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Abstract

Climate change is arguably one of the most consequential global crises today. The present paper
reviews multiple concepts in social and cognitive psychology that can illuminate the roots of the
problem within human behavior and cognition. Specifically, the choice between cooperation and
defection in the tragedy of the commons social dilemma explains why many people who
understand the consequences of their environmentally damaging actions continue to pollute.
Further, the perception among many residents of developed nations that climate change is
unurgent and distant can be attributed to the availability heuristic, and the prevalence of outright
disbelief in anthropogenic global warming is due to belief perseverance and motivated reasoning.
Finally, the law of effect and the motivating power of rewards and punishments can provide
insight into possible solutions to the problem by incentivizing more environmentally-friendly

behaviors.
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Introduction

It has become increasingly clear over the past decades that the earth is on track toward
dangerously high temperatures. The globe has warmed by 1.19 °C since preindustrial times
(National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 2021) and the seven hottest years on record
have been the last seven (World Meteorological Association, 2022).

Humans release millions of tons of greenhouse gasses each day, trapping sunlight within
the atmosphere. Subsequent rising temperatures generate extreme climate irregularities, which
have catastrophic effects. Severe storms, floods, wildfires, droughts, and heat waves have grown
alarmingly common in recent years and serve as a preview of what stands to come.

While climate change is a global crisis, extreme weather has disproportionately impacted
members of minority and developing communities, which often don’t have the resources for
climate adaptation measures, leaving them unequipped to handle natural disasters. In the remote
Pacific island nation of Kiribati, for example, rising sea levels have caused floods that threaten to
demolish the nation within the coming decades (Ives, 2016). Coastal cities from Manila to Miami
face floods and hurricanes that have and will continue to destroy homes and upend lives.

The communities that contribute least to climate change tend to suffer its worst
repercussions (Levy, 2015), while those that contribute most are largely free from its
consequences, making climate change not only an issue of sustainability, but also one of justice.

The climate crisis is a systemic one: its causes are rooted in the way societies across the
world function. Since the onset of industrialization, lives and economies have depended on the

burning of fossil fuels for energy in vast domains, including transportation and manufacturing.



BEHAVIORAL AND COGNITIVE ORIGINS OF CLIMATE CHANGE

The Tragedy of the Commons

Because climate change is caused by routine habits and behavior patterns of humans
(Redlin & Gries, 2021), psychology can provide insight into the roots of the issue. Specifically,
the environmentally damaging behaviors of humans can be understood by examining what
individuals do when given the choice between convenient but harmful activities and
inconvenient but clean alternatives—and why.

An analogous scenario used in social conflict studies—the “tragedy of the commons”
(Hardin, 1968)—provides insight into this. This social dilemma forces individuals to choose
between immediate personal gain and the long-term interests of the community: a group of
individuals shares a pool of resources (the “commons”) that is just sufficiently stocked for each
to have their fair share. If too many individuals defect and take more than their share, the
resources will be depleted and unable to replenish. Importantly, if only a few individuals take
more than their share, the resources can still replenish and sustain the community. This is what
creates opportunity for greedy individuals to exploit the mutual trust of the community. Larger
resource pools make the “tragedy” outcome more likely (Kerr, 1989), illustrating how the
dilemma plays out on a much larger scale in the real world.

In particular, pollution is a significant manifestation of this dilemma: the environment
represents the “commons”—the common resource pool—and the “tragedy” lies in that each of
the billions of carbon footprints produced every day is negligible but in aggregate result in
disastrous consequences for the planet. For example, it is the sum of many gasoline-powered
automobiles that produces large-scale emissions, not any single vehicle.

The “tragic” outcome of this dilemma explains why humans continue to pollute: there is

no visible payoff for individuals to make lifestyle sacrifices in order to reduce their personal
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carbon footprint. The immediate benefits to the individual of polluting a little bit—a
comfortable, convenient life—far outweigh the potential help to the environment if they cut
emissions.

The tragedy of the commons suggests that the persistence of negative behaviors can be
attributed to utility-seeking rationality, selfishness, and diffusion of responsibility and efficacy.
Indeed, researchers have found that a common justification for exploitation or noncooperation at
the expense of a community is “I couldn’t have made a difference anyway” (Kerr &

Kaufman-Gilliland, 1997).

