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Rising global temperatures, changing 
precipitation patterns, climbing sea levels and 
more extreme weather events will intensify the 
challenges of  global instability, hunger, 
poverty and conflict.

Former U.S. Defense Secretary Chuck Hagel, 2014 
Conference of  Defense Ministers of  the Americas, 

Arequipa, Peru.

On November 3rd, 2017, the United States gov-
ernment released its most comprehensive scien-
tific report to date on the science of  climate 

change, mandated every 4 years by the Global 
Change Research Act of  1990 (S. Rep. No. 169, 
1990). The report, synthesizing findings from 
over 1,500 scientific studies and peer-reviewed by 
the National Academy of  Sciences, concludes 
that the evidence for rapid, human-caused global 

Climate change and intergroup  

relations: Psychological insights, 

synergies, and future prospects

Adam R. Pearson1 and Jonathon P. Schuldt2 

Abstract

Climate change is often conceived as a technical challenge, requiring smart policies and science-driven 
solutions. Yet, as revealed by each new round of international negotiations, and by growing (rather than 
receding) partisan divides on climate change in the United States, climate change is also profoundly 
social: How people understand and engage with the issue is powerfully influenced by the responses of 
others, including members of ingroups and outgroups. This special issue brings together research and 
theory that shed light on new and understudied group and intergroup dimensions of climate change. 
The featured articles showcase the breadth of social psychological processes (e.g., social identity and 
categorization processes, intergroup perceptions, normative influence, justice concerns, and group-
based ideologies) relevant to the study of climate change while highlighting how the problem’s shared, 
global relevance poses unique questions and opportunities for the field. We explore the contributions 
of these articles to the social psychological study of climate change and highlight new challenges and 
pathways forward.
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warming has never been clearer. Carbon dioxide 
is currently being produced by human activities at 
twice the rate at which it’s being removed from 
the atmosphere by natural processes. As a result, 
the current period is now the warmest on record 
in the history of  modern civilization. Since 1900, 
global sea level has risen by 17–20 cm and is pro-
jected to reach 0.3–1.2 m (1–4 ft), and as much as 
2.4 m (8 ft), by 2100. Globally, heat waves and 
heavy rainfall have increased in frequency and 
intensity, and extreme storms, drought, wild fires, 
and tidal flooding are increasingly common in 
many parts of  the world (United States Global 
Change Research Program [USGCRP], 2017).

These changes are already having potentially 
irreversible effects on the planet’s ecosystems and 
human systems, from reduced access to clean 
water and the increased spread of  global infec-
tious disease, to lost labor and reduced agricul-
tural productivity in many of  the world’s poorest 
regions (Watts et al., 2017). Climate change is also 
expected to indirectly increase intergroup conflict 
by exacerbating well-documented drivers of  con-
flict, including poverty, economic shocks, and 
displacement, and through reduced regional and 
global food security (Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change [IPCC], 2014b). At the same 
time, climate change has never been more politi-
cally polarized within nations, such as the US, that 
have contributed substantially to its effects, and 
public interest in climate change has wavered 
over the past decade in many countries (see 
Brulle, Carmichael, & Jenkins, 2012; Dunlap, 
McCright, & Yarosh, 2016). Moreover, despite 
substantial scientific and media attention 
accorded to the issue, within the US, grassroots 
public mobilization has remained remarkably lim-
ited compared to other social movements 
(McAdam, 2017).

This special issue of  Group Processes & 
Intergroup Relations on “Climate Change and 
Intergroup Relations” brings together a diverse 
set of  articles that examine the complex social 
psychological forces shaping contemporary 
responses to climate change. Together, these arti-
cles, and the special issue more generally, aim to 
spark new and renewed thinking and debate 

about how social psychologists, and particularly 
those who study group processes and intergroup 
relations, can contribute to current understand-
ings of  climate change as a human social issue.

As The Washington Post columnist David 
Fahrenthold (2009) noted, to a psychologist, cli-
mate change looks as if  it was designed to be 
ignored: it is a large, slow-moving, and mostly 
invisible problem, affecting communities across 
generations and around the globe (see Pearson, 
Schuldt, & Romero-Canyas, 2016). Over two dec-
ades of  psychological scholarship has revealed 
the myriad ways in which the complexity and 
uncertainty inherent in understanding the causes, 
manifestations, and consequences of  climate 
change can hinder actions to address the issue. 
For instance, many people in industrialized 
nations view climate change as a distant threat in 
both time and space (Leiserowitz, 2005; Spence, 
Poortinga, & Pidgeon, 2012). Moreover, long 
time lags between human activities that increase 
greenhouse gas emissions and their observable 
consequences obscure patterns of  cause and 
effect, which can further impede collective action 
(Weber, 2013). Like few issues, however, climate 
change also uniquely implicates human social 
relationships—and potential for conflict—at 
every level of  social organization, from neighbor-
hoods to nations, spanning national and genera-
tional boundaries. As each new round of  
international negotiations illustrates, how people 
perceive and respond to the issue of  climate 
change is powerfully influenced by how others, 
including members of  ingroups and outgroups, 
respond to the problem—processes that inter-
group relations researchers are uniquely posi-
tioned to study.

