess their understanding 
of the mechanism underlying the greenhouse gas effect (we refer to this as 
knowledge to draw a distinction from the measure of understanding in session 
1). Participants were then again asked about their belief in global warming. 
Finally, participants were asked if they would like to donate part of their com-
pensation for taking the study to a carbon-offset program (1 = Yes, 2 = No; 
Supplementary Appendix H). After completing a set of basic demographic 
questions, including the same single-item political orientation measure as in 
previous studies, participants were thanked, debriefed, and paid.

Results

MECHANISM UNDERSTANDING

After watching the videos, an ANOVA confirmed a significant change in under-
standing of the greenhouse gas effect for participants in the mechanism-based 
condition relative to the consequences-based condition (F(1, 148) = 19.79, 
p < 0.001; see table 9).

MEDIATION ANALYSIS

To examine whether increased understanding mediates belief in global 
warming, mediation analysis was conducted (Hayes 2013; model 4, see 
footnote 5)  with a bootstrapping procedure (5,000 resamples) to construct 
bias-corrected confidence intervals. The bootstrapping procedure revealed sig-
nificant mediation controlling for understanding during session 1. This effect 
remains while controlling for age, gender, and ethnicity. That is, consistent 
with our previous studies, viewing the mechanism-based video significantly 
increased participants’ understanding of the greenhouse gas effect relative to 
session 1, resulting in greater belief in global warming.
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Session 2

While not all participants in session 1 responded to the email request to par-
ticipate in the second session, analysis comparing individuals who took part in 
the second session versus those who did not revealed no significant differences 
across session 1 on belief in global warming, understanding, or their randomly 
assigned condition (all P’s > 0.1), suggesting no systematic differences in in-
dividuals who opted to take part in session 2.

PRIMARY RESULTS

First, we examined whether understanding of the greenhouse gas effect 
from session 1 predicted knowledge about global warming in session 
2.  Results indicate a significant correlation between the two measures 
(r = 0.44, p < 0.001). Further, session 1 understanding and session 2 know-
ledge predicted belief in global warming (r = 0.27, p = 0.01, r = 0.29, 
p = 0.01) and session 2 belief in global warming significantly predicted 
donation agreement (coded as 1 = yes, 2 = no, r = –0.33, p = 0.001), as 
did session 2 knowledge (coded as 1 = yes, 2 = no, r = –0.21, p < 0.05). 
Importantly, serial mediation (Hayes 2013; model 6, see footnote 5)  
exploring the indirect effect of the mechanism-based video condition on 
donation through session 1 understanding and session 2 belief demon-
strated a significant mediating effect (table 10). As illustrated by figure 3, 
participants who saw the mechanism-based video reported greater subse-
quent understanding and then greater belief and subsequent donation be-
havior six weeks later.

Table 9. Effect of condition on understanding prevideo, postvideo, and 
understanding change (study 3)

Understanding  
(prevideo)

Understanding  
(postvideo)

Understanding  
change

Means 
(SDs)

Consequences 2.17 2.31 0.14
 (0.98) (0.96) (0.54)
Mechanism 1.98 2.56 0.58
 (0.87) (1.06) (0.67)

ANOVA 
F 1.65 2.30 19.79
(df) (1, 148)  (1, 148)  (1, 148) 
p 0.20 0.13 <0.001
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MODERATING ROLE OF POLITICAL ORIENTATION

Consistent with studies 1 and 2, we assessed the moderating effect of pol-
itical orientation on the relationship between understanding and belief. 
The interaction revealed a marginally significant interaction (table  11). 

Table 10. Mediation analysis of understanding the greenhouse gas effect 
on belief in global warming and donation (study 3)

B SE LCI UCI

Condition ->Understanding  
T2 → Belief T2   
(controlling for understanding T1) 0.188 0.098 0.021 0.403

Condition ->Understanding  
T2→ Belief T2   
(controlling for understanding  
T1, age, gender, ethnicity, and education) 0.186 0.101 0.005 0.401

Condition ->Understanding T2→ Belief  
T3 → Donation (controlling for  
understanding T1) –0.122 0.091 –0.366 –0.010

Condition ->Understanding T2→  
Belief T3 → Donation  
(controlling for understanding  
T1, age, gender, ethnicity, and  
education, 90% CI) –0.092 0.097 –0.300 –0.004

Note.—B represents the unstandardized regression coefficient for the indirect mediating effect 
(ab). LCI and UCI reflect the 95 percent upper and lower confidence interval.

