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Climate change is one of the preeminent problems facing humanity today. It has the 

potential to cause incalculable damages, loss of life and property, and can create an almost 

unlivable habitat for humans on this planet. Governments need to act in order to stop future 

climate harms, but the electorate must be literate in the subject in order to do so. One of the jobs 

of the media is to inform the public, and so it is imperative that the media find a way to 

accurately inform the U.S. electorate about the changing climate in order to stimulate pro-

environmental behavior and voting. It was hypothesized in this thesis that journalists should 

utilize narrative instead of simply relaying statistics and fact-based information to better engage 

the electorate and that it would prove a better way to educate them about science topics such as 

the climate. However, the politicization of such topics could not be ignored and so needed to be 

accounted for. A 2x2 factorial analysis was done using narrative versus fact-based stories with 

either conservative or liberal news outlet headers. These were then tested against three 

covariates: political ideology, narrative transportation, and locus of control. This research found 

that political ideology was far and away the best predictor of a person’s stance on climate change 

cognitively, affectively, and cognitively, and it was not moderated by locus of control, frame, or 

source. While narrative showed significance when it came to emotional engagement, it did not 

show significance on other level. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Climate change is an issue that continually grows in importance. However, without 

substantial changes in thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors in the United States, this issue will only 

get worse. The latest report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (2021) asserts 

that humans have warmed the planet at an unprecedented rate, and many changes in the climate 

system will become larger in direct relation to increased warming, such as increases in the 

frequency and intensity of hot weather, marine heatwaves, heavy precipitation, agricultural and 

ecological droughts, strong tropical cyclones, and decreases in Arctic sea ice, snow cover, and 

permafrost. Those weather events could induce massive economic impacts and suffering on a 

global scale if not contained (Gates, 2021; Kolbert, 2021; Tan et al., 2021; UN Climate Change 

Conference, 2021). However, even though humans have known about the greenhouse gas effect 

and the possibility of climate change since the late 1800s and most Americans today agree 

humans are the cause, not enough has been done to abate its continual progression from bad to 

worse (Andrew, 2019; Chinni, 2021; Corfee-Morlot et al., 2007; Plumer & Popovich, 2021; 

Strozewski, 2021; Thomson, 2019; UN Environment Programme, 2021; UN News, 2021). 

By reporting on such events as California wildfires, frequent and extreme hurricanes, and 

rising average global temperatures, the media can have a strong influence on public attitudes and 

are responsible for informing the public about how these problems relate to climate change 

(Bord, et al., 2000; Chinn et al., 2020; Environmental Protection Agency, n.d.; Liu et al., 2020; 

McCombs, 2005; NASA Global Climate Change, n.d.; Patterson & Seib, 2005; Strömberg, 

2001). However, influence from outside sources such as politics can change how the media 

present those topics. Because citizens cannot directly observe politics in action most of the time, 
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the news media are one of the major windows for them to see it, “and what they see through it 

will affect not only what they think about but how they think about it” (Patterson & Seib, 2005, 

p. 192). In other words, the way the media present climate information can affect the way the 

public creates its political identity and votes on the topic (Cohen & Tsfati, 2009; DellaVigna & 

Kaplan, 2007; Dewenter et al., 2019; Levendusky, 2013).  

However, misinformation campaigns and the politicization of science also affect the way 

the media inform the public on scientific topics like climate change by spreading doubt, 

emphasizing the inherent uncertainty of science, covering certain topics over another, 

destabilizing public trust, using polarizing speech, and putting undue emphasis on partisan 

beliefs (Bolsen & Druckman, 2015; Chinn et al., 2020; Druckman et al., 2017; Gauchat, 2012; 

Linde, 2020; Schmid-Petri, 2017; Union of Concerned Scientists, 2007; Waldman, 2019). 

Druckman et al. (2017) notes that even if a particular partisan media’s audience is limited, the 

dedicated audience members are especially likely to be opinion leaders who spread what they 

watch and disseminate the partisan ideas to a wider public. “Even with a small audience, the net 

effects of partisan outlets need not be small” (Druckman et al., 2017, p. 111). 

Because these politicized strategies in the media have engendered an uninformed or 

misinformed public in the United States about scientific subjects such as climate change, the 

country ranked No. 20 in a 2018 Pew Research poll on countries that see climate change as a 

major threat (Biddlestone & van der Linden, 2021; Cook, 2019; Fagan & Huang, 2019; Lloyd, 

2011; Treen, 2020). Since the United States is a large industrialized nation, it is difficult to 

mitigate these global issues without the support of the U.S. electorate. Therefore, the need to 

educate the population on the climate change situation is critical. In order to take appropriate 

actions for the economic and global problems that come with a warming climate, the U.S. media 
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must take measures to properly inform the voting public about climate change and how to 

prevent it from worsening. Bord et al. (2000) notes that 

The key determinant of behavioral intentions to address global warming is a correct 
understanding of the causes. Knowing what causes climate change, and what does not, is 
the most powerful predictor of both stated intentions to take voluntary actions and to vote 
on hypothetical referenda to enact new government policies to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions. (p. 205) 
 

To fulfill the role of creating an informed public, the U.S. media must overcome the damage of 

misinformation and politicization and find a way to explicate this complicated issue. 

Yet, climate change has many disparate and complex elements which are often difficult 

to interpret or fix, particularly because its effects occur over a long period of time (Bord et al., 

2000; Chen, 2011; Frantz & Mayer, 2009; Marshall, 2014; McKibben, 2022; Weber & Stern, 

2011; Woodward, 2019). “Global warming is a complex phenomenon characterized by great 

uncertainty, even for those bearing the ‘expert’ label” (Bord, et al., 2000, p. 205). Even when 

correctly and responsibly explaining climate change, the media typically uses numbers-heavy 

research with statistics to align more with the scientific verbiage of climate scientists. However, 

this type of language is difficult to understand, and non-scientists tend to underestimate the 

critical nature of the information or see it as hyperbolic, resulting in miscommunication between 

the media and the public (Bruine de Bruin et al., 2021; Frontiers, 2018; Howarth et al., 2021; 

Kamath, 2020; Shermer, 2008; Ye et al., 2020).  

This research posits that narrative is a better way for the media to inform the public about 

climate change instead of using numbers and statistics. Humans use story to accomplish various 

goals, such as exchanging information, explaining the world and its phenomena, conveying 

changes, and describing the environment. In fact, recent studies suggest that language may have 

evolved specifically for this type of social interaction (Dunbar et al., 2007; László, 2008; Storr, 
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2020). Storr (2020) writes “We experience our day-to-day lives in story mode … Story emerges 

from human minds as naturally as breath emerges from between human lips,” and it is 

impossible to understand humans without it (p. 3). Because of this inherent naturalization of 

story within the human mind, information presented in narrative is easier for humans to make 

sense of than straight numbers and can be very useful and persuasive for presenting scientific 

information, particularly on topics as difficult to grasp as climate change (Kirby, 2018; Liu et al., 

2020; Menning, 2018; Morris et al., 2019; Sangalang & Bloomfield, 2018). Using narrative 

framing for climate change information, the media has a different way to present scientific 

information, which could enhance comprehension of its complex concepts because it is easier for 

the human mind to understand. “The human mind is a story processor, not a logic processor” 

(Haidt, 2012, p. 328). Because humans are hardwired for story, it is a very effective way to get 

people’s attention and explicate detailed, complex information to appropriately inform their 

opinions, choices, and potential future votes (Storr, 2020). 

Research has found many examples of how the politicization of science has affected 

voters’ perceptions of subjects such as climate change, which in some cases has stunted efforts to 

curb its global problems. Research also indicates humans are naturally storytellers, and the 

human brain is hardwired to understand story in ways different from strict statistics-based 

information. However, up to this point, not much research has been conducted on how these two 

processes interact within the media and the public sphere. By synthesizing the politicization of 

science and narrative within a media context, this research will look at how these two processes 

interact within the minds of the public and how one might affect the other. To test whether 

narrative framing of climate change in the media is effective, even in the context of 

politicization, this research will use one narrative story and one statistics-based story written on 
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the same climate change topic. These stories will be shown to respondents with either a 

conservative FOX News title or with a liberal MSNBC title, cueing a political leaning to the 

respondents. 