These processes have direct implications for 
developing effective and informed social policies 
to help communities and nations mitigate climate 
change and adapt to its effects. For instance, the 
well-documented political divide on climate 
change within the US and in some European 
nations (Dunlap et al., 2016) presents a formida-
ble challenge for organizations and policy-makers 
who are looking to mobilize public support for 
efforts to address climate change. Beyond the US, 
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demographic changes are projected for Europe 
and Australasia with the arrival of  humanitarian 
entrants and skilled migrants, with migration set 
to increase as a result of  climate change and its 
impacts in the coming decades (Piguet, Pécoud, 
& de Guchteneire, 2011; United Nations 
Department of  Economic and Social Affairs, 
2016). Although climate change is a global threat, 
its impacts are not evenly distributed, but instead 
fall disproportionately on the world’s poor and 
politically disenfranchised (e.g., Miranda, 
Hastings, Aldy, & Schlesinger, 2011; Wilson, 
Richard, Joseph, & Williams, 2010). Effects of  
climate change on global inequality may further 
exacerbate and compound climate disparities as 
poorer countries struggle to adapt to its effects 
(M. Burke, Hsiang, & Miguel, 2015b). Moreover, 
climate change threatens individuals and groups, 
as well as the economic and political systems on 
which they depend, which can evoke psychologi-
cal responses to buffer against threats to impor-
tant values and belief  systems (Hennes, Ruisch, 
Feygina, Monteiro, & Jost, 2016). Understanding 
social psychological factors that influence cli-
mate-related decision-making is, thus, not only 
important for addressing group-based inequities 
produced by climate change, but also for under-
standing the factors that foster consensus and 
cooperation among diverse groups as they 
respond to this shared threat.

The articles in this special issue examine social 
psychological causes and consequences of  cli-
mate change, with a particular focus on research 
that presents fresh insights and emerging theo-
retical approaches. Beyond seeking to understand 
how group dynamics influence how people pro-
cess and respond to climate change, several of  
the articles highlight ways in which the study of  
climate change can inform the study of  inter-
group relations. These synergistic influences rep-
resent an exciting new development in this 
important and understudied problem within the 
field. In what follows, we briefly trace the influ-
ence of  psychological perspectives on the study 
of  climate change, and consider the role of  group 
processes and intergroup relations in this 
development.

Social Psychology and Climate 

Change: A Brief History

Climate change can be understood as a multilevel 
problem, with individual, group-level, and macro-
level structural (e.g., political and economic) 
influences (see Figure 1). As such, social and 
behavioral science perspectives on climate change 
are uniquely interdisciplinary in scope. In 1990, 
the International Social Science Council of  the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific, and 
Cultural Organization established the Human 
Dimensions Programme to bring together 
researchers across disciplines to better under-
stand the human social dimensions of  environ-
mental problems. This program has since evolved, 
most recently in 2015, into Future Earth, a 
10-year global research initiative that aims to 
coordinate and promote dialogue and collabora-
tion between the social and natural sciences to 
inform policy that incorporates the human 
dimensions of  climate change and speeds transi-
tions to sustainability (see International Social 

Individual

Figure 1. Climate change as a multilevel social 
phenomenon. Psychological processes span 
individual, interpersonal, intragroup, intergroup, and 
macrosocietal levels. To date, the role of group-level 
processes (shown in blue) has received relatively 
limited theoretical and empirical attention within 
psychology and is the focus of this special issue.
Note. Reprinted from Pearson et al. (2016).
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Science Council [ISSC] & United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
[UNESCO], 2013; and futureearth.org/history).

Existing psychological approaches to climate 
change have been heavily informed by cognitive 
and decision science research, investigating how 
individuals assess risk, process complexity and 
uncertainty, respond to incentives, and perceive 
temporal and spatial dimensions of  environmen-
tal threats (for reviews, see Gifford, 2011; Stern, 
2011). Perspectives from risk analysis (e.g., Weber, 
2013), for instance, identify how physical charac-
teristics of  climate change, uncertainty in its 
causes and effects, and information-processing 
limitations can impede decision-making. Other 
approaches highlight the power of  personalized 
information (e.g., feedback about energy use; 
Fischer, 2008), intrinsic and extrinsic incentives 
(e.g., Stern, 2011), and low-cost actions (e.g., 
weatherizing homes; Dietz, Gardner, Gilligan, 
Stern, & Vandenbergh, 2009) that promote 
energy efficiency and other environmentally 
responsible actions, and the dynamics of  climate 
change public opinion (e.g., Leiserowitz, Maibach, 
Roser-Renouf, & Smith, 2011).

Whereas the role of  individual-level affective 
and cognitive processes is well documented, psy-
chological processes at the group and intergroup 
levels have only recently begun to receive compa-
rable theoretical and empirical attention (see 
Fielding, Hornsey, & Swim, 2014). In general, 
social psychological research on climate change 
has lagged that of  other social science disciplines, 
with much of  the empirical research emerging 
since 2010 (Fielding et al., 2014; Pearson et al., 
2016). This is surprising, given that the climate 
crisis is often portrayed as a quintessential “com-
mons” problem, caused by the collective actions 
of  individuals and groups motivated by short-
term gain (e.g., fossil fuel consumption) that can 
lead to long-term collective harm (Ostrom, Dietz, 
Dolsak, Stern, & Weber, 2002). Moreover, when 
it comes to formulating policy, most decision-
making occurs on behalf  of  others, including 
both ingroups and outgroups; thus, the study of  
groups is central to understanding factors that 

shape public support for climate policies and 
their implementation.