Figure 3. Path model of the effect of condition (consequence vs. mech-
anism) on donation agreement (coded as 1 = yes, 2 = no) through under-
standing at session 1 and belief at session 2 (study 3).
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Consistent with the previous studies, assessing the conditional effects at 
+/– 1 SD, reveals that for more liberal participants (–1 SD), there was no 
effect of understanding on belief, whereas for more conservative partici-
pants (+1 SD), there was a stronger, statistically significant effect. Finally, 
as in study 2, text-analysis revealed that only 1.2 percent of the text pro-
vided by participants was identical to the text provided in the study and 
less than 1 percent reflected minor deviations from the text provided in 
the study.

Study 3 Discussion

The results of study 3 provide support for our central argument that under-
standing the greenhouse gas effect relates positively to subsequent belief 
in global warming. In addition, study 3 adds two important contributions. 
First, we demonstrate that the effect of mechanism-based persuasion per-
sists over time: viewing the mechanism-based video not only changed imme-
diate understanding of the mechanism underlying the greenhouse gas effect 

Table 11. Correlational and moderated effects at relatively more liberal 
(–1 SD) and conservative (+1 SD) of political orientation on belief in 
global warming (study 3, session 2)

B SE p F (df)

Political orientation (main effect) –0.489 –0.077 <0.001  

Understanding × Political orientation 0.142 0.075 0.06 3.58 (1, 88)
Understanding × Political orientation  

(Liberal, –1 SD) 0.003 0.171 0.99
 

Understanding × Political orientation  
(Conservative, +1 SD) 0.571 0.232 0.02

 

Understanding × Political orientation  
(controlling for age, gender,  
ethnicity, and education) 0.224 0.076 0.004 8.66 (1, 81)

Understanding × Political orientation  
(Liberal, –1 SD)  
(controlling for age, gender,  
ethnicity, and education) –0.272 0.181 0.14

 

Understanding × Political orientation  
(Conservative, +1 SD)  
(controlling for age, gender,  
ethnicity, and education) 0.625 0.231 0.008

 

Note.—The B (unstandardized regression coefficient) of Understanding × Political Orientation 
at +/– 1 SD reflects the average effect of mechanism understanding on belief in global warming 
for those who identify as relatively more liberal (16th percentile) and conservative (84th percentile).
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and subsequent belief in global warming, but showed consistent effects six 
weeks later. Second, we demonstrated that greater understanding of the mech-
anism underlying the greenhouse gas effect and subsequent belief in global 
warming impacted real-world donation behavior six weeks after viewing the 
mechanism-based video.

General Discussion

Pro-social interventions in psychology and marketing have primarily focused 
on normative and implicit interventions (Goldstein, Cialdini, and Griskevicius 
2008; Thaler and Sunstein 2008; Peloza, White, and Shang 2013). However, 
these interventions are unlikely to affect views on global warming or other 
ideologically laden beliefs with the same effectiveness as spurring the reuse 
of towels or sustainable consumption of coffee. Spurring belief in global 
warming requires a more explicit intervention capable of not just changing, 
but reversing, publicly held beliefs and attitudes. In the present research, we 
demonstrate the effectiveness of a mechanism-based explanation that ex-
plains why global warming is happening (the greenhouse gas effect). The re-
sulting explicit intervention is effective, particularly with conservatives, and 
has important implications for pro-social communications and marketing 
interventions.