By testing for politicization within the context of narrative framing in climate change 

media stories, this thesis will add to the current literature by showing how the politicization of 

science and narrative framing interact within the population, if one can be influenced by the 

other and, if so, to what degree, as well as if narratives can be used to better inform the public 

about science topics opposed to statistics-based stories even when politicization is present. This 

information could potentially suggest how the media should write climate change stories to 

further the public’s overall understanding of science concepts, possibly affecting its thinking, 

opinions, and voting habits, and humanity’s ability to mitigate the damaging effects of climate 

change in the future. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Climate change is one of the preeminent problems of our time (Gates, 2021; 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2021; McKibben, 2022; Schmid-Petri et al., 2017; 

Thunberg et al., 2021; UN Climate Change Conference, 2021). “The climate crisis is at all times 

the most important thing happening on earth, by far” (McKibben, 2022, para. 6). Scientists have 

been aware of the problems that greenhouse gas could inflict on the environment since the 1800s, 

starting with Joseph Fourier’s discoveries on the greenhouse effect in 1824 and 1836, Eunice 

Newton Foote’s 1856 discovery on CO2 in the atmosphere causing a higher temperature, and 

John Tyndall’s research building on her findings three years later (Corfee-Morlot et al., 2007; 

Thompson, 2019). Science continued to build on those findings until the 1960s when most of the 

scientific knowledge needed to understand climate change became clear (Corfee-Morlot et al., 

2007). However, a warming climate has brought a complex set of problems, such as drought in 

some areas and severe storms in others, that converge in ways even top scientists cannot always 

predict and that can be too difficult for the media to cover (Bord et al., 2000; Chen, 2011; Frantz 

& Mayer, 2009; Marshall, 2014; McKibben, 2022; Weber, 2015; Weber & Stern, 2011; 

Woodward, 2019).  

Part of the reason that climate change could potentially reach catastrophic levels despite 

human knowledge about its existence for decades is the fossil fuel industry, which knew about 

the problems it was creating in the climate but actively capitalized on the inherent difficulties of 

the topic and fought to keep these problems either hidden or in a constant state of confusion in 

the eye of the public (Brulle, 2014; Curran, 2005; Dunlap & McCright, 2011; Franta, 2021; 

McGreal, 2022; McKibben, 2022; Pattee, 2021; Supran & Oreskes, 2017; Supran & Oreskes, 
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2020; Union of Concerned Scientists, 2007; Waldman, 2019; Wright & Nyberg, 2021; Zhang, et 

al., 2018). For example, Exxon employed scientists to write papers on the subject, and one of 

them, hired in the 1980s, was a co-inventor of the lithium battery now used in electric cars 

(Pattee, 2021). “They could have easily built huge factories to make lithium batteries to facilitate 

the transition to electric cars. Instead, they fired this guy. They shut down all their energy work. 

And they started funding climate deniers” (Pattee, 2021, para. 8). The industry had used the 

media to run misinformation campaigns and increase the politicization and polarization of 

science in the eye of the public over decades to make sure that action was not taken to curtail its 

activities regardless of their effects on the planet and had set up difficult-to-fix circumstances 

that would take tremendous efforts from countries around the world to cure (Brulle, 2014; 

Dunlap & McCright, 2011; McGreal, 2022; Pattee, 2021; Plumer & Fountain, 2021; Plumer & 

Friedman, 2021; Supran & Oreskes, 2017; Supran & Oreskes, 2020; Zhang, et al., 2018). “The 

fossil fuel industry ran an enormous disinformation campaign over decades, using its resources 

to muddy the waters and playing into journalism’s cult of objectivity to make it a he-said/she-

said story for as long as possible” (McKibben, 2022, para. 3). 

Starting mostly in the 1960s and 1970s environmental movements, the United States has 

tried to inform its citizens of environmental problems that needed immediate action, leading to 

environmental campaigns, the Clean Air Act, the Clean Water Act, and other actions and 

legislations intended to protect the planet. However, these actions and laws could not prevent the 

release of greenhouse gases enough to protect the atmosphere from warming to unprecedented 

levels (Ogrodnik & Staggenborg, 2016). Even though most Americans today are concerned 

about climate change and 57% believe it is caused by humans, many people still do not 

understand the threats posed by climate change, and not enough has been done to stop rising 



8 

temperatures (Chinni, 2021; Climate Action Tracker, 2021; Leiserowitz et al., 2022; Plumer & 

Fountain, 2021; Plumer & Friedman, 2021). Even at COP26 in Glasgow, which was the most 

recent global event concerning climate change actions, many scientists agreed that still not 

enough is being done and the success or failure of any deals made at COP26 “will hinge on 

whether world leaders now follow through with new policies to cut greenhouse gas emissions” 

(Plumer & Friedman, 2021, para. 2). 

It is too late for individuals to make personal changes that will significantly slow climate 

change. “What can we, as individuals, do? … Eat local? Green our homes? Buy green? All of 

this is fine and necessary, but the most important thing is missing: political action! To an 

enormous degree, governmental action outweighs and shapes individual actions” (Lakoff, 2010, 

p. 77). The human race is now at the point where large-scale government interventions are 

necessary to make a difference in how the earth’s climate will change over the next 100 years. 

Even if countries keep their climate promises, the earth could still be on track to warm about 2.7 

degrees Celsius since pre-industrial times (Climate Action Tracker, 2021; Hersher, 2021; Plumer 

& Fountain, 2021; Plumer & Friedman, 2021). Additionally, even over 60 years after science 

discovered the reasons that the climate was warming, the majority of climate anxiety, the 

responsibility of stopping it, and the most to lose from failing fall to younger generations who 

did the least to cause it: Millennials and Generation Z (Mier, 2020; Thunberg et al., 2021; Tyson 

et al., 2021). In a New York Times article, Thunberg et al. (2021) states that 

Young people like us have been sounding this alarm for years. You just haven’t listened 
… For children and young people, climate change is the single greatest threat to our 
futures. We are the ones who will have to clean up the mess you adults have made, and 
we are the ones who are more likely to suffer now. (paras. 2, 4) 
 

Although greenhouse gasses emitted from human actions have been allowed to build in the 

atmosphere for over 100 years, past generations and current administrations simply have not 
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done enough to abate them. Making sure the earth does not get even hotter requires that 

governments completely fulfill their promises on climate action and that the U.S. electorate 

continue to pressure them by voting for candidates with pro-environmental policies that prioritize 

the environment over problem industries (Plumer & Fountain, 2021; Plumer & Friedman, 2021). 

However, in order to have an informed opinion, voters must first be properly educated about 

climate change, including what it is, how bad the problems are, and how they can stop it. 

The Role of the Media and the Fight Against Fake News 

A functioning democracy requires freedom of the press. Thomas Jefferson wrote in a 

letter to James Currie in 1786, “Our liberty depends on the freedom of the press, and that cannot 

be limited without being lost” (Founders Online, n.d.). Cook (2005) notes in The Press: 

Political communication receives special treatment in the United States for a simple 
reason: it is vital to the consent of the governed … officials’ communication with the 
public—and with one another—is crucial to the two central elements of representation: 
knowing how to act on behalf of the people and being responsive to their needs and 
concerns. (p. 115) 
 

Creating an informed electorate is a part of why a free press is necessary for a democracy to 

work. The voting public must be informed of politics, policies, and candidates to make a rational 

decision about whom to vote for in elections. But even when a press is considered free, is it still 

fulfilling its functions within a democracy? Curran (2005) writes that broad consensus about how 

the media can best serve democracy includes keeping people informed and adequately briefed 

about public affairs and the processes of self-government, being the “fearless watchdog,” 

providing an open platform of debate, facilitating the formation of public opinion, and being the 

voice of the people (Curran, 2005). “In short, the primary democratic tasks of the media are to 

inform, scrutinize, debate, and represent” (Curran, 2005, p. 120). 

However, while this view of the media is not wrong, he discusses some stipulations about 
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what the media actually do and some prerequisites that must be met within the media as well as 

the electorate before a free press can fulfill these duties in a democracy. First, the relationship 

between the media and politics is not as cut-and-dried as it might seem. He argues that 

governments devote time and resources to influencing the media “in order to communicate 

official policies and concerns and win public approval” and in this way, the media would better 

be looked at as a two-way channel of communication between governments and the publics 

(Curran, 2005, p. 121). He states that the media needs to be understood in relation to a wider 

political environment as opposed to an isolated spotlight. 

