
Climate Change Denial 
 

 

 

Political  

Cultural  

Psychological 

dimensions 

 

 

What does this mean for how we might approach 

collective action on climate change? 
 

 

 

Nicky Phear 

nicky.phear@umontana.edu 

Climate Change Studies Program 

Introduction to Climate Change: Science and Society, CCS 103X 

October 7, 2013 

 

  



Climate Change Denial 

Types of climate change denial: 

 

--Deny the reality of human-caused global 

warming (the planet is not warming; and even 

if it is, it is not caused by humans) 

 

--Admit the fact, but deny its seriousness 

 

--Admit both the fact and seriousness, but 

deny responsibility for taking action (personal 

or collective)  

Denial: The action of declaring something to be untrue;  

or, the refusal to accept or believe something. 

 

 



Public Concern about Climate Change 

 



Public Concern about Climate Change 

2008 

2011 

September 2012, 

16% alarmed,  

 8% dismissive. 

Report released 

March 5, 2013 



Dr. Fred Singer 

Lord Christopher Moncton  

Political Drivers –  

Creating a culture of doubt and delay 



“I became interested in global warming a while ago, I  

have a wheel barrel full of books I’ve read and studied it all 

summer…I’ve determined that it is the sunspots that 

determines the increase of heat on the earth. We really don’t 

know what the impact is of carbon dioxide from the scientific 

method.” 

--Senator Verdell Jackson (R) 

“In 2007-08, when prof. Running came to talk with us 

about climate change, he said that 2,000 peer reviewed 

people believed in climate change. Did you know that 

20,000 scientists, also peer reviewed, disputed that 

report?” --Senator John Brenden (R) 

Senate Bill 281: Require the Montana DEQ to collaborate 

with a climate office at the University of Montana on 

climate change efforts  --Senator Mike Phillips (D) 

A Culture of Doubt and Delay  

in the Montana Legislature 



National Polls 
 

Americans are divided along political lines as to whether  

or not there is solid evidence of warming 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

  



 

Americans also differ on what is causing the warming 

  



Dan Kahan, et al. (2011). The Tragedy of the Risk-Perception Commons:  

Culture Conflict, Rationality Conflict, and Climate Change.  

Cultural Cognition Project, Working Paper #89. 

 

 

Is the difference just because people 

aren’t well informed? 



Dan Kahan, et al. (2011). The Tragedy of the Risk-Perception Commons:  

Culture Conflict, Rationality Conflict, and Climate Change.  

Cultural Cognition Project, Working Paper #89. 

Cultural Drivers 
Cultural values have a bigger effect on perception  

of climate-change risks than does science literacy.  



Confirmation Bias: A type of selective 

thinking whereby one tends to notice and to look for 

what confirms one's beliefs, and to ignore, not look for, 

or undervalue the relevance of what contradicts one's 

beliefs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cognitive Flexibility: Learning to hold beliefs as the 

best working hypothesis one has at the moment, and 

being consciously willing to change belief systems, 

increases the likelihood of developing the ability to hold 

and consider multiple points of view, to engage with 

difference, and to find comfort in unfamiliarity.  

                                     --Dr. Marilyn Schlitz et al., 2008  
 

 

 

 

 

 

Psychological/Cognitive Drivers 

Dr. Marilyn Schlitz  

It is the peculiar and perpetual error of the 

human understanding to be more moved and 

excited by affirmatives than by negatives.  

   --Francis Bacon 



Our political orientation can get in the way of clear thinking, especially for “smart” people. 

We are all subject to confirmation biases 

Kahan et al. (2013). Motivated numeracy 

and enlightened self-government. Social 

Science Research Network. 