Public Policy and Managerial Implications

Arguably, no problem in contemporary public policy poses a greater poten-
tial threat to society and the world than global warming. Global warming is 
in a category of social and environmental problems that policy makers have 
never experienced in the past, combining a distant temporal nature, outcome 
uncertainty, and imperfect solutions requiring tremendous cost to current tax-
payers who may be deceased before any benefits are realized (Gardiner 2011). 
Politically, global warming policy carries with it explicit incentives to shirk. 
At an international level, it creates trade disadvantages; at a national level, it 
weakens one state or province economically relative to another; at an indi-
vidual level, there are considerable tangible and intangible transaction costs to 
changing lifestyles (Stern 2007; Gardiner 2011).

Consequently, inspiring the collective action needed to ameliorate the ef-
fects of global warming requires communication strategies effective in per-
suading those who may not believe global warming is happening due to lack 
of understanding the underlying science and/or a conflict between their ideo-
logical, cultural, or religious beliefs. The present research illustrates a strategy 
with the potential to break through this morass of ideology and culture. 
Specifically, contexts where this strategy would seem most likely to find suc-
cess are those where simple, apolitical explanations can be used to understand 
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seemingly complicated scientific phenomena. One example already in prac-
tice regards human interaction with sensitive habitats: in Hanauma Bay Nature 
Preserve in Hawaii, visitors must watch a supervised video (<10 minutes) on 
how coral reefs function before being allowed into the preserve. Because even 
the gentlest touch from humans can contaminate and destroy coral due to the 
oils naturally in human skin, the video serves as an educational tool to protect 
sensitive habitats by focusing on mechanism and without engaging in any sort 
of political debate.

Mechanism-based persuasion strategies might yield positive outcomes in 
motivating vaccinations, accepting genetically modified organisms in food, 
and reducing the overuse of antibiotics. Because each has a relatively simple 
explanation (i.e., “when you get a vaccine, it sparks your immune response, 
helping your body fight off and remember the germ so it can attack it if the 
germ ever invades again”; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
2019) and generally lacks political associations (i.e., the influenza vaccine is 
not seen as liberal nor conservative), mechanism-based persuasion strategies 
could potentially aid in changing public opinion and help spur public action.

Limitations and Future Directions

Mechanism-based persuasion strategies may not be effective in all conditions, 
and more research is needed to understand the boundaries of its effectiveness. 
For example, in contexts inseparable from emotional, religious, or cultural 
meaning while lacking a simple scientific explanation (i.e., stem cell research, 
euthanasia, or sex education), mechanism-based strategies could backfire. As 
an example, an explanation of how euthanasia works may inspire even greater 
opposition because the debate is normative and not rooted in empirical claims. 
Consequently, future research should help identify boundary conditions for 
mechanism-based persuasive strategies.

It is also important to note that our effects were indirect and are dependent 
on the extent to which participants showed greater understanding of the mech-
anism. Although we controlled for prior understanding in our analyses, some 
participants may have been resistant to new information, and thus would not 
exhibit any understanding and subsequent belief or behavior change (indeed, 
some of the open-ended responses explicitly informed us that they did not 
waste their time on our “propaganda”). Relatedly, we excluded a number of 
participants who failed attention checks or did not write responses, suggesting 
that these participants were likely the least motivated to process the provided 
information systematically. On the other hand, those participants that were re-
ceptive to the information provided in our studies reported an overall increase 
in their understanding of the greenhouse gas effect, resulting in a significant 
change in belief in anthropogenic global warming. Identifying the individual 
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differences between these two groups of respondents is critical in reducing 
global warming denialism.

Further, it is important to note that while our manipulations directly drive 
a change in understanding the mechanism underlying global warming, both 
this mediating variable and our dependent variables are measured and not 
randomly assigned. As such, the relationship between the mediator and the 
dependent variable is ultimately correlational, thus understanding the mech-
anism underlying global warming is only assumed to causally affect belief that 
global warming is occurring (see Pirlott and MacKinnon 2016). As such, fu-
ture research should seek to explore interventions that spur open-mindedness 
toward new information (e.g., the trustworthiness of the information source) as 
well as utilize designs that experimentally manipulate any mediating variables.