Another function of the media within a democracy is creating a place of public debate,  

but this function does not always work as intended. Curran (2005) points out that the media tends 

to be dominated by elites and their voices may overwhelm public discourse. “This can assist 

them to present their own special interests as being in the interests of all, and to win popular 

consent for the policies, social arrangements, and ideas they favor” (Curran, 2005, p. 126). He 

states that in order to curb this process, the media should represent dissenting, marginalized, or 

minority voices on a topic. However, in the climate change debate, this idea has been 

weaponized by the very elites who wished to muddy the waters on science. Curran (2005) 

warned of what he calls “adversarial journalism” and its negative effects, saying that “it can lead 

to the circulation of scurrilous information” with no basis in the truth and “partisan values can 

also penetrate the workings of large media conglomerates and distort the functioning of 

democracy” (p. 127). While Curran was not specifically discussing the topic of climate change 

and the misinformation being spread through the media about it, he has pinpointed exactly how 

the media was used by elites, interest groups, and politicians who wish to further their special 

interests against actions that can mitigate climate change. 
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To fulfill its function, the media must also act as the information and truth provider. In 

this context, Curran does not discuss climate change, specifically, but another worldwide health 

hazard from tobacco. Here, he discusses how the media played a role in informing the public 

about health and science information as it was being discovered, and therefore fulfilling its duty. 

“This informs the people about the risks involved, but also helps to build consent for government 

action against smoking” (Curran, 2005, p. 130). In this way, it is the media’s responsibility to 

report scientific consensus to the public and will aid them in making correct and appropriate 

decisions about government policies. However, “partisan media are essentially propagandist, 

advancing at best partial truths” (Curran, 2005, p. 130). It was precisely in this way that partisan 

media outlets propagated misinformation at the behest of fossil fuel industries and special 

interests to make sure the public was not fully aware of the dangers they presented to the climate. 

The media covered climate change as if it were a contested issue even though it was not, and in 

this instance the media did not fulfill its obligation to keep the public informed. 

Curran also notes that the blurring of lines between the media and entertainment affects 

society. He states that media entertainment can influence how people view themselves within a 

social context because people’s sense of social identity, or how they define themselves in terms 

of membership within diverse communities of religion, ethnicity, class, gender, and generations, 

“is a key dynamo driving politics, influencing both political affiliation and belief” (Curran, 2005, 

p. 136). However, Curran (2005) gives the following warning: 

In short, media entertainment and politics are so closely intertwined that it is difficult to 
understand why they should be viewed as distinct and separate. … Media entertainment 
does not provide an adequate way of  being informed about what is happening in the 
world. Nor does it provide a suitable media for evaluating alternative policy options. … If 
coverage and analysis of public affairs is eclipsed by entertainment, democracy becomes 
starved and anorexic. (Curran, 2005, p. 136) 
 

When the media turns from being information and truth provider to entertainer, then a 
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democracy can no longer sustain a healthy existence. 

Today, the line between legitimate news and entertainment is almost non-existent, which 

makes it difficult for the media to fulfill its obligations to the public. Many news organizations, 

including conservative outlets like Fox News and liberal outlets like MSNBC, have opinion 

shows that only present one-sided coverage of a topic (Smith & Searles, 2013). While opinion 

shows can be very persuasive and can exert a significant effect on viewers by focusing primarily 

on attacking the opposition, people who watch them tend to already be of a like mind to the 

presenter and cannot always tell they are watching opinion. Therefore, the audience of an 

opinion show tend to think they are watching news (Mitchell et al., 2018; Smith & Searles, 

2013). In a recent Pew Research Poll, U.S. Americans could only correctly identify factual 

statements 26% of the time and opinion statements 35% of the time, and the majority could only 

make correct identifications roughly equivalent to random guessing (Mitchell et al., 2018). How 

correct a person was at differentiating opinion from fact depended on how politically active or 

tech-savvy they were. Yet, both Republicans and Democrats “were more likely to classify both 

factual and opinion statements as factual when they appealed most to their side” (Mitchell et al., 

2018, p. 8). 

U.S. Americans were also much more likely to believe a statement was accurate when 

they believe it to be factual, whether it was actually factual or not, and they were more likely to 

disagree with a statement when they incorrectly classified it as opinion (Mitchell et al., 2018). 

This finding indicates that U.S. Americans on the whole believe what they want to believe in line 

with their political ideology regardless of its factual accuracy. This effect can be seen in partisan 

news shows on both sides of politics. For instance, this specific situation happened in a recent 

controversial opinion piece in The New York Times that led to the resignation of one of its 
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editors. The paper published an opinion essay written by U.S. Senator Tom Cotton about using 

the military to put down protests, which sparked outrage among readers and caused the opinion 

editor James Bennet to resign (Lerner, 2020). Although the essay was published in the opinion 

section, “that’s a distinction often lost on the public, whose criticisms during the recent incident 

were often directed at the paper as a whole, including its news coverage” (Lerner, 2020, para. 4). 

U.S. Americans, including even those who regularly consume news, are not always able to tell 

the difference between hard news fact and opinion, which can result in real-world consequences, 

such as what happened with The New York Times editor. 

Therefore, U.S. Americans are susceptible to fake news, which refers to fabricated 

information that mimics news content, lacks editorial norms and processes for ensuring accuracy, 

and overlaps with misinformation and disinformation (Lazer et al., 2018). In 2020, false and 

misleading information about COVID-19 was spread 142 times more than information from 

expert sources such as the CDC and WHO (Impey, 2020). Because people today have a vast 

range of options in watching both the news and entertainment, they tend to watch or read 

whatever content aligns with how they already think (Lazer, et al., 2018; Prior, 2005; Smith & 

Searles, 2013; Tong et al., 2020). This phenomenon indicates that people tend to spread 

disinformation about COVID-19 and other topics more frequently than more reliable information 

of legitimate organizations because they already believe the disinformation material and have no 

reason to dispute it. 

According to a Pew Research Poll in 2016, while 64% of U.S. Americans say fake news 

causes a great deal of confusion, 84% said they were either somewhat confident or very 

confident in recognizing fabricated news (Barthel et al., 2016). However, the same poll also 

found that about a quarter (23%) of those surveyed admitted to sharing fake news, 16% said they 
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did so inadvertently, and 14% said they did so purposefully. This self-reported information from 

U.S. Americans contradicts the results from the Pew Research Poll in 2018 that showed less than 

half of them could decipher fact from opinion. In other words, U.S. Americans may overestimate 

their ability to be able to tell what is fake from what is real. 

Fake news can be powerful because people tend to watch media they already align with 

and tend to not fact-check information consistent with their pre-existing beliefs. In fact, research 

has shown that the perception of truth increases when misinformation is repeated (Balmas, 2014; 

Lazer et al., 2018). Tong et al. (2020) looked at how respondents, specifically ordinary citizens, 

understood the term “fake news,” finding that 34.2% of the survey respondents had a politicized 

definition of it as opposed to a descriptive definition and over 70% of all politicized respondents 

identified at least one particular media outlet as the perpetrator of fake news (Tong et al., 2020). 

They also found that Republicans and Democrats had an equal tendency to blame the other side, 

highlighting “fake news articulation among the public has consequently become polarized, in yet 

another example of how elite polarization in the U.S. can influence mass opinion” (Tong et al., 

2020, p. 769). Although President Trump’s use of “fake news” is one of the more well-known 

examples of the phrase, Tong et al. (2020) highlights how both sides of the political spectrum 

have weaponized this verbiage and as a consequence have influenced and polarized how the 

public views political information. They note that the tendency for people to discuss fake news 

within ideologically homogeneous networks “could hinder efforts to counter the spread of 

misinformation and prevent a rational exchange of opinions” (Tong et al., 2020, p. 770).  

However, fake news is not simply a news anchor’s opinions or a disparagement of the 

political opposition. For example, QAnon believers go beyond “fake news” and into conspiracy 

theories, which can also be spread by mainstream news organizations and other media. QAnon is 
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a social media phenomenon that started on a site called 4chan in 2017 (Davies, 2021). It is a 

conspiracy theory that an alleged government insider named “Q” exposes government secrets as 

the “truth,” installed President Trump as the messianic leader, espouses authoritarianism, and 

spreads misinformation and disinformation about a myriad of topics, all of which are enhanced 

by the use of both the social and mainstream media (Davies, 2021; MacMillen & Rush, 2021; 

Tollefson, 2021) “The movement is engaged in an enterprise of fictionalizing the world of 

power, through processes of storytelling” (Guénoun, 2021, p. 308). The social media platforms 

used by QAnon members, as well as stories from mainstream media outlets, create an echo 

chamber, allowing for disinformation to spread. Disinformation on such platforms as Twitter, 

Facebook, and TikTok particularly about election fraud, was also spread by family members and 

other right-wing influencers, which created an atmosphere of mistrust and resulted in at least half 

of all Republicans questioning the outcome of the 2020 election at one point (Tollefson, 2021). 