The articles featured in this special issue com-
plement research on individual-level biases by 
highlighting a second class of  group-level psycho-
logical processes—reflecting both within- and 
between-group influences on climate-related cog-
nitions, motivations, and behaviors—that may be 
no less formidable in shaping human responses 
to climate change. Broadly, the articles in this spe-
cial issue can be divided into two categories: 
research conceptualizing intra- and intergroup 
processes as social psychological antecedents of  
climate-related attitudes, beliefs, and adaptation 
and mitigation responses (e.g., policy prefer-
ences); and research examining social psychologi-
cal consequences of  climate change (e.g., group 
conformity, intergroup conflict).1 Although likely 
reciprocal in their relations, we review each of  
these approaches separately.

Social Psychological Antecedents 

and Mediating Mechanisms

A burgeoning empirical literature has begun to 
document social psychological processes that 
contribute to climate change and its mitigation by 
undermining and enhancing individual and col-
lective actions to mitigate or adapt to its effects. 
This research suggests that people’s beliefs and 
experiences, including their perception of  group 
members’ beliefs, form an important basis for 
how they perceive social and political issues 
(Wood & Vedlitz, 2007). In the context of  climate 
change, the most extensively studied of  these 
processes are partisan and ideological influences 
and the effects of  group norms.

Within the last two decades, party identifica-
tion has become a strong predictor of  climate 
attitudes and beliefs in the US, with Democrats 
and liberals expressing greater belief  in human-
caused climate change and more support for miti-
gation policies, relative to Republicans and 
conservatives (Dunlap et al., 2016; McCright & 
Dunlap, 2011). In their recent synthesis of  171 
studies examining climate change beliefs across 
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56 nations, Hornsey, Harris, Bain, and Fielding 
(2016) found that values, ideologies, and political 
orientation overpowered many intuitively appeal-
ing predictors such as education and experience 
of  extreme weather events. More strikingly, they 
found that climate change beliefs were relatively 
weak predictors of  people’s reported willingness 
to act, individually or collectively, in climate-
friendly ways. Additional research has highlighted 
important moderators of  the association between 
political orientation and climate change beliefs. 
For instance, in a nationally representative sample 
of  U.S. adults, Schuldt and Pearson (2016) found 
that political ideology and party identification 
were weaker predictors of  the beliefs of  racial 
and ethnic minority groups as compared to 
Whites. Education has also been shown to be an 
important moderator of  issue polarization. For 
instance, Ehret, Sparks, and Sherman (2017) 
found that higher levels of  education predicted 
greater attention to elite political cues (e.g., parti-
san media, political candidate speeches), which 
was associated with stronger adherence to partisan 
positions on climate change (see also Hamilton, 
2011).

Additional research suggests that belief  in the 
scientific consensus on climate change may be a 
“gateway” belief  that shapes personal beliefs and 
support for mitigation policies across the political 
divide. In survey experiments, individuals who 
were informed of  the strong scientific consensus 
on anthropogenic climate change were more 
likely to report believing that the phenomenon is 
real, human caused, serious, and solvable—beliefs 
that, in turn, predicted greater support for public 
action (van der Linden, Leiserowitz, Feinberg, & 
Maibach, 2015). In this special issue, Bolsen and 
Druckman (XXXX) extend this influential work 
by examining the conditions under which scien-
tific consensus messaging affects the public’s 
beliefs about climate change. In a nationally rep-
resentative survey experiment of  U.S. adults, they 
found that positive effects of  consensus messag-
ing were no longer observed when these mes-
sages included cues suggesting that climate 
science is politicized. Moreover, including a 

preemptive warning intended to inoculate the 
public against false claims about politicization did 
not restore the scientific consensus effect. 
Additional analyses by political party revealed 
party-contingent effects—for example, exposure 
to scientific consensus information did not 
increase existence beliefs of  high-knowledge 
Republicans, and politicization cues did not 
reduce the positive effect of  consensus informa-
tion on existence beliefs of  high-knowledge 
Democrats. Overall, these findings complement 
and extend van der Linden et al.’s (2015) gateway 
belief  model by revealing important ways in 
which the content of  scientific consensus mes-
saging can interact with partisanship to influence 
beliefs and policy preferences among the general 
public.

Like partisanship, normative influence has 
received considerable attention in the area of  
environmental decision-making, with research 
suggesting that norms function as powerful levers 
for enhancing cooperation in resource dilemmas 
(for reviews, see Cialdini, 2003; Schultz, Nolan, 
Cialdini, Goldstein, & Griskevicius, 2007). In one 
field experiment, making energy-conscious 
choices observable by others (a nonfinancial rep-
utational incentive) was more effective at increas-
ing participation in an energy blackout prevention 
program in California than a $25.00 monetary 
incentive, leading to over 4 times the level of  
compliance compared to the financial incentive 
(Yoeli, Hoffman, Rand, & Nowak, 2013). Two 
articles in this special issue extend current under-
standing of  normative influence in environment-
related contexts.