In addition, our focal dependent variable, understanding of the greenhouse 
gas effect, was quantified using the negotiated coding methodology, a popular 
strategy across domains when quantifying qualitative data (e.g., Coomber 
et al. 2017; Skillman et al. 2019; Judina and Platonov 2019), particularly when 
the data reflects participant understanding of complex topics in foundational 
research, making coder agreement challenging. However, this methodology is 
not without limitation. As rightfully noted by an anonymous reviewer, reprodu-
cing the data with different coders may be difficult, due to inherent differences 
in how different coders might interpret the open-ended responses. However, 
the instructions utilized to train reviewers (Supplementary Appendix A) and 
transparently reporting the Kalpha at each stage of coding (Supplementary 
Appendix K) should mitigate some of these concerns. In keeping with this, 
future research should seek to develop an improved instrument and coding 
instructions to ensure greater reliability and subsequent reproducibility of the 
data. In doing so, this may also provide better-nuanced insights into the spe-
cific aspects of understanding and how they lead to greater belief change in 
global warming or other domains.

Finally, we would like to reiterate that the nature of our effects should be 
interpreted alongside known limitations to our data sources. However, while 
MTurk samples tend to be different from the general population in predict-
able ways (Levay et al. 2016), extent research comparing the applicability 
of MTurk samples to those used by the American National Election Studies 
(ANES) suggests that “the same values and personality traits that motivate 
ideological differences in the mass public also divide liberals and conserva-
tives on MTurk” (Clifford, Jewell, and Waggoner 2015, p. 7). Similarly, while 
there are meaningful differences between student samples and the general 
population, extent research examining similarities and differences among 
college students as samples for politically relevant research suggests that 
“students and the non-student general population, are, on average, indistin-
guishable when it comes to partisanship . . . [in terms of both] partisan direc-
tion and intensity” (Druckman and Kam 2011, p. 51). Nevertheless, there are 
still likely meaningful differences in the motivations and other psychological 
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variables between MTurk workers, students, and the general population. As 
such, the external validity of these findings would be enhanced by replicating 
these effects in a probability-based survey.

Supplementary Data

Supplementary data are freely available at Public Opinion Quarterly online.

References

Ahn, Woo-kyoung, Charles W. Kalish, Douglas L. Medin, and Susan A. Gelman. 1995. “The Role 
of Covariation Versus Mechanism Information in Causal Attribution.” Cognition 54:299–352.

Ajzen, Icek, and Martin Fishbein. 1977. “Attitude-Behavior Relations: A Theoretical Analysis and 
Review of Empirical Research.” Psychological Bulletin 84:888.

Australian Government Department of the Environment and Energy. 2020. “Greenhouse Effect.” 
Available at https://www.environment.gov.au/climate-change/climate-science-data/climate-
science/greenhouse-effect, accessed January 4, 2020.

Boxell,  Levi, Matthew  Gentzkow, and Jesse  M.  Shapiro. 2017. “Greater Internet Use Is 
Not Associated with Faster Growth in Political Polarization among US Demographic 
Groups.” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 
114:10612–17.

Budescu, David V., Stephen Broomell, and Han-Hui Por. 2009. “Improving Communication of 
Uncertainty in the Reports of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change.” Psychological 
Science 20:299–308.

Campbell,  John  L., Charles  Quincy, Jordan  Osserman, and Ove  K.  Pedersen. 2013. “Coding 
In-Depth Semistructured Interviews: Problems of Unitization and Intercoder Reliability and 
Agreement.” Sociological Methods & Research 42:294–320.

Clifford,  Scott, Ryan  M.  Jewell, and Philip  D.  Waggoner. 2015. “Are Samples Drawn from 
Mechanical Turk Valid for Research on Political Ideology?” Research & Politics 2:1–9.

Cook,  John, Naomi  Oreskes, Peter  T.  Doran, William  R.  L.  Anderegg, Bart  Verheggen, 
Ed  W.  Maibach, J.  Stuart  Carlton, et  al. 2016. “Consensus on Consensus: A  Synthesis of 
Consensus Estimates on Human-Caused Global Warming.” Environmental Research Letters 
11. doi: Artn 04800210.1088/1748–9326/11/4/048002.