In a recent NPR poll, 21% did not know or believed that humans do not play a significant 

role in climate change, 39% did not know or believed that some recent mass shootings were 

staged hoaxes, and 54% did not know or believed that a group of Satan-worshipping elites who 

run a child sex ring is trying to control our politics and media, which is a key tenet of QAnon 

(Rose, 2020). These claims have been pushed on social media by Trump and other conservative 

party members, and “Conservative media also have devoted hours of coverage to exaggerated or 

debunked claims” (Rose, 2020, para. 12). Even U.S. congresspeople use media platforms to 

further a myriad of conspiracy theories. Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, a QAnon 

enthusiast, endorsed the executions of Democrats, suggested school shootings were staged, and 

said Jewish space lasers were responsible for California wildfires (Battistella, 2021; Edmondson 

et al., 2021). From this evidence, it is clear that the media has become entangled with 
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misinformation, disinformation, conspiracy theories, entertainment, and opinions in ways that the 

U.S. public cannot distinguish facts from opinions, lies, and falsehoods, particularly when touted 

by government officials and members of the media who represent themselves as discussing news 

facts while spreading one-sided opinions and conspiracy theories. 

Politics and the Politicization of Science 

Just as news and opinion can become blurred to the point that Americans have a hard 

time distinguishing them, the media and politics can also become entangled. Gauchat (2012) 

notes that scientific knowledge and its production embodies various interests including 

institutions, social actors, scientists, universities, organizations, funding agencies, and legislators, 

and as a result political interests of these actors and organizations are assumed to be part and 

parcel of the production of scientific knowledge. “Simply put, science has always been 

politicized. What remains unclear is how political orientations shape public trust in science and 

how these dynamics might influence the way science is organized” (Gauchat, 2012, p. 168). 

Gauchat (2012) states the production of science has implicit political origins, which may affect 

how the science is organized and how the public views it. The political leanings of the impetus of 

science production can influence how people perceive that science and its findings through how 

they see it in the media. This happened when fossil fuel industries funded climate change science 

research only to negate it (McKibben, 2022; Pattee, 2021; Supran & Oreskes, 2017; Supran & 

Oreskes, 2020; Union of Concerned Scientists, 2007; Waldman, 2019). The industries were the 

source and impetus for the creation of climate research and then specifically clouded the 

information in the eyes of the public, politicizing and polarizing it at the same time. 

Many studies to date have found evidence of this. McCright and Dunlap (2003), Schmid-

Petri (2017), Bolsen and Druckman (2015), Chinn et al. (2020), and Linde (2020), to name a 
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few, found evidence that the politicization of science has been increasing over time, paying 

particular attention to how trust in science among Republicans has significantly decreased since 

the 1970s. They found that political ideology plays a significant factor in how the public 

perceives climate change and that these ideologies have been indicated to them through elites 

and party leaders through the media. As in the case of climate change, what matters is not if what 

is being said in the media is correct or not but whether or not it aligns with individuals’ beliefs. 

“Polarization intensifies the impact that partisan elites have on individuals’ issue attitudes while 

decreasing the impact of their substantive information, leading individuals to become more 

confident in their less substantiated beliefs” (Chinn et al., 2020, p. 115).  

Since humans have a tendency to pay more attention to media outlets that already align 

with their belief systems, they are more likely to believe politically aligned opinion as fact, and 

today more partisan media choices than ever are available to them, then it is no wonder why 

people are becoming more and more polarized, particularly on scientific topics. This polarization 

resulting from party cues on both sides works to the point that partisan preferences can become 

more important to people than even their own knowledge and in the context of climate change, 

can even overshadow their own experiences with weather events (Dunlap & McCright, 2008; 

Linde, 2020). 

However, recent polls indicate that although Americans overall are concerned with 

climate change, that concern is highly polarized and divided between high concern among 

Democrats and low concern among Republicans. While over 75% of Democrats in 2020 said 

climate change was a top priority, less than 25% of Republicans said the same (Pew Research 

Center, 2020). “The partisan gap over climate change was the widest to date in 2020 … Political 

messaging from party leaders and the media has been a major driver of the divide” (Popovich, 
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2020, paras. 6–7). While political messaging from party leaders for both Democrats and 

Republicans are setting the examples to be followed by citizens within each group, conservatives 

have taken the steepest drop and tend to be much more skeptical about science than Democrats 

(Chinn et al., 2020; Gauchat, 2012; Linde, 2020; McCright & Dunlap, 2003). “President Trump 

has set the tone for Republicans by deriding climate change, using White House resources to 

undermine science and avoiding even uttering the phrase” (Friedman, 2019, para. 7).  

Because this type of messaging from party leaders primes conservatives not to think 

about climate change, they are less likely to see climate change as a threat. Gauchat (2012) found  

that “public trust in science has not declined since the 1970s except among conservatives and 

those who frequently attend church” (p. 182). This is a change from previous decades as in 1974, 

conservatives had more trust in science than either liberals or moderates did, which then began to 

diminish as science became more and more polarized (Gauchat, 2012). More recently, this effect 

can be seen specifically from Trump as the percentage of Republicans who thought protecting 

the environment should be a top priority for the president and the Congress took a sharp decline 

from 2015 to 2016 upon Trump’s getting elected (Pew Research Center, 2020). This 

phenomenon can even be traced to voting habits and policy agendas as Republican “officials 

who once supported climate reforms have moderated their policy positions” and others “have 

lost their seats to primary challengers opposed to climate action” (Mildenberger et al., 2017, p. 

540). While the decrease in trust can be seen most dramatically in conservatives, the change in 

belief and trust in science due to political messaging in the media is not specific to Republicans 

but can be seen in liberal Democrats as well. 

Lee’s (2021) study drew upon the information found from Gauchat (2012) and looked 

specifically at Democrats and how their trust in science has changed over time. Lee contends 
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that, while previous research found politically conservative groups undermined regulatory 

science by calling scientists liberal, and therefore biased against conservatives, was correct, they 

did not do research to find out if Democratic elites were doing the same thing by publicly 

remarking about the trustworthiness of science. His results showed that over half of the gap 

between Democrats and Republicans’ partisan views over science was a result of the increase in 

trust from Democrats and that the mechanism behind these partisan trends could be a growth in 

selective media exposure, particularly among the ideologically extreme or committed partisans 

(Lee, 2021). 

Lee (2021) states that this happens because people from both political spectrums use 

motivated reasoning to choose what they watch in the media, and the more polarized the person 

the more likely they are to engage in this behavior. 

Conservative Republicans and liberal Democrats are the most likely to seek out attitude-
consistent sources of information. In the 1980s and 1990s, partisan news networks and 
media companies proliferated (e.g., Fox News, MSNBC); today, there are more options 
for partisan viewers than ever before. These partisan media outlets often selectively invite 
party officials, legislators, and other elites to share views that are largely consistent with 
the outlet’s preferred political leanings … In sum, the most ideological partisans are the 
most likely to selectively consume information from these attitude-consistent sources; be 
exposed to consistent partisan elite messaging (without encountering disconfirming 
evidence) on science, among other issues; and ultimately hold views that are more in line 
with those of their party’s elites. (Lee, 2021, p. 4) 
 

Lee’s research indicates that it is not just Republicans who are primarily informed by their 

exposure to polarized media, but Democrats are too, to the point that “at least on certain issues, 

the views of independents may be more aligned with those of Republicans than those of 

Democrats,” but specifically these findings are concerned more with conservative Republicans 

and moderate to liberal Democrats on the people on the fringes opposed to those more in the 

middle ideologically (Lee, 2021, p. 10). 