Lalot, Falomir-Pichastor, and Quiamzade 
(XXXX) report the results of  three studies 
exploring the interaction between past environ-
mental behavior and descriptive norms (per-
ceived numerical support for proenvironmental 
values) on proenvironmental behavioral inten-
tions. Prior research suggests that knowledge of  
one’s past proenvironmental actions can lead to 
inconsistent effects, in some cases increasing and 
other cases paradoxically decreasing the probabil-
ity that one behaves similarly in the future. Lalot 
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and colleagues identify a key moderator of  the 
link between past and future behavior, specifi-
cally, perceived numerical support (i.e., the pro-
portion of  a relevant ingroup that is perceived to 
support a given value). Drawing from the social 
identity and minority influence literatures (e.g., 
Moscovici, 1980) suggesting that numerical 
minorities elicit closer attention to and greater 
elaboration of  minority views, Lalot and col-
leagues hypothesized that people would be more 
motivated to show consistent (vs. inconsistent) 
behavior when they perceived that a minority (vs. 
majority) supports their past behavior. Majority 
support, in contrast, was expected to lead people 
to reflect on whether their past behavior satisfies 
the majority norm, leading to relaxed conformity 
to the norm (behavioral inconsistency) when 
individuals perceive this to be the case.

Consistent with this reasoning, across three 
studies in which past behavior salience and 
numerical support were both manipulated and 
measured, participants who indicated lower lev-
els of  past proenvironmental behavior were 
more likely to agree to a new proenvironmental 
request when they believed that a majority (vs. 
minority) supported environmental protections. 
In contrast, those who previously engaged in 
environmentally friendly behavior were more 
likely to agree when they believed that a minority 
(vs. majority) supported environmental protec-
tion. This pattern held across three different 
dependent variables: endorsement of  a proenvi-
ronmental collective action (a “green” Christmas; 
Study 1), willingness to participate in a proenvi-
ronmental event (a “zero power day”; Studies 2 
and 3), and willingness to sign a proenvironmen-
tal petition (Study 3). These findings suggest that 
perceiving oneself  as belonging to a minority can 
have important energizing effects by increasing 
commitment to the minority position, raising 
intriguing questions about what happens when 
people perceive proenvironmental positions as 
shifting from the minority to majority viewpoint. 
The potential for paradoxical effects of  reduced 
proenvironmental commitment under these  
circumstances highlights a need for additional 

studies unpacking boundary conditions and 
causal mechanisms of  these effects.

Compared to traditional (offline) interactive 
contexts, we know little about how normative 
influence processes affect coordination within 
online social networks. Social media offers 
unique opportunities for coordinating conser-
vation and sustainability efforts at scale 
(Dickinson, Crain, Reeve, & Schuldt, 2013). In 
this special issue, Song, Schuldt, McLeod, Crain, 
and Dickinson (XXXX) report on a field exper-
iment conducted with members of  a real-world 
conservation network that examined how the 
violation of  a single strongly held norm can 
influence judgments of  group members’ com-
mitment to sustainability. Specifically, partici-
pants were members of  a citizen science 
network in which users share virtual “maps” of  
their property that display sustainable practices, 
with a particular focus on depicting and pro-
moting bird-friendly habitat. Participants who 
observed a fellow user violating a strong com-
munity norm— having an outdoor pet cat, 
which collectively kill millions of  birds within 
the US annually—judged them as less likely to 
pursue various sustainable behaviors in the 
future, despite evidence that the target user was 
already engaged in meeting sustainability goals 
(e.g., by installing solar panels and reducing pes-
ticide usage). Consistent with prior research on 
outgroup polarization, these effects were mod-
erated by participants’ group membership, such 
that non-cat-owners judged the (cat-owning) 
norm violator more harshly.

Salient ingroup identities can promote posi-
tive intergroup relations when people perceive 
ingroup norms as inclusive and accepting of  out-
group members (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, 
& Wetherell, 1987). Song et al. (XXXX) show 
that this may be a challenge for online networks, 
in which limited information may make apparent 
counternormative behavior particularly salient. 
Future research might explore the conditions 
under which groups may be more versus less sus-
ceptible to these influences and whether they 
generalize beyond habitat conservation to other 
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important environmental contexts (e.g., energy 
conservation).

Stereotypes can also exacerbate social and 
political conflicts and remain another underex-
plored source of  social influence within the con-
text of  climate change. Swim and Geiger (XXXX) 
examined gender stereotypes related to six distinct 
climate change opinion groups known as the Six 
Americas, representing opinions ranging from 
those who are dismissive to those who are alarmed 
about climate change (Maibach, Leiserowitz, 
Roser-Renouf, & Mertz, 2011). Previous work 
suggests that groups perceived to care about the 
environment are ascribed feminine traits while 
those perceived as less caring are ascribed mascu-
line traits, and that groups that voice stronger 
opinions are ascribed negative traits because they 
are perceived to be socially deviant (e.g., Bashir, 
Lockwood, Chasteen, Nadolny, & Hoyes, 2013). 
Swim and Geiger (XXXX) extend this work to 
examine masculine and feminine traits (both posi-
tively and negatively valenced) ascribed to climate 
change opinion groups in the US and also whether 
these trait ascriptions varied by one’s own opin-
ions about climate change (e.g., by reflecting out-
group derogation or ingroup favoritism).