Coomber,  Kerri, Alexa  Hayley, Caterina  Giorgi, and Peter  G.  Miller. 2017. “A Qualitative 
Investigation of Australian Young Adult Responses to Pictorial and Graphic Alcohol Product 
Warnings.” Journal of Drug Issues 47:622–37.

de Kwaadsteniet, Erik W., Eric van Dijk, Arjaan Wit, David De Cremer, and Mark de Rooij. 
2007. “Justifying Decisions in Social Dilemmas: Justification Pressures and Tacit 
Coordination Under Environmental Uncertainty.” Personality and Social Psychology 
Bulletin 33:1648–60.

Druckman,  James  N., and Toby  Bolsen. 2011. “Framing, Motivated Reasoning, and Opinions 
About Emergent Technologies.” Journal of Communication 61:659–88.

Druckman,  James  N., and Cindy  D.  Kam. 2011. “Students as Experimental Participants.” In 
Cambridge Handbook of Experimental Political Science, edited by James  N.  Druckman, 
Donald  P.  Green, James  H.  Kuklinski, and Arthur  Lupia, 41–57. New York: Cambridge 
University Press.

Drummond, Caitlin, and Baruch Fischhoff. 2017. “Individuals with Greater Science Literacy and 
Education Have More Polarized Beliefs on Controversial Science Topics.” Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America 114:9587–92.

Addressing Global Warming Denialism Page 27 of 30

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/poq/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/poq/nfaa002/5860243 by Beurlingbiblioteket user on 20 June 2020

https://www.environment.gov.au/climate-change/climate-science-data/climate-science/greenhouse-effect
https://www.environment.gov.au/climate-change/climate-science-data/climate-science/greenhouse-effect
https://doi.org/Artn 04800210.1088/1748–9326/11/4/048002


Dryzek, John S., Richard B. Norgaard, and David Schlosberg. 2013. Climate-Challenged Society. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Dusso, Aaron, and Sheila Suess Kennedy. 2015. “Does Ignorance Matter? The Relative Importance 
of Civic Knowledge and the Human Tendency to Engage in Motivated Reasoning.” Journal of 
Public and Nonprofit Affairs 1:59–72.

Feinberg, Matthew, and Robb Willer. 2011. “Apocalypse Soon? Dire Messages Reduce Belief in 
Global Warming by Contradicting Just-World Beliefs.” Psychological Science 22:34–38.

Feygina, Irina, John T. Jost, and Rachel E. Goldsmith. 2010. “System Justification, the Denial of 
Global Warming, and the Possibility of ‘System-Sanctioned Change.’” Personality and Social 
Psychology Bulletin 36:326–38.

Fiorina, Morris P., and Samuel J. Abrams. 2008. “Political Polarization in the American Public.” 
Annual Review of Political Science 11:563–88.

Gallup. 2014. “One in Four in U.S. Are Solidly Skeptical of Global Warming.” Available at 
http://www.gallup.com/poll/168620/one-four-solidly-skeptical-global-warming.aspx, accessed 
October 7, 2017.

Gardiner, Stephen M. 2011. A Perfect Moral Storm: The Ethical Tragedy of Climate Change. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Garrison, D. Randy, Martha Cleveland-Innes, Marguerite Koole, and James Kappelman. 2006. 
“Revisiting Methodological Issues in Transcript Analysis: Negotiated Coding and Reliability.” 
The Internet and Higher Education 9:1–8.

Gifford,  Robert. 2011. “The Dragons of Inaction: Psychological Barriers That Limit Climate 
Change Mitigation and Adaptation.” American Psychologist 66:290–302.

Goidel,  Robert  K., Todd  G.  Shields, and Mark  Peffley. 1997. “Priming Theory and RAS 
Models: Toward an Integrated Perspective of Media Influence.” American Politics Quarterly 
25:287–318.

Goldstein, Noah J., Robert B. Cialdini, and Vladas Griskevicius. 2008. “A Room with a Viewpoint: 
Using Social Norms to Motivate Environmental Conservation in Hotels.” Journal of Consumer 
Research 35:472–82.

Graesser, Arthur C., Murray Singer, and Tom Trabasso. 1994. “Constructing Inferences During 
Narrative Text Comprehension.” Psychological Review 101:371–95.

