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HOW TO REACH CONSERVATIVES ON CLIMATE 

 

People tend to seek out information that confirms what they already believe. That's why Democrats and 

Republicans respond differently to new information about climate change.  

• If a Democrat reads a story about someone hurt by climate change, he will likely identify with 

the victim in that story, and he will be more likely to support government action to stop climate 

change. 

• If a Republican reads the same story, he will likely not identify with the victim. In fact, he will be 

less likely to support government action than he would have if he had never read the story (Hart 

& Nisbet, 2012). 

People think about their political identity when evaluating new information about climate change. 

Climate change is highly polarized (Pew Research, 2018) and has become more polarized over time 

(Dunlap, McCright, & Yarosh, 2016), as Democrats have grown more worried about the problem, while 

Republicans have largely remained unconcerned . 

When conservatives learn about melting glaciers and rising sea levels, they often become more 

dismissive of climate change. Why? Because popular solutions to climate change conflict with their 

values (Kahan, 2010). How can you deal with this? 

Focus on the local impact of climate change. Show how climate change is hurting people in the 

communities where they live. Do your best to show how climate change poses a threat to them and 

their families. Conservatives are more likely to have a change of heart when they can see how climate 

change affects them personally (Hart & Nisbet, 2012). 

“Texas has been hit especially hard this year by a continuing drought, threatening high winds and 

increasingly destructive range fires. Simply, these conditions have lead to extremely adverse 

conditions in the agriculture industry. 

— Rep. Michael McCaul (R-TX 10) 

Appeal to conservative values. 

Conservatives dismiss evidence of climate change 

because the solutions don't comport with their 

values. They fear that addressing carbon pollution 

would mean more regulation on businesses, and 

they see this as a threat to free enterprise. Reframe 

arguments to appeal to conservative values 

(Feinberg & Willer, 2015).  

For example, conservatives might accept evidence of 

climate change if they knew the possible responses 

included nuclear power and carbon sequestration, 

symbols of American ingenuity and resourcefulness 

(Kahan, 2010).  

http://www.eriknisbet.com/Articles/CRhn2012.pdf
http://www.eriknisbet.com/Articles/CRhn2012.pdf
http://www.people-press.org/2018/01/25/economic-issues-decline-among-publics-policy-priorities/
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00139157.2016.1208995
http://www.climateaccess.org/sites/default/files/Kahan_Fixing%20the%20Communications%20Failures.pdf
http://www.eriknisbet.com/Articles/CRhn2012.pdf
http://psp.sagepub.com/content/early/2015/10/06/0146167215607842.abstract
http://www.climateaccess.org/sites/default/files/Kahan_Fixing%20the%20Communications%20Failures.pdf
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Point out that dealing with climate change is necessary to preserve our American way of life and that it 

is patriotic to conserve our natural resources (Feygina, Jost, & Goldsmith, 2010) and that acting on 

climate will benefit everyone (Jylhä & Akrami, 2015). 

“When you run a company, you want to hand it off in better shape than you found it. In the same 

way, just as we shouldn’t leave our children or grandchildren with mountains of national debt and 

unsustainable entitlement programs, we shouldn’t leave them with the economic and 

environmental costs of climate change... Risk management is a conservative principle, as is 

preserving our natural environment for future generations.” 

— Henry Paulson, Former Secretary of the Treasury 

Emphasize sanctity. When speaking to progressives, explain how we have harmed harmed the 

environment. Emphasize the need to care for our home. When speaking to conservatives, explain how 

we have contaminated our surroundings. Emphasize the need to purify our air and water. Conservatives 

care about purity and sanctity (Feinberg & Willer, 2012). 

 

Smog contaminates the air over Los Angeles. 

 

Talk about efficiency.  A conservative may purchase a high-efficiency lightbulb if the package says it will 

save him money, but he will be less likely to purchase that same light bulb if the package says it will save 

the climate. Listing the environmental benefits of a product can backfire with conservatives because 

they tend to see climate change as a liberal cause (Gromet, Kunreuthera, & Larrick, 2013). 