The Psychology of Climate Change Denial

One category of contributors to climate change is represented by defectors in the
commons dilemma: those who participate in activities that hurt the environment in spite of the
knowledge that their actions are harmful. The other category consists of people who lack this
understanding in the first place. Despite overwhelming scientific consensus that anthropogenic
global warming is a dire reality, a substantial group of people do not believe in it, and still more
don’t sense its urgency.

Social psychology can illuminate the causes for the discrepancy between scientific and
public understandings of climate change by explaining how and why individuals form beliefs
regarding this issue.

The availability heuristic, the tendency to rely on the accessibility of relevant examples in
memory to inform judgments of how common something is (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973), can
partly explain beliefs that global warming is insignificant. The logic behind this heuristic is that

the more readily examples of a phenomenon come to mind, the more prevalent that phenomenon
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must be. In this case, the more instances of natural disasters and extreme weather people can
retrieve from memory, the more severe climate change appears to be. However, this can be
misleading, as availability of examples in memory often is not an accurate indication of how
common a phenomenon actually is. Many fortunate people in developed nations don’t see the
disastrous impacts of climate change because their own communities are hardly affected. This
lack of exposure reduces the salience of climate change and leaves the impression that it is not
urgent or not real at all.

Disbelief in climate change and subsequent inaction is rooted in motivated reasoning
(Bayes & Druckman, 2021). Motivated reasoning is the process of processing new information
in order to align with a desired conclusion. It is well-established that in the United States,
political conservatism is correlated with rejection of climate change (Rutjens, Sutton, & van der
Lee, 2018; McCright & Dunlap, 2011). Because conservatives tend to prioritize business and
economic development, they may be motivated to adopt beliefs that uphold such interests of their
ingroup (i.e., beliefs denying the role of humans in global warming) even if they are inaccurate.
Belief perseverance, the tendency to adhere to notions even after the initial basis for the claim is
proven false (Anderson, Lepper, & Ross, 1980; Davies 1997), makes it difficult to persuade

climate change deniers after false claims have been presented to them.

Changing Behaviors
Given the existence of climate skeptics, one of the first steps toward a sustainable future
might be convincing this group of people. To counter the perception that climate change is a
vague and distant phenomenon requires spreading more awareness of climate change and its

devastating impacts on communities across the world. Social media, public service
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announcements, and emphasis in schools can all help bring the issue to the forefront of public
attention. That way, when people employ the availability heuristic to gauge the severity and
salience of climate change, they will appraise the crisis more accurately.

However, convincing adamant deniers of climate change is more challenging,
considering belief perseverance. Furthermore, changing attitudes regarding climate change may
be limited in its ability to yield congruent environmentally-protective behaviors. Attitudes often
fail to predict behavior because there are many other extraneous influences on both (Kraus,
1995). A more effective route to desired reforms may therefore be to influence behaviors directly
using incentives.

One of the most elementary principles of human behavior is the law of effect (Thorndike,
1898): behaviors that are rewarded are likely to repeat, while behaviors that are punished are
unlikely to repeat. Applying this to environmental protection through incentive systems
encouraging environmentally-friendly practices has already been widely advocated for.
Incentives can come in the form of carbon taxes, subsidies, and tax credits and deductions for
purchases of energy-saving alternatives such as electric vehicles. In support of such strategies,
numerous studies have found that rewarding cooperation and punishing defection in social
dilemmas effectively increases cooperation (see Balliet, Mulder, & van Lange, 2011). In the
context of food consumption, monetary rewards and punishments such as subsidies and carbon
taxes are effective in directing individuals toward more sustainable behaviors (Osman, Schwartz,

& Wodak, 2021).
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Conclusion

A problem as societally and anthropogenically rooted as climate change merits
examination through a psychological lens. Understanding the human origins of climate change
can offer potential remedies on a systemic and societal level.

Greenhouse gas emissions are caused by the routines of society, and changing those
routines requires a sacrifice on the part of each individual that is perceived to be an unworthy
exchange of short-term convenience for minute environmental benefits, as the tragedy of the
commons dilemma illustrates. The availability heuristic explains why many don’t view climate
change as a pressing crisis, and this understanding reveals that spreading awareness may be an
effective remedy. However, because of motivated reasoning and belief perseverance, it may
prove difficult to combat beliefs that anthropogenic climate change doesn’t exist at all. Research
and theory on motivation and rewards and punishments demonstrates that using incentives can

change behaviors directly by discouraging practices that contribute to global warming.
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