Hamilton, Lawrence C. 2011. “Education, Politics and Opinions About Climate Change Evidence 
for Interaction Effects.” Climatic Change 104:231–42.

Hassin, Ran R., John A. Bargh, and James S. Uleman. 2002. “Spontaneous Causal Inferences.” 
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 38:515–22.

Hayes,  Andrew  F. 2013. Introduction to Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional Process 
Analysis: A Regression-Based Approach. New York: Guilford Press.

Hine,  Donald  W., and Robert  Gifford. 1996. “Individual Restraint and Group Efficiency in 
Commons Dilemmas: The Effects of Two Types of Environmental Uncertainty.” Journal of 
Applied Social Psychology 26:993–1009.

Judina, Darja, and Konstantin Platonov. 2019. “Newsworthiness and the Public’s Response in 
Russian Social Media: A Comparison of State and Private News Organizations.” Media and 
Communication 7:157–66.

Kahan, Dan M. 2013. “Ideology, Motivated Reasoning, and Cognitive Reflection.” Judgment and 
Decision Making 8:407–24.

Kahan, Dan M., Ellen Peters, Maggie Wittlin, Paul Slovic, Lisa L. Ouellette, Donald Braman, 
and Gregory  Mandel. 2012. “The Polarizing Impact of Science Literacy and Numeracy on 
Perceived Climate Change Risks.” Nature Climate Change 2:732–35.

Keil, Frank C. 2006. “Explanation and Understanding.” Annual Review of Psychology 57:227–54.
Kempton,  Willet. 1997. “How the Public Views Climate Change.” Environment: Science and 

Policy for Sustainable Development 39:12–21.
Kidwell, Blair, Adam Farmer, and David M. Hardesty. 2013. “Getting Liberals and Conservatives 

to Go Green: Political Ideology and Congruent Appeals.” Journal of Consumer Research 
40:350–67.

Rotman, Weber, and PerkinsPage 28 of 30

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/poq/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/poq/nfaa002/5860243 by Beurlingbiblioteket user on 20 June 2020

http://www.gallup.com/poll/168620/one-four-solidly-skeptical-global-warming.aspx


Kitayama, Shinobu, Hazel Rose Markus, and Masaru Kurokawa. 2000. “Culture, Emotion, and 
Well-Being: Good Feelings in Japan and the United States.” Cognition & Emotion 14:93–124.

Koehler, Derek J. 1991. “Explanation, Imagination, and Confidence in Judgment.” Psychological 
Bulletin 110:499.

Kunda, Ziva. 1990. “The Case for Motivated Reasoning.” Psychological Bulletin 108:480.
Leiserowitz,  Anthony, Edward  Maibach, Seth  Rosenthal, John  Kotcher, Matthew  Ballew, 

Matthew  Goldberg, and Abel  Gustafson. 2018. “Climate Change in the American Mind: 
December 2018.” Yale University and George Mason University. New Haven, CT: Yale 
Program on Climate Change Communication.

Lelkes, Yphtach. 2016. “Mass Polarization: Manifestations and Measurements.” Public Opinion 
Quarterly 80:392–410.

Levay, Kevin E., Jeremy Freese, and James N. Druckman. 2016. “The Demographic and Political 
Composition of Mechanical Turk Samples.” Sage Open 6:1–17.

Lord,  Charles  G., Lee  Ross, and Mark  R.  Lepper. 1979. “Biased Assimilation and Attitude 
Polarization: The Effects of Prior Theories on Subsequently Considered Evidence.” Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology 37:2098–2111.

Mayer, Richard E. 2002. “Rote Versus Meaningful Learning.” Theory Into Practice 41:226–32.
Miller, Jon D. 2004. “Public Understanding of, and Attitudes toward, Scientific Research: What 

We Know and What We Need to Know.” Public Understanding of Science 13:273–94.
Mutz,  Diana  C. 2008. “Is Deliberative Democracy a Falsifiable Theory?” Annual Review of 

Political Science 11:521–38.
Nisbet,  Matthew  C. 2005. “The Competition for Worldviews: Values, Information, and 

Public Support for Stem Cell Research.” International Journal of Public Opinion Research 
17:90–112.