Participants across all levels of  personal con-
cern showed evidence of  outgroup derogation: 
more dissimilarity in opinions was associated 
with more negative trait ratings, generally; only 
those who expressed the most concern about cli-
mate change (the alarmed) exhibited ingroup 
favoritism, rating groups with dissimilar opinions 
more negatively and less positively than groups 
with similar opinions. Consistent with prior work, 
they also found that groups with stronger opin-
ions on both ends of  the spectrum were ascribed 
more negative than positive traits, compared to 
those with more moderate opinions. Additionally, 
Swim and Geiger also found evidence of  gen-
dered trait ascriptions: Whereas the dismissives 
were seen as having negative masculine traits (e.g., 
aggressive), impressions of  the alarmed were 
ambivalent, reflecting both positive masculine 
(e.g., courageous) and negative feminine (e.g., com-
plaining) traits. Consistent with the stereotype 

content model (e.g., Fiske, Cuddy, Glick, & Xu, 
2002), these findings suggest that whereas the 
alarmed may be respected, but not liked, weaker 
ascriptions of  positive masculine traits to the cau-
tious and concerned suggest that these groups 
may be liked, but not respected, which may have 
differing implications for how people interact 
with these groups, and their characterization and 
treatment in public discourse.

Interestingly, Swim and Geiger (XXXX) also 
uncover an asymmetry in the biases expressed by 
the two most extreme opinion groups: Whereas 
the alarmed ascribed more negative traits than 
positive traits to both moderate and more extreme 
skeptics (the disengaged, doubtful, and dismiss-
ive), dismissives ascribed greater negativity only 
to the alarmed, but not the moderate opinion 
groups (the cautious and concerned). These find-
ings suggest that moderate opinion groups may 
operate more effectively as “opinion brokers” 
than those with stronger concerns (the alarmed) 
when it comes to broaching conversations and 
building policy and action consensus. Future 
research might explore this possibility, as well as 
the behavioral and policy implications of  these 
perceptions.

Social Psychological 

Consequences of Climate Change

Compared to research on the social psychologi-
cal antecedents and mediating mechanisms 
shaping climate change engagement, considera-
bly less theoretical and empirical attention has 
been paid to the social psychological consequences 
of  climate change (e.g., effects of  perceived cli-
mate threats on intergroup relations). Research 
from economics and political science points to 
three major societal-level impacts of  climate 
change—on migration, conflict, and inequal-
ity—each with well-documented consequences 
for intergroup relations.

A comprehensive analysis involving a cross-
national collaboration of  over 350 social scientists 
suggests climate change will result in widespread 
displacement, with most migration occurring 
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within nations. Most strikingly, migration will take 
people towards areas of  high risk (primarily toward 
low-lying megacities) as much as away from them, 
with current estimates indicating between 114 and 
192 million additional people living in urban 
floodplains in Africa and Asia by 2060 
(Government Office for Science [UK], 2011). 
This displacement is expected to have widespread 
geopolitical ramifications, exacerbating intergroup 
conflict within and between nations.

Climate change is also expected to increase 
interpersonal and intergroup conflict in many 
regions of  the world. Using historical data from 
55 studies exploiting natural variations in climate 
to allow for the estimation of  causal effects, M. 
Burke, Hsiang, and Miguel (2015a) found that 
deviations from moderate temperatures and pre-
cipitation systematically increase conflict risk, 
with each one standard deviation increase in tem-
perature increasing interpersonal conflict (assaults 
and murders) by 2.4% and intergroup conflict 
(riots and war) by 11.3%. These authors note that 
all inhabited locations are projected to warm by at 
least two standard deviations, with the largest 
increases exceeding four standard deviations, in 
tropical regions.

Climate change is projected to amplify eco-
nomic inequality as well, by exerting dispropor-
tionate effects on the economies of  warmer, 
poorer nations located closer to the equator. For 
instance, rising temperature and humidity are 
expected to increase the risk of  heat stress due to 
physical activity in many parts of  the world, but 
most substantially in equatorial regions. Estimates 
suggest average incomes in the poorest 40% of  
countries will decline by 75% by 2100, while the 
richest 20% of  nations in higher, cooler latitudes 
may see slight gains in GDP (M. Burke et al., 
2015b). The risks of  climate change are also une-
qually distributed within nations. In the US, for 
instance, climate risks are expected to cause a large 
transfer of  wealth northward and westward, with 
the poorest third of  counties projected to experi-
ence economic losses up to 20% of  county 
income under business-as-usual emissions scenar-
ios that will further increase economic inequality 
between wealthier northern and poorer southern 
states (Hsiang et al., 2017).

Racial and ethnic disparities in projected cli-
mate impacts are similarly well-documented. For 
instance, a 2012 study of  the impacts of  climate 
change on different populations across California 
found that four factors—lacking a high school 
diploma, being of  low income, not speaking 
English, and being a person of  color—were the 
strongest predictors of  vulnerability to climate 
change; each was a stronger factor than being 
elderly, pregnant, or unemployed (Cooley, Moore, 
Heberger, & Allen, 2012).