Lee’s (2021) findings highlight that political messaging does not just affect one side or 
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the other, but both, creating an even wider division as it is not just the science skeptics causing a 

decline but those bolstering science causing an increase. However, Democrats’ higher level of 

trust or belief in science does not necessarily translate into an increase in behavior change. For 

example, Bill Gates (2021) uses a private jet, as do many wealthy Democrats, although they are 

harming the planet. Al Gore and Justin Trudeau have been accused of hypocrisy by owning 

palatial mansions or continuing to sell coal to burn (Gunster et al., 2018). Such accusations of 

hypocrisy can be emotional from both sides, can harm pro-environmentalists’ credibility, and 

lead to distractions within climate discourse about what the real problems are (Gunster et al., 

2018). And while it is not necessary for anyone to have a private jet or palatial mansion, the fact 

that humans have created a carbon-based world cannot be ignored. Gunster et al. (2018) notes 

the following: 

Talk of hypocrisy has become an inescapable, if often repressed, aspect of climate change 
discourse … frank recognition of the hypocrisy of those who possess environmental 
sympathies can open up space for understanding the structural forces that generate the 
gaps between intention and action and thus promote a more complex understanding of the 
relations between social and political change and individual practices … Engaging with 
hypocrisy discourse, in other words, might both help us to blunt the attack of those 
seeking to stall climate action and help us intensify the positive affective commitments to 
climate action. (p. 12) 
 

While Gunster et al. (2018) points out how intense and emotional hypocrisy verbiage can be, it 

can also increase polarization on climate change and detract from getting to the point and making 

progress. 

The politicization and polarization of science has been happening for several decades, 

and as the media landscape continues to promote more and more targeted political programs, it is 

increasing the divide between conservatives and liberals. However, a wedge between groups 

happens not in a vacuum, but because of how humans are wired to see the world. The systems 

that control how our brains work and how we view ourselves and other people, form opinions, 



21 

and create narratives involves a look into how people create their identities and judgements 

around their intuition, belief, and control. 

Intuition, Belief, and Control 

One of the earliest signs of human evolution began over 4 million years ago with the 

ability to walk on two legs, but advanced traits such as complex expression, art, and cultural 

diversity did not emerge until about 100,000 years ago (Smithsonian, 2022). For most of 

humanities’ evolution, early hominids relied on more primal instincts and intuitions in order to 

survive. It was not until humans developed into homo Sapiens, what is considered the modern 

human, about 40,000 years ago, that they are believed to have developed the same reasoning and 

rational mind as humans do today (Wayman, 2012). The timescale of human evolution is heavily 

weighted to rely on instinct and intuition rather than on reason, which is a relatively new addition 

to the human mind. 

Jonathan Haidt makes this argument in his book The Righteous Mind (2012). Haidt 

illustrates the idea that reason is too new to be in control of human thought with the metaphor of 

an elephant and a rider. The elephant represents the instinctual, intuitive, and emotional parts of 

the human mind and the rider is the rational newcomer. Out of the two, it is the elephant that is 

actually in control and the rider, while able to sometimes mediate and offer advice to the 

elephant, is still subservient to it; that reasoning is often the servant of emotions (Haidt, 2012). 

“Intuitions come first, strategic reasoning second” (Haidt, 2012, p. 61). 

Brains evaluate everything in terms of potential  threat of benefit to the self, and then 
adjust behavior to get more of the good stuff and less of the bad. Animal brains make 
such appraisals thousands of times a day with no need for conscious reasoning … We can 
have multiple intuitions arising simultaneously, each one processing a different kind of 
information … The bottom line is that human minds, like animal minds, are constantly 
reacting intuitively to everything they perceive, and basing their responses on those 
reactions. (Haidt, 2012, pp. 64–83) 
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In other words, the elephant makes instinctual decisions all the time, and the rational rider is only 

present in a secondary capacity. The rider, who was the late-comer evolutionarily speaking, can 

not make decisions but can only to serve the older, more emotional and intuitive elephant in a 

capacity similar to a lawyer or publicist (Haidt, 2012). “The thinking system is not equipped to 

lead—it simply doesn’t have the power to make things happen—but it can be a useful advisor,” 

(Haidt, 2012, p. 66).  

Haidt (2012) states that this is the process by which humans make immediate instinctual 

judgements about others and ideas, and only then does the rider immediately begin to rationalize 

the emotional reaction of the elephant. “When we see or hear about things other people do, the 

elephant begins to lean immediately [to one judgement or another]. The rider, who is always 

trying to anticipate the elephant’s next move, begins looking around for a way to support such a 

move” (Haidt, 2012, p. 83). According to this model, when it comes to topics such as climate 

change, when a person hears something about it their elephant will immediately make a gut 

judgment and then the rider will do whatever it can to rationalize that decision whether it is 

accurate or completely false. It is not the rider’s job to make a rational decision, but to rationalize 

the elephant’s emotional one. During this rationalization, the rider will come up with arguments 

in favor of whatever decision the elephant has made regardless of its truth and is willing to 

defend those arguments to others. 

Mercier and Sperber (2011) looked at how people reason in the context of discussion and 

argument, and found that people tend to be proactive and anticipate situations in which they 

might have to argue to convince another person that their claims are true and their actions are 

justified. This is what they refer to as argumentative theory and could be the reason behind 

confirmation bias and motivated reasoning. They argue that confirmation bias, which is when a 
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person seeks or interprets evidence based on preexisting beliefs, is not a flaw of reasoning but is 

a consequence of the function of reasoning and is actually a feature of it when used for 

producing arguments (Mercier & Sperber, 2011).  

In cases that deserve the label confirmation bias, people are trying to convince others. 
They are typically looking for arguments and evidence to confirm their own claim, and 
ignoring negative arguments and evidence unless they anticipate having to rebut them. 
While this may be seen as a bias from a normative epistemological perspective, it clearly 
serves the goal of convincing others. (Mercier & Sperber, 2011, pp. 63) 
 

Motivated reasoning is also a useful tool used by the rational rider in supporting the elephant’s 

beliefs. Mercier and Sperber (2011) said that people pay attention to beliefs when they think they 

might not be universally shared or could be contentious. If they are likely to be challenged, then 

it makes sense to find arguments for them before they need to be defended; if successful they are 

ready and if not, they might adopt a weaker stance that is easier to defend (Mercier & Sperber, 

2011). In these ways, motivated reasoning and confirmation bias aid in argument formation, 

arguments that are not geared toward finding the truth, but are after supporting a person’s already 

held beliefs (Mercier & Sperbman, 2011). 

Using motivated reasoning and confirmation bias makes sense when it is understood that 

the intuitive elephant is in control and then the rider must find reasons to prove that the elephant 

is correct. However, Haidt (2012) notes that the elephant is neither dumb nor a tyrant, but can be 

swayed by the rider or, most often, by other people’s riders. “Intuitions can be shaped by 

reasoning, especially when reasons are embedded in a friendly conversation or an emotionally 

compelling novel, movie, or news story” (Haidt, 2012, p. 83). But, even though according to 

Haidt’s model, humans are ruled more by emotion than by reason, that does not mean that reason 

does not play a role and can not make changes in how people think and behave with the 

appropriate means, it is just that the means needs to be directed at the elephant, not the rider. 
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This idea is substantiated by Tversky and Kahneman (1981) when they looked at the 

psychology of choice. They tested how people reacted to questions that were logically equivalent 

but written differently as either positively framed or negatively framed. When a question 

regarding an outbreak that could possibly kill 600 people was posed in regards to lives saved, 

people were risk averse, but when a numerically equivalent question was posed framed as lives 

lost, people were risk taking (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981). The numbers and probabilities of 

lives saved or lost were exactly the same in both scenarios, the only difference was the framing 

of the questions, or in other words, how the questions made the respondents feel. 

Rational choice requires that the preference between options should not reverse with 
changes in frame. Because of imperfections of human perception and decision, however, 
changes of perspective often reverse the relative apparent size of objects and the relative 
desirability of options. (Tversky & Kahneman, 1981, pp. 453) 
 

This lends credence to Haidt’s rider and elephant theory because if the rider was making the 

decision, then the results for the loss or gain frames should have been equivalent, but they were 

not. The framing of the question affected the respondents and made a difference on their decision 

making, meaning the elephant was in control, not the rider and that their perceptions of options 

can be changed based on frame. 

Moving this idea from a simple choice to active participation and behavior change, 

Lavidge and Steiner (1961) measured how people are affected by advertising through a series of 

steps from initial stimulus to long-term effects. They describe seven steps that take a possible 

consumer from completely unaware of a product, to discovering its existence and becoming 

knowledgable, to actual purchase. In the context of environmental learning in the population, 

these ideas can be transposed from knowledge of and desire to purchase a product to knowledge 

of climate change and the desire to change habits in order to stop it. Lavidge and Steiner (1961) 

said that the distance between each step can be small or large depending on the person, or in 
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some cases a person might make multiple steps at a time. However, “the greater the 

psychological and/or economic commitment involved in the purchase of a particular product, the 

longer it will take to bring consumers up these steps, and the more important the individual steps 

will be” (Lavidge & Steiner, 1961, p. 60). 