Climate and Sustainability 

initiatives draw  

debate and delay at  

national and local levels 

 



Perceptions of ICLEI Funding: 

  *No proof that man has caused climate change 

  *Science not settled, “it’s a lie” 

  *Science can be manipulated to prove an ideology 

  *Conflicting knowledge barred from discussion 

  *No need to waste money on ICLEI 

 

Perceptions of Climate Change:  

Missoula City Council Hearing, December 6, 2011 

Comments from those Opposed to Climate Action 

  *Will result in loss of freedom  

  *Threat to private property rights 

  *Will stifle economic growth – slippery slope to poverty 

  *Local government will fall under control  

    of federal government 

  *Hidden agenda by United Nations, Agenda 21 

 



 

 

 

   

     

  *Hidden agenda by United Nations, Agenda 21 

 



Republican Party Resolution,  

January, 2012:  
 

WHEREAS, the United Nations (UN) Agenda 21 is a comprehensive plan of extreme 

environmentalism, social engineering, and global political control…; and, 

 

WHEREAS, the UN Agenda 21 is being covertly pushed into local communities 

throughout the USA through ICLE local “sustainable development” policies such as Smart 

Growth, … Regional Visioning Projects, and other “Green” or “Alternative” projects; and, 

 

WHEREAS, this UN Agenda 21 plan of radical so-called “sustainable development” views 

the American way of life of private property ownership, single family homes, private car 

ownership and individual travel choices, and privately owned farms; all as destructive to 

the environment; and, 

 

WHEREAS, the UN Agenda 21 policy, social justice is described as the right and 

opportunity of all people to benefit equally from the resources afforded us by society and 

the environment which would be accomplished by socialist/communist redistribution of 

wealth; and, … now therefore be 



  *Provides a useful model 

  *Collective effort to bring down emissions 

  *Allows for planned transition to new society and 

economy   

  *Investment in sustainability and livable planet 

 

 

 

Perceptions of ICLEI Funding: 

 *Climate change is real, driven by humans 

  *Already seeing impacts to environment 

  *Need to reduce emissions 

  *Need transition away from fossil fuels  

   (ICLEI helps us do this) 

 

Perceptions of Climate Change:  

Missoula City Council Hearing, December 6, 2011 

Comments from those in Support of Climate Action 



“The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are Divided by 

Politics and Religion,” by Jonathan Haidt (2012) 

Moral Foundations Theory: 

 1) Care/harm 

 2) Fairness/cheating 

 3) Liberty/oppression 

 4) Loyalty/betrayal 

 5) Authority/subversion 

 6) Sanctity/degradation 

Moyers & Company, Feb, 2012 interview with Jonathan Haidt: 

http://billmoyers.com/segment/jonathan-haidt-explains-our-

contentious-culture/ 
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 Dr. Kari Norgaard  

 Dr. Renee Lertzman 



1. We have a tendency toward  

selective attention: 

 

 

 

Psychological/Cognitive Dimensions 

of Climate Change  

3. We tend to 

favor short-

term benefits 

with long-

term costs: 

4. Our brains evolved to deal with 

threats that are intentional, immoral, 

imminent, and instantaneous: 

2. We make poor decisions 

when our brains are tied up: 



Summary–climate change denial 

Thoughts on overcoming this denial? 

1. Political Drivers: Recognize the power of special interests to shape politics and 

public sentiment and bolster excuses for delayed action. 

 

2. Cultural Drivers: Recognize the human tendency to be groupish, to protect our 

identity, and to be biased in our reasoning. 

 

3. Psychological Drivers: Recognize that our brains are not wired to address the 

complex challenges climate change presents. 

 

 

 

 

 

Avoiding dangerous climate change 



 

 

 

Transformative Change:  

Psychological and Cultural Dimensions 

System II Brain Mindfulness  Social Networks 



 

 

 

Overcoming Climate Denial 

Nicky’s Path (today) 

1. Work to better 

understanding different 

beliefs/perspectives/world

views 

 

2. Create some sort of 

structure or process to 

facilitate deliberative 

dialogue that will engage 

system II brains and 

mindfulness and expand 

social/cultural networks. 

 

Some possibilities: 

 

• Deliberative Polling 

 

  



Creating Space:  

Fostering Deliberation about Climate Action 

My father the mediator: “Integrating the diverse views and thoughts of others always 
improves the quality and scope of the final agreement.”   