These societal-level impacts have clear social 
psychological implications. Cross-national and 
within-nation data (US) suggest that structural 
inequality and violence—two projected social 
consequences of  climate change—predict prefer-
ences for group dominance (higher social domi-
nance orientation). This heightened preference 
for group dominance, in turn, promotes hierar-
chy-enhancing ideologies and behaviors (e.g., per-
secution of  immigrants, benevolent and hostile 
sexism, opposition to welfare, and blatant racism) 
that further exacerbate inequities between groups 
(see Kunst, Fischer, Sidanius, & Thomsen, 2017).

In their CLASH (CLimate, Aggression, and 
Self-control in Humans) model, Van Lange, 
Rinderu, and Bushman (2017) offer a novel social 
psychological theory of  the effects of  climate 
systems (e.g., temperature change) on culture and 
human conflict. In their article for this special 
issue, Van Lange, Rinderu, and Bushman 
(XXXX) extend this model to consider its impli-
cations for intergroup relations. As these authors 
note, despite a historical emphasis on the role of  
context in driving social behavior, few social psy-
chological theories of  intergroup relations have 
considered large-scale geophysical environmental 
factors as a determinant of  cultural orientations 
and social behavior.

The CLASH model’s two main proposi-
tions—that lower temperatures and greater sea-
sonal variation in temperatures promote future 
orientation and self-control, and that future ori-
entation and self-control reduce conflict and 
aggression—suggest potentially important con-
sequences for intergroup conflict over the com-
ing decades and a need for intergroup relations 
research that explicitly incorporates the role of  
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climate. Van Lange and colleagues (XXXX) 
review evidence of  the ways in which climate 
shapes aggression and violence, and the implica-
tions of  this for important intergroup topics, 
including relative wealth, inequality, and political 
relations. Although empirical support for the 
model is still emerging, it makes a number of  test-
able predictions (e.g., that climate change may 
predict changes in ingroup favoritism geographi-
cally, within and between nations) that can guide 
future scholarship. More critically, the CLASH 
model highlights a need for social psychologists 
to consider often-neglected broader (e.g., regional 
and global) environmental influences on human 
culture and their implications for understanding 
intergroup dynamics, and offers a novel blueprint 
for doing so.

Understanding how people think about justice 
and fairness in the context of  these large-scale 
societal shifts will be pivotal. Climate change 
implicates issues of  justice and fairness on a scale 
like few other societal issues. As previously noted, 
although climate change is a global threat, its 
impacts are not evenly distributed, but instead fall 
disproportionately on the poor (Wilson et al., 
2010), with inequality expected to rise as poorer 
communities and nations struggle to adapt to 
these economic shocks (M. Burke et al., 2015b). 
Moreover, major contributors to climate change 
are disproportionately wealthier, industrialized 
nations that are projected to suffer fewer impacts. 
For instance, annual per capita carbon emissions 
in India in 2013 were 1.9 tons, compared to 7 
tons in Europe and 16.4 tons in the United States 
(Friedlingstein et al., 2014). The impact of  these 
emissions extends well beyond contemporary 
human populations to harm to future generations 
and to other species. 

Swim and Bloodhart (XXXX) introduce a 
novel framework to understand psychological bar-
riers to perceiving and responding to climate 
change as a social justice issue (i.e., minimization of  
climate injustices). In particular, they identify social 
psychological processes and conditions under 
which people will perceive injustice and inequities 
in climate change impacts and act to address these 
inequities (e.g., by working on behalf  of  vulnerable 
populations, species, and ecosystems).

Specifically, in their “ask–answer–announce” 
framework, adapted from research and theory on 
reactions to discrimination (e.g., Sechrist & Swim, 
2008), Swim and Bloodhart (XXXX) describe 
three types of  minimization that can occur. First, 
a failure to ask about the harm or unequal causes 
and impacts of  climate change suggests a narrow 
conceptualization, limited attention, or motivated 
responding (partisan responses, avoidance of  
threatening information) may be guiding 
responses. Second, a failure to answer, or rejection 
of  these frames, suggests individuals may be mis-
informed, uncertain, or otherwise motivated to 
respond in a way that minimizes the consideration 
of  these inequities. Third, failing to announce (e.g., 
share opinions with others) or act on one’s conclu-
sions about climate change (e.g., changing indi-
vidual or collective behavior) suggests an 
additional set of  social psychological barriers, 
such as self-presentation concerns, insufficient 
knowledge, uncertainty about others’ beliefs 
(including scientists), low motivation, or stereo-
types about activist groups may be operating. 
Swim and Bloodhart argue that a lack of  psycho-
logical connection to vulnerable groups can facili-
tate minimization of  social injustices at all three 
of  these stages, and review a variety of  cognitive 
and motivational factors that can lead to such 
minimization. Additionally, they highlight key 
points of  overlap between psychological tenden-
cies to minimize social injustice and to minimize 
the geophysical and social impacts of  climate 
change, thereby offering a critical synthesis and 
application of  two major domains of  research 
within the psychological study of  groups—preju-
dice and discrimination, and social justice—to the 
study of  climate change.

Additional psychological research suggests 
that the threat of  climate change can prompt 
defensive responses, such as resistance to regula-
tions that challenge the status quo, which can be 
counterproductive to addressing the issue 
(Feygina, Jost, & Goldsmith, 2010). Two articles 
in the current issue explore another such response 
to threatening climate change: ethnocentrism.