The steps outlined indicate the three major functions of advertising—information or 

ideas, attitudes or feelings, and action—and these functions are directly related to a 

psychological model that divides behavior into three components (Lavidge & Steiner, 1961). The 

psychological models are 1) cognitive, the intellectual, mental, or rational state 2) affective, the 

emotional or feeling state and 3) conative, the motivational or “striving” state relating to the 

tendency to treat objects as positive or negative goals (Lavidge & Steiner, 1961). This model 

starts with the cognitive dimension of making sure the consumer is aware of the product, moves 

then to the affective or emotional dimension involving the consumer making a preference or 

judgment about the product, and then finally to conative where the consumer has a conviction 

about a product and takes action to purchase it (Lavidge & Steiner, 1961). 

In their model, the cognitive dimension is only responsible for awareness, not for making 

a decision. The responsibility of judgment is left up to the affective emotional dimension, or to 

parallel Haidt’s model, the elephant. Lavidge and Seiner (1961) explain that a great deal of 

advertising, or in the case of this research, media stories regarding climate change, are designed 

to move people up the final steps toward purchase, or rather making behavioral changes in order 

to stop climate change. However, they note that attention must be paid to the affective level in 

order to facilitate consumer behavior changes and action. 

Storr (2021) builds on Haidt’s idea, but refers to the rider as the “narrator,” the voice in a 

person’s head that narrates their experiences as well as provides the arguments that explain the 
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elephant’s beliefs. As a person grows up, their narrator grows and explicates what happens in the 

person’s life, and those stories that are told to the person by the narrator become more and more 

permanent until they become facts and beliefs (Storr, 2021). Once a person becomes an adult, 

their ideas become less plastic and are harder to change; the narrator starts to protect those 

beliefs and defend them (Storr, 2021). The narrator, like a storyteller, is “tying all the events 

together into a coherent tale that tells us who we are, why we’re doing what we’re doing and 

feeling and what we’re feeling. It’s helping us feel in control of our thrilling neural show” (Storr, 

2021, p. 109).  

This narrator strings together reasons that people feel a certain way, and then the reasons 

become beliefs, then a person’s truth. All of the beliefs that a person builds during their life make 

for a world that is predictable and controllable, they create the person’s overall ‘theory of 

control’ (Storr, 2021). “Brains have to perceive the physical environment and the people that 

surround it in order to control them. It’s by learning how to control the world that they get what 

they want” (Storr, 2021, p. 12). However, when a person’s control or beliefs are threatened, they 

feel discomfort and try to fight to regain a stable position, and when a person encounters 

evidence that they might be wrong, “we can find it deeply disturbing,” and rather than changing 

its neural models by acknowledging others’ perspectives, it seeks to deny them (Storr, 2021, p. 

85). The ‘models ’ represent the defended emotional beliefs that arise from the elephant’s 

judgments over a person’s lifetime, and once they are challenged, humans feel discomfort. 

Our threatened neural models generate waves of sometimes overwhelming negative 
feelings. Incredibly, the brain treats threats to our neural models in the much same way as 
it defends our bodies from a physical attack, putting us into a tense and stressful fight-or-
flight state. The person with merely differing views becomes a dangerous antagonist, a 
force that’s actively attempting to harm us. (Storr, 2021, pp. 87) 
 

Humans feel cognitive dissonance when they feel their beliefs are threatened and they are losing 
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a certain amount of control. Even when others say a person is wrong, their mind will find a way 

to dismiss them (Storr, 2021). “We know we’re right. We feel we’re right” (Storr, 2021, p. 62).  

However, it is also important to look at what is meant by “we” in Storr’s statement. 

While it might make sense to think that a person’s narrator or elephant will act and think 

selfishly, Haidt (2012) discussed how a person’s self-interest can actually be a weak predictor of 

policy preference. “Rather, people care about their groups, whether those be racial, regional, 

religious, or political … Our politics is groupish, not selfish” (Haidt, 2012, p. 100). When 

confronted with a single body of information, people with differing partisan leanings actually 

move further apart to conform more with their group, and this can explain why people will 

defend ideas that go against their own self-interest but are a part of a certain group’s platform 

(Haidt, 2012).  

This feeling of harm when a person’s beliefs are questioned can be seen in Western et al. 

(2006), who forced partisan respondents to feel cognitive dissonance about their chosen political 

candidate by showing them evidence of their candidate’s apparent hypocrisy while in an fMRI 

machine (Haidt, 2012). They found that the emotional centers of the brain, not the rational part 

of the brain, lit up in response to the threatening information (Haidt, 2012; Western et al., 2006). 

Once they were shown evidence contradicting the apparent hypocrisy of their chosen candidate, 

they felt pleasure and their brains released dopamine, indicating that humans feel threatened 

when their views are threatened, but get a neural reward of dopamine when they are released 

from that feeling of being wrong (Haidt, 2012; Western et al., 2006). If this is the case and 

humans feel like they are being physically threatened when confronted with evidence that their 

current neural model is wrong, then it follows that it would be difficult to change a person’s 

mind only using numerical and statistical evidence. “Each individual reasoner is really good at 
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one thing: finding evidence to support the position he or she already holds, usually for intuitive 

reasons” (Haidt, 2012, p. 105). When it comes to climate specific statistics and logical reasoning, 

making a person feel attacked or like they were losing control of their environment would likely 

do little to change their mind on the topic or change their behavior.  

In 1966, Julian Rotter looked at the differences in learning when subjects felt either 

external control or internal control from action reinforcement. External control is when a person 

perceives reinforcement for an action to be the result of luck, chance, fate, or the control of 

powerful others, and internal control is when a person perceives that their own behavior resulted 

in the reinforcement (Rotter, 1966). If subjects perceive reinforcements to be due to chance or 

luck, then they are less likely to raise expectations following successes as high or to lower 

expectations as low after failures (Rotter, 1966). However, individuals who have a strong belief 

in their own control are likely to be more alert to environmental aspects that can inform future 

behavior, take steps to improve their environment, place greater value on skill or achievement 

reinforcements, be more concerned with their ability, particularly failures, and be more resistive 

to attempts at influence from outside sources (Rotter, 1966). 

Levenson (1974) looked at the usefulness of a locus on control scale that further 

separated belief in powerful others in regards to participation in activism and found this scale 

was useful in understanding perceptions of control. Sapp and Harrod (1993) also looked at locus 

of control by building on Levenson (1974), Lumpkin (1985), and Lumpkin (1988) by using 

shortened Likert scales. The study tested the effectiveness of a shorter Levenson scale, Rotter 

scale, and both shortened scales proposed by Lumpkin, as well as their own proposed shortened 

scale. The scales tested for three components affecting a person’s locus of control, internal, 

chance, and powerful others, which in turn affected perceived risk. They found significant results 
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for internal, chance, and powerful others as well as for perceived risk and locus of control, 

indicating that shortened tests for a person’s locus of control can be a reliable alternative to the 

longer locus of control scale. 

Rotter (1966) and Levenson (1974) showed that how people learn and function within the 

world can be affected by their perceptions of control and Sapp and Harrod (1993) showed that a 

shorter version of the locus of control test can be valid. Tversky and Kahneman (1981) showed 

that the framing of a question could change a person’s choice, which is not necessarily controlled 

by reason. Because of this, it is worth testing for a person’s locus of control and whether they 

feel external or internal validation when it comes to the environment and climate change as well 

as testing for framing effects. By testing for a person’s locus on control when it comes to climate 

change while also testing to see whether or not a person is affected more by narrative than 

numbers, then this research could potentially provide validation to narrative stories as a way to 

better communicate science topics in a more rounded way opposed to straight facts alone as they 

would communicate with people more holistically and take into account how people feel about 

the subject on multiple levels. 