Painter, James. 2013. Climate Change in the Media: Reporting Risk and Uncertainty. New York: 
IB Tauris.

Peloza, John, Katherine White, and Jingzhi Z. Shang. 2013. “Good and Guilt-Free: The Role of 
Self-Accountability in Influencing Preferences for Products with Ethical Attributes.” Journal 
of Marketing 77:104–19.

Petty, Richard E., and John T. Cacioppo. 1979. “Issue Involvement Can Increase or Decrease 
Persuasion by Enhancing Message-Relevant Cognitive Responses.” Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology 37:1915–26.

———. 1986. “The Elaboration Likelihood Model of Persuasion.” Advances In Experimental 
Social Psychology 19:123–205.

Pew. 2015. “Global Concern About Climate Change and Its Consequences.” Available at http://
www.pewglobal.org/2015/11/05/1-concern-about-climate-change-and-its-consequences, ac-
cessed December 2, 2015.

Pirlott,  Angela  G., and David  P.  MacKinnon. 2016. “Design Approaches to Experimental 
Mediation.” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 66:29–38.

Redlawsk, David P. 2002. “Hot Cognition or Cool Consideration? Testing the Effects of Motivated 
Reasoning on Political Decision Making.” Journal of Politics 64:1021–44.

Roscoe, Rod D., and Michelene T. H. Chi. 2007. “Understanding Tutor Learning: Knowledge-
Building and Knowledge-Telling in Peer Tutors’ Explanations and Questions.” Review of 
Educational Research 77:534–74.

Sherman,  Steven  J., Kim  S.  Zehner, James  Johnson, and Edward  R.  Hirt. 1983. “Social 
Explanation: The Role of Timing, Set, and Recall on Subjective Likelihood Estimates.” Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology 44:1127–43.

Simmons,  George  F. 2003. Precalculus Mathematics in a Nutshell: Geometry, Algebra, 
Trigonometry: Geometry, Algebra, Trigonometry. Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock Publishers.

Skillman, Megan, Caitlin Cross-Barnet, Rachel Friedman Singer, Christina Rotondo, Sarah Ruiz, 
and Adil Moiduddin. 2019. “A Framework for Rigorous Qualitative Research as a Component 
of Mixed Method Rapid-Cycle Evaluation.” Qualitative Health Research 29:279–89.

Addressing Global Warming Denialism Page 29 of 30

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/poq/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/poq/nfaa002/5860243 by Beurlingbiblioteket user on 20 June 2020

http://www.pewglobal.org/2015/11/05/1-concern-about-climate-change-and-its-consequences
http://www.pewglobal.org/2015/11/05/1-concern-about-climate-change-and-its-consequences


Sobel, David M., Joshua B. Tenenbaum, and Alison Gopnik. 2004. “Children’s Causal Inferences 
from Indirect Evidence: Backwards Blocking and Bayesian Reasoning in Preschoolers.” 
Cognitive Science 28:303–33.

Stern,  Nicholas. 2007. The Economics of Climate Change: The Stern Review. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Thaler, Richard H., and Cass R. Sunstein. 2008. “Easy Does It—How to Make Lazy People Do 
the Right Thing.” New Republic 238:20–22.

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 2019. “Vaccines Protect You.” Available at 
https://www.vaccines.gov/basics/work/prevention, accessed January 13, 2019.

Wellman,  Henry  M., and David  Liu. 2007. “Causal Reasoning as Informed by the Early 
Development of Explanations.” In Causal Learning: Psychology, Philosophy, and Computation, 
edited by Alison Gopnik and Laura Schulz, 261–79. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Williams,  Joseph  J., and Tania  Lombrozo. 2010. “The Role of Explanation in Discovery and 
Generalization: Evidence from Category Learning.” Cognitive Science 34:776–806.

Rotman, Weber, and PerkinsPage 30 of 30

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/poq/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/poq/nfaa002/5860243 by Beurlingbiblioteket user on 20 June 2020

https://www.vaccines.gov/basics/work/prevention