Previous research has suggested that salient 
climate change threats may heighten authoritari-
anism and a tendency to derogate deviant groups 
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(e.g., drug dealers) who threaten the established 
system and increase approval for groups (e.g., 
judges) who support it (Fritsche, Cohrs, Kessler, 
& Bauer, 2012). Barth, Masson, Fritsche, and 
Ziemer (XXXX) extend this research by examin-
ing, more specifically, whether salient climate 
threats may strengthen associations with salient 
ingroups and promote group-protective tenden-
cies, as people attempt to reduce uncertainty and 
reestablish a sense of  control. 

Offering evidence for this possibility, the 
authors find that experimentally induced threat 
from climate change increased authoritarian atti-
tudes and led to harsher evaluations of  ingroup 
members who deviated from positive group 
norms. Importantly, similar findings emerge 
when the group norms are manipulated rather 
than measured, such that informing their student 
participants that a majority (vs. minority) of  their 
peers support a radical form of  protest led to 
greater acceptance of  that behavior and deroga-
tion of  deviant members—but only when a cli-
mate change threat was made salient. That these 
participants showed conformity with leftist 
norms when a radical norm was perceived sug-
gests that, rather than a general “conservative 
shift” or more authoritarian response, salient cli-
mate threats may promote conformity toward 
situationally salient ingroup norms. As the 
authors discuss, future work is needed to trace 
the implications of  these effects on group soli-
darity, including the conditions under which these 
group-protective cognitions may breed inter-
group conflict, and whether appeals to certain 
social identities may be effectively leveraged to 
spur collective action under conditions of  threat.

In related work taking a cross-cultural approach, 
Uhl, Klackl, Hansen, and Jonas (XXXX) investi-
gated two potentially differing reactions to being 
exposed to threatening information about climate 
change: direct efforts to deal with the problem 
(assessed via proenvironmental behavioral inten-
tions) or symbolic defensive responses in the 
form of  increased ethnocentrism (see B. L. Burke, 
Martens, & Faucher, 2010). In addition, they 
explored whether ingroup affirmation (i.e., mak-
ing an ingroup’s positive characteristics salient; 

Sherman, Kinias, Major, Kim, & Prenovost, 2007) 
could serve as a potential buffer against symbolic 
responses to threatening climate change informa-
tion, particularly in a collectivistic (vs. individualis-
tic) culture, where people may be more attuned to 
ingroup threats. The researchers tested these 
hypotheses in samples from two countries—one 
with a more individualistic cultural orientation 
(Austria) and one with a more collectivistic cul-
tural orientation (Argentina)—after pilot testing 
to identify climate threats and measures that were 
equally relevant in both cultural contexts.

Participants from both nations showed a ten-
dency to respond with higher levels of  ethnocen-
trism after exposure to a threatening (vs. 
nonthreatening) message about climate change 
and showed reduced proenvironmental behavio-
ral intentions in response to the threatening 
information (although these effects reached sig-
nificance only in the Austrian sample). Moreover, 
the ingroup affirmation intervention failed to 
mitigate the effect of  threatening information on 
ethnocentrism. Although evidence for shared 
cross-cultural responses to the threat of  climate 
change and the potential utility of  ingroup affir-
mation as an intervention remain to be estab-
lished, collectively, these findings, together with 
those of  Barth et al. (XXXX), suggest that people 
may respond to threatening climate change infor-
mation in ways that may hinder intergroup rela-
tions and impede collective efforts to address the 
problem.

Looking Forward

Despite representing one of  the most critical global 
challenges today, climate change remains remarka-
bly understudied by social psychologists. A recent 
analysis of  over 9,000 articles published between 
2005 and 2014 in seven high-impact psychology 
outlets, including major social psychology journals 
(e.g., Journal of  Personality and Social Psychology), 
revealed that only 1.1% of  articles mentioned “cli-
mate change” or “global warming,” even anecdo-
tally (Pearson et al., 2016). Nevertheless, interest in 
social psychological approaches to climate change 
is growing rapidly. From the growth of  
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government “nudge units” aimed at reducing 
energy consumption and speeding adoption of  
clean energy and energy-efficient technologies, to 
the rise of  citizen science groups focused on mobi-
lizing communities to take climate-mitigating 
actions, behavioral science is being used in ways not 
previously anticipated.

The research in this special issue offers a 
glimpse of  the diverse and complex ways in 
which group dynamics—including both partisan 
and nonpartisan factors—can shape individual 
and collective responses to climate change. But 
perhaps more importantly, these articles raise as 
many valuable questions as they provide answers, 
and expose key gaps in current understanding. 
Many influential areas of  research not directly 
addressed in the present set of  articles, such as 
psychological research on intergroup contact 
(Dovidio, Love, Schellhaas, & Hewstone, 2017), 
immigration (Esses, Hamilton, & Gaucher, 2017), 
collective action (van Zomeren & Louis, 2017), 
system justification (Hennes et al., 2016), social 
dominance (Kunst et al., 2017; Milfont & Sibley, 
2014), social categorization (Meleady & Crisp, 
2017), acculturation (Sam & Berry, 2010), inter-
group reconciliation (Shnabel & Nadler, 2015), 
and many others, can offer critical perspectives 
on how diverse societies collectively respond to 
global social and environmental change. We hope 
these and other theoretical perspectives in the 
study of  intergroup relations will continue to 
inform future research in this area.