We should not expect individuals to produce good, open-minded, truth-seeking reasoning 
… And if our goal is to produce good behavior, not just good thinking, then it’s even 
more important to reject rationalism and embrace intuitionism. Nobody is ever going to 
invent an ethics class that makes people behave more ethically after they step out of the 
classroom. Classes are for riders, and riders are just going to use their new knowledge to 
serve their elephants more effectively. (Haidt, 2012, pp. 105–106) 
 

Haidt (2012) notes that changing an elephant takes a long time, but changing the path the 

elephant is on can be achieved by designing an institution where emotional and intuitive human 

beings will naturally behave more ethically. 
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Narrative Framing 

Haidt’s (2012) research indicates that in order to change people’s behavior, it is their 

emotional and intuitive side that must be engaged rather than their reason and rationality. Storr 

(2021) built on those findings and added the importance of narrative. In order to utilize these 

ideas, communication must be correctly framed. When things are framed in a certain way people 

could feel more or less in control, which would change the way they act in response to certain 

stimuli, or in other words, the elephant’s path can be changed by the application of the 

appropriate framing methods (Lavidge and Seiner, 1961; Lakoff, 2010; Levenson, 1974; Rotter, 

1966; Tversky and Kahneman, 1981). Frames are unconscious structures that include semantic 

and relationship roles and they permeate language and conversations (Lakoff, 2010).  

The old view claimed that reason is conscious, unemotional, logical, abstract, universal, 
and imagined concepts and language as able to fit the world directly. All of that is false. 
Real reason is: mostly unconscious (98%); requires emotion; uses the “logic” of frames, 
metaphors, and narratives; is physical (in brain circuitry); and varies considerably, as 
frames vary. (Lakoff, 2010, pp. 72) 
 

Lakoff (2010) echos Haidt’s claim that the emotional and intuitive elephant must be engaged to 

sway a person’s judgment. However, many people focused on environmentalism still believe in 

the old, false theory of rationalism, and think that if just given the facts, people will reason to the 

right conclusion (Lakoff, 2010). However, “what actually happens is that the facts must make 

sense in terms of their system of frames, or they will be ignored. The facts, to be communicated, 

must be framed properly” (Lakoff, 2010, p. 73).  

Lakoff (2010) notes that, as a scientist, he already has many years of scientific framing 

language as a foundation for that type of information, and because of that can understand 

scientific framing more readily than those that do not already have a scientific base built up. But 

because most people are not scientists, relaying numbers and statistical information has little 
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chance of being understood as they were intended to the lay person. However, humans, even 

children, are already able to understand narratives, and so the narrative framing of environmental 

communication could provide the level of scientific understanding that was once expected from 

simply relaying climate statistics. “Don’t just give numbers and material facts without framing 

them so their overall significance can be understood. Instead find general themes or narratives 

that incorporate the points you need to make” (Lakoff, 2010, p. 79–80). 

Narrative framing in particular involves characters, plot, causal relationships, and can be 

more effective than non-narratives at impacting reader’s attitudes on topics, including political or 

controversial ones (Lakoff, 2010; Mazzocco, 2010; Shen et al., 2017; Vafeiadis et al., 2019). 

“Narrative news is more engaging and therefore more likely to draw audience interest … 

narratives affected individuals by transporting them into the narrative world and involving them 

cognitively and emotionally” (Shen et al., 2017, p. 4018). Narrative transportation, a 

combination of attention, imagery, and feelings where a person becomes immersed in a narrative 

world, is a part of narrative’s success in impacting readers and has been shown to be more 

effective at persuading individuals and triggering feelings of concern, sympathy, interest in 

others’ suffering, and can trigger higher donation intentions (Escalas, 2004; Green, 2021; Green 

& Brock, 2000; Irimiás, 2021; Shen et al., 2017; Vafeiadis et al., 2019). “When transported into 

narratives, audiences are more likely to respond to messages positively and are less likely to 

engage in reactance or counterarguing” (Vafeiadis et al., 2019, p. 4366). Transportation into 

narrative worlds interacts with people’s emotions and makes them more likely to identify with 

characters and therefore more likely to adopt the beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors that are implied 

in the story and less likely to have their need to argue or to defend a differing position activated 
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(Green, 2021; Green & Brock, 2010; Mazzocco et al., 2010; Shen et al., 2017; Vafeiadis et al., 

2019). 

Narrative transportation can also increase attitudinal yielding by decreasing the need to 

argue, not just against information presented, but from persuasion tactics as well (Escalas, 2004; 

Mazzocco et al.,  2010). Mazzocco et al. (2010) tested attitudinal change in participants who read 

persuasive narratives promoting tolerance toward homosexuals. To test the respondent’s 

attitudinal change, they used the Narrative Transportability Scale, a 19-item scale that tested 

chronic motivation and the ability to become transported into a narrative regardless of content 

(Mazzocco et al.,  2010). They found that persuasive narratives were effective, but that 

effectiveness was mediated by emotional responses opposed to rational appraisals, and suggests 

that when people become immersed in narrative worlds their attitudes and beliefs are changed in 

the process (Mazzocco et al.,  2010). “Such changes tend to be based on emotional rather than 

rational responses. Our results, in particular, highlight the important role that empathy plays in 

eliciting attitude change” (Mazzocco et al.,  2010, p. 366). However, the extent to which a person 

was transported in the story was mediated by their transportability, and some people were more 

likely to be transported than others which made a difference in the resulting emotional changes 

exhibited by the participants (Mazzocco et al., 2010). Therefore, also testing for a person’s 

transportability by using the Narrative Transportability Scale is needed. 

The results from Mazzocco et al. (2010) again provide supporting evidence to Haidt’s 

model that the intuitive elephant is in control of attitudinal changes, not a person’s rational rider, 

and that appealing to a person’s empathy and emotions is a better predictor of judgment and 

behavior changes than appeals to their reason with statistics and numbers. Narrative 

transportation and narrative persuasion prime a person to be less defensive and more open to new 



33 

ideas, making them an ideal way to introduce new information to a population that might be 

resistant to other forms of communication of the same facts. While previous studies found 

narratives to be more successful than other communication strategies at changing people’s 

attitudes, they only compared narrative to non-narrative. This study will add to this current 

knowledge by not just testing for political lean, but by integrating that lean into the research 

itself through the use of political titles. This will test to see if priming a person to either feel for 

or against a narrative before they read it will have any effect on the narrative persuasion itself. 

This could potentially lead to more effective ways to frame media communications about 

environmental topics and a new way to communicate this important information across the isles 

and to the greater voting public.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND HYPOTHESES 

Many organizations and individuals argue that nothing is more important to the survival 

and future of the human race than stopping climate change (Gates, 2021; Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change, 2021; McKibben, 2022; Schmid-Petri et al., 2017; Thunberg et al., 

2021; UN Climate Change Conference, 2021). Putting in the effort now to stop climate harms 

will in the long run save humanities’ future and in the short term save money on the costs of 

damage from extreme weather events (Gates, 2021; Kolbert, 2021; Tan et al., 2021; UN Climate 

Change Conference, 2021). Although it seems on the surface that protecting the planet from 

rising temperatures is a proverbial “no brainer,” the oil and gas industry as well as others with 

vested interest have made plenty attempts to curtail information being spread to the public about 

the true dangers of a rising climate (Bolsen & Druckman, 2015; Brulle, 2014; Chinn et al., 2020; 

Curran, 2005; Druckman et al., 2017; Dunlap & McCright, 2011; Franta, 2021; Gauchat, 2012; 

Linde, 2020; McGreal, 2022; McKibben, 2022; Pattee, 2021; Schmid-Petri, 2017; Supran & 

Oreskes, 2017; Supran & Oreskes, 2020; Union of Concerned Scientists, 2007; Waldman, 2019; 

Wright & Nyberg, 2021; Zhang, et al., 2018). 

The efforts from private companies to stop public understanding of climate change in 

order to gain short-term profits has gradually turned climate change into a political issue (Bolsen 

& Druckman, 2015; Chinn et al., 2020; Druckman et al., 2017; Gauchat, 2012; Linde, 2020; 

Schmid-Petri, 2017; Union of Concerned Scientists, 2007; Waldman, 2019). In other words, the 

politicization of scientific topics like climate change has turned a problem that could have been 

fixed decades ago into a political tool for both sides of the aisle. This politicization and 

polarization of climate change, which has been shown to the public via the media, has delayed 
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action to stop climate harms, created a confused and ignorant public, and resulted in a situation 

that is very difficult to fix (Biddlestone & van der Linden, 2021; Bolsen & Druckman, 2015; 

Chinn et al., 2020; Cohen & Tsfati, 2009; Cook, 2019; DellaVigna & Kaplan, 2007; Dewenter et 

al., 2019; Druckman et al., 2017; Fagan & Huang, 2019; Gauchat, 2012; Levendusky, 2013 ; 

Linde, 2020; Lloyd, 2011; Schmid-Petri, 2017; Treen, 2020; Union of Concerned Scientists, 

2007; Waldman, 2019). 