 

Talk about the past. Conservatives respond to messages focused on the past—messages that show how 

environmental action would return nature to its previously unblemished state (Baldwin & Lammers, 

2016). 

http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?rep=rep1&type=pdf&doi=10.1.1.224.651
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0191886915003827
http://www.climateaccess.org/sites/default/files/Feinberg_Moral%20Roots%20of%20Environmental%20Attitudes.pdf
http://www.pnas.org/content/110/23/9314.abstract
http://www.pnas.org/content/113/52/14953.abstract
http://www.pnas.org/content/113/52/14953.abstract
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NextGen Climate 

 

Forget national security. Focus on public health. Climate change threatens national security, but 

reminding conservatives of this fact can backfire. If the messenger lacks the credibility to speak to this 

issue, conservatives may respond with anger rather than concern. When it comes to national security, 

enlist a member of the military to do the talking for you. Otherwise, focus on public health (Myers, 

Nisbet, Maibach, & Leiserowitz, 2012). 

“Today, the whole world is confronted with the need to put future generations first, but this time, 

no sacrifice is necessary. In fact, the most effective methods of fighting climate change are also the 

best means of improving public health and raising standards of living. 

— Michael Bloomberg, Former Mayor of New York 

 

Never condescend to your audience. We are more likely to acknowledge facts that conflict with our 

views when we feel good about ourselves. We cling to falsehoods because it hurts to admit we are 

wrong (Cohen, Aronson, & Steele, 2000). We will modify our views in the face of overwhelming 

conflicting evidence, but doing so may stir feelings of anxiety (Redlawsk, Civettini, & Emmerson, 2010). 

Talk about clean energy. Even if conservatives don't believe that climate change is happening, many are 

still concerned with air pollution and support investment in clean energy research. Conservatives 

especially like solar panels, because solar panels allow homeowners to disconnect from a central power 

grid (Echelon Insights, 2015). Conservatives are less likely to trust scientists who study the 

environmental impacts of industry, but they are more likely to trust innovators (McCright, Charters, 

Dentzman, and Dietz, 2015). 

Messengers matter. Conservatives are skeptical of climate scientists (Vraga, Myers, Kotcher, Beall, & 

Maibach, 2018), Democratic politicians (Johnson & Schwadel, 2018) and others associated with the 

environmental left (Druckman  & McGrath, 2019). People take cues from members of their own group 

on how to feel about climate change (Markowitz & Shariff, 2012). Deploy messengers that conservatives 

will trust. Here are a few examples: 

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-012-0513-6/fulltext.html
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10584-012-0513-6/fulltext.html
https://ed.stanford.edu/sites/default/files/when_beliefs_yield.pdf
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1467-9221.2010.00772.x/abstract
http://polling.clearpath.org/docs/clearpath_survey_report.pdf
http://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/8/4/044029/meta
http://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/8/4/044029/meta
http://rsos.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/5/2/170505
http://rsos.royalsocietypublishing.org/content/5/2/170505
https://academic.oup.com/sf/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/sf/soy124/5298603?redirectedFrom=fulltext
http://faculty.wcas.northwestern.edu/~jnd260/pub/Druckman%20and%20McGrath.pdf
http://sharifflab.com/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2012/03/MarkowitzShariff2012.pdf
http://www.theclimatechat.org/messengers
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• Military Brass: General Anthony Zinni, former Commander-in-Chief of U.S. Central Command 

under George W. Bush says, "It's not hard to make the connection between climate change and 

instability or climate change and terrorism." 

• Business Leaders: Greg Page, executive chair of agricultural giant Cargill, recently wrote that 

farmers should "participate in the ongoing conversation about climate change, politically fraught 

as it may be." 

• Conservative Christians: Katherine Hayoe is a Texas climate scientist and a conservative 

christian. She asks, "What’s more conservative than conserving our natural resources, making 

sure we have enough for the future, and not wasting them like we are today?" 

• Republican Politicians: Former South Carolina Congressman Bob Ingliss has been a stalwart 

champion for action on climate change. Like Katherine Hayoe, he believes "it's conservative to 

conserve." 

** 

http://www.theclimatechat.org/persuading-conservatives 

Climate Chat is a guide to the science of climate change communication. Drawing on the latest peer-

reviewed research, Climate Chat offers lessons on how to speak more clearly and persuasively about all 

matters climate, whether you are a scientist, journalist, advocate, or just a concerned citizen. 

http://www.cna.org/sites/default/files/National%20Security%20and%20the%20Threat%20of%20Climate%20Change%20-%20Print.pdf#page=33
http://www.desmoinesregister.com/story/opinion/columnists/2014/08/10/agriculture-climate-change/13853539/
http://www.slate.com/articles/health_and_science/climate_desk/2014/05/conservative_christians_and_climate_change_five_arguments_for_why_one_should.single.html
http://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2015/mar/24/bob-inglis-advocates-action-to-fight-climate-chang/print/
http://www.theclimatechat.org/persuading-conservatives
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