Contact theory (Allport, 1954; for a review see 
Hewstone et al., 2014) for instance, is one of  the 
most heavily studied frameworks for reducing 
intergroup conflict, and has received remarkably 
little attention in the context of  climate change. 
Research on contact processes may be particularly 
informative for understanding factors that can 
help individuals to overcome partisan and other 
social divides on the issue, both within and 
between communities. Research on indirect forms 
of  contact, such as extended, vicarious, and imag-
ined contact (see Dovidio, Eller, & Hewstone, 
2011), might also inform research on factors that 
drive public advocacy and action on behalf  of  
vulnerable populations, especially when contact 

with such individuals is difficult or impossible 
(e.g., across geographic and generational bounda-
ries). Imagined contact (see Miles & Crisp, 2014), 
for instance, is a strategy for reducing prejudice 
that involves the mental simulation of  interactions 
with outgroup members that has been shown to 
reduce bias and promote empathy and positive 
intergroup behavior toward a range of  disadvan-
taged groups, and has been found to be particu-
larly effective among children. Thus, imagined and 
other forms of  indirect contact may be valuable 
components of  educational and other public out-
reach initiatives that seek to mobilize support for 
policies that aid communities and nations dispro-
portionately affected by climate change, including 
future generations.

Intergroup theories of  normative influence 
(e.g., Crandall & Stangor, 2005; Paluck, 2009) may 
also be particularly useful for understanding how 
to overcome partisan divides on the issue and 
mobilize public support for climate change 
action. These perspectives suggest that to change 
behavior, targeting normative perceptions, in 
many cases, may be more fruitful than attempting 
to change individual attitudes or beliefs. Percep-
tions of  social norms can shift in response to 
contextual information—such as institutional 
policies (e.g., a U.S. Supreme Court ruling in favor 
of  same-sex marriage; Tankard & Paluck, 2017) 
or media portrayals of  positive intergroup rela-
tions (e.g., a radio soap opera in Rwanda; Paluck, 
2009)—and guide behavior, even when individual 
attitudes or beliefs remain unchanged. In a field 
experiment in Rwanda, Paluck (2009), for exam-
ple, showed that exposure to a radio soap opera 
featuring positive intergroup contact combined 
with messages promoting constructive inter-
group dialogue did not significantly change listen-
ers’ personal beliefs, but did alter their perceptions 
of  normative relations between the groups and 
influenced both individual and collective behav-
iors, including greater intergroup cooperation 
and a willingness to discuss socially sensitive and 
contentious topics (e.g., community relationships 
and trauma).

The research discussed here also underscores 
the need for work that integrates findings across 
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levels of  analysis—research that examines how 
both individual-level and group-level processes 
influence how people collectively respond to cli-
mate change. For instance, uncertainty about the 
causes of  climate change and its long-term effects 
is often viewed as a chief  barrier to public mobi-
lization and stronger grassroots activism (Barrett 
& Dannenberg, 2014; Budescu, Broomell, & Por, 
2009; Pidgeon & Fischhoff, 2011). However, in 
some cases, uncertainty can also motivate 
stronger group engagement, and potentially col-
lective action, among activist groups by leading 
people to affiliate with groups that are ideologi-
cally more extreme (Hogg, 2007). We hope this 
issue offers a starting point for future work that 
explores these intersections.

Conclusion

In organizing this special issue, we had three cen-
tral goals in mind: (a) to highlight new research 
that advances current understanding of  how 
group dynamics shape individual and collective 
responses to climate change, (b) to highlight ways 
that psychological responses to climate change 
can shape intergroup relations, and (c) to illus-
trate ways in which a deeper understanding of  the 
role of  group processes can potentially inform 
climate science communication and public advo-
cacy. Thus, our hope is that this special issue will 
not only encourage new social psychological 
scholarship on climate change, but that such 
scholarship will contribute to both scientific and 
public discourse on the social dimensions of  this 
shared threat.

This discourse is reflected in two high-profile 
events of  2015: The publication of  Pope Francis’s 
Encyclical that focused on the human toll of  climate 
change on the world’s poor and the responsibility 
of  all nations to address it, and the landmark Paris 
Climate Agreement—the first truly global climate 
effort—that was adopted by 195 participating 
countries and entered into force on November 
4th, 2016. In 2018, and every subsequent 5 years, 
these parties will take stock of  the collective efforts 
of  individual participating nations towards the 
goals established in Paris. These events underscore 

a growing recognition that climate change is a fun-
damentally social problem—one that implicates 
religious and political ideologies; ethnic, cultural, 
and national identities; wealth, power, and social 
hierarchies—all of  which are central to under-
standing how cooperation and consensus can be 
achieved. Intergroup relations researchers are 
uniquely poised to unpack these processes and 
offer critical insights into the complex social 
dynamics that underlie what is perhaps the greatest 
shared threat of  our time.
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Note

1. Adaptation addresses immediate or near-term risks 
and refers to the process of  adjustment to the 
effects of  climate change in order to lessen their 
harm (e.g., developing coastal cities to account 
for sea level rise) or to exploit potential benefits 
(e.g., clean energy jobs). Mitigation represents a 
long-term strategy to manage climate change and 
refers to the process of  reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions or sequestering carbon so as to limit 
future climate change (IPCC, 2014a).
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