The politicization of climate change in the media has been pervasive and plays a large, 

important role in how people vote on it (Bord, et al., 2000; Chinn et al., 2020; Cohen & Tsfati, 

2009; Curran, 2005; Environmental Protection Agency, n.d.; DellaVigna & Kaplan, 2007; 

Dewenter et al., 2019; Levendusky, 2013; Liu et al., 2020; McCombs, 2005; NASA Global 

Climate Change, n.d.; Patterson & Seib, 2005; Strömberg, 2001). In either an attempt to be 

“objective” or by presenting incorrect information from private industries, the media has 

damaged its own ability to properly function in society (Bolsen & Druckman, 2015; Chinn et al., 

2020; Curran, 2005; Druckman et al., 2017; Gauchat, 2012; Linde, 2020; Schmid-Petri, 2017; 

Union of Concerned Scientists, 2007; Waldman, 2019). Additionally, opinion presenters have 

spread misinformation about climate change through partisan media channels and have further 

politicized it (Bolsen & Druckman, 2015; Chinn et al., 2020; Druckman et al., 2017; Gauchat, 

2012; Linde, 2020; Schmid-Petri, 2017; Union of Concerned Scientists, 2007; Waldman, 2019).  

However, even when media outlets present accurate information regarding climate 

change, they almost always present it by facts and statistics, which people may find it difficult to 

fully understand (Bruine de Bruin et al., 2021; Frontiers, 2018; Howarth et al., 2021; Kamath, 

2020; Shermer, 2008; Ye et al., 2020). Climate change is already a difficult concept for the 

human mind because of its long timescale, and by presenting this information with only numbers 
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makes it even more difficult to contextualize (Bord et al., 2000; Chen, 2011; Frantz & Mayer, 

2009; Marshall, 2014; McKibben, 2022; Weber & Stern, 2011; Woodward, 2019). This media 

practice creates a scenario where even people who want to act to stop climate change still do not 

fully understand it and do not know what they can do to help. 

However, research into narrative indicates that it could be a way to improve public 

understanding of climate change through story, not numbers. Because the human mind has 

evolved to inherently understand narrative, stories can present climate information in a way that 

is much easier than numbers for people to understand and contextualize (Dunbar et al., 2007; 

Haidt, 2012; Kirby, 2018; László, 2008; Liu et al., 2020; Menning, 2018; Morris et al., 2019; 

Sangalang & Bloomfield, 2018; Storr, 2020). The decision-making power of emotions and 

feelings, which can be triggered by narrative is demonstrated by Tversky and Kahneman (1981), 

who found that people reacted differently to logically equivalent questions depending on 

framing. In their experimentation on framing, how the question made people feel changed how 

they acted in response to it. Haidt (2012) digs further into this concept by claiming that people 

are controlled mainly by their emotions, not their logic. In other words, a person’s mind can be 

changed through emotion, not logical fact. Therefore, narratives can be useful in increasing 

public understanding of how to stop future climate harms.  

However, narrative can affect each person differently as narrative transportation is 

different from person to person. The current literature has not tested how the politicization of 

climate change in the media can affect the use of narrative or narrative transportation theory. 

Therefore, this research presents the following questions: 

RQ1. Do partisan news-source labels affect belief in or the reception of climate change 
information within the use of narrative stories in the media? 
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RQ2. Do partisan news-source labels affect narrative transportation in climate change 
media stories? 
 
Even though narrative media stories have the potential to increase public knowledge of 

climate change science, knowledge does not always translate to action and belief in climate 

science does not guarantee that people would want to change their lifestyles or behaviors. 

Lavidge and Steiner’s (1961) stair-step model of advertising effectiveness outlined the several 

steps it takes to get people to act after stimulus as they move through the cognitive, affective, and 

conative dimensions before they finally take action. Thus, the following questions are also asked: 

RQ3. Do narrative and statistics-based media stories differentially affect people’s intent 
to change behavior regarding climate change? 
 
RQ4. Is people’s intent to change behavior affected by political label? 
 
The politicization of climate science has been a consistent problem in the media and 

political messaging since at least the 1970s (Ogrodnik & Staggenborg, 2016). Because people 

tend to be more groupish than selfish, even people who have seen the damaging effects of 

climate change for themselves may still deny either its existence or threat to the human race in 

order to stay in line with their political party’s beliefs (Haidt, 2012). Because of the 

pervasiveness of politicization in climate change information and because of people’s tendency 

to be groupish opposed to selfish, these questions are asked: 

RQ5. Does narrative increase belief in climate change and intent to change in both 
conservatives and liberals?  
 
RQ6. How do the answers from conservatives and liberals compare in response to 
narrative? 
 
Rotter (1966) and Levenson (1974) looked at ability or lack thereof to control the world 

and created scales that tested for this control. Sapp and Harrod (1993) created a shorter but 

effective scale to measure a person’s locus of control, which can be used to test how much or 
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little people feel in control regarding climate change and how their locus of control affects the 

effect of narrative. Therefore, this research asks the following question: 

RQ7. How does a person’s locus of control affect their reception of or intent to change 
behaviors regarding climate change? 
 
RQ8. How does a person’s locus of control affect the effect of narrative as opposed to 
statistics-based information? 
 
The politicization of climate change has affected people’s perceptions and understanding 

of its processes, which has had many effects on people’s behaviors to either try to stop its 

progress or to do nothing (Brulle, 2014; Dunlap & McCright, 2011; McGreal, 2022; Pattee, 

2021; Plumer & Fountain, 2021; Plumer & Friedman, 2021; Supran & Oreskes, 2017; Supran & 

Oreskes, 2020; Zhang, et al., 2018). However, narratives also have a profound effect on humans, 

and narrative framing can lead to an understanding of scientific concepts that are outside of 

politicization and can create a scenario that produces understanding and compassion regardless 

of politics (Green, 2021; Green & Brock, 2010; Lakoff, 2010; Mazzocco et al, 2010; Shen et al., 

2017; Vafeiadis et al., 2019). Because of the great effect that both politics and narrative have on 

humans, these two hypotheses are posed: 

H1. Partisan news-source labels will affect beliefs and intent to change regardless of 
lean. 
 
H2. Narratives will lead to higher beliefs and intent to change regardless of lean, but 
likely by differing degrees between conservatives and liberals.  
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CHAPTER 4 

METHOD 

Sample 

This research had an experimental design which tested respondents through a Qualtrics 

survey consisting of a 2 x 2 factorial analysis of the effects of different news sources and frames. 

Respondents were randomly placed into one of four conditions, each one presenting them with 

one of two news frames, either narrative or fact-based, and one of two news sources, either 

conservative Fox News or liberal MSNBC. Out of these sources and frames, the four conditions 

possible were: narrative/conservative, narrative/liberal, statistical/conservative, and 

statistical/liberal. However, before the respondents were shown the stimulus, they had to answer 

several pretest questions regarding their locus of control, narrative transportation level, and one 

question each testing their cognitive, affective, and conative levels. In total, there were 368 

participants, but after removing incomplete responses, 357 were analyzed.  

Participants were taken from several University of North Texas journalism courses and 

were compensated with extra credit by their instructors. Of the 357 analyzed, 49% were either 

freshman or sophomores, 49.9% were juniors or seniors, and 1.1% were graduate students. 

Ninety-four point one percent were age 18-29 and 65.3% were female. Since one of the main 

objectives of this research was to look particularly at the effects of politics, it is important to note 

that 13.4% described themselves as slightly, moderately, or strongly conservative and 65% as 

slightly, moderately, or strongly liberal. The single political ideology with the highest percent 

overall was moderately liberal at 31.4% and 21.6% classified themselves as neither conservative 

nor liberal. 
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Covariates 

Since one of the main variables of this research was to what degree people are affected by 

narrative, how a person is transported by a narrative, or to what level they allow themselves to 

engage with and be affected by it, the narrative level for each responded needed to be accounted 

for before the stimulus. This was achieved with the 12-point narrative engageability scale 

developed by Bilandzic et al. (2019). This measure is consistent with the previous narrative 

transportability scale that includes four distinct dimension measures of presence, emotional 

engageability, propensity for curiosity and suspense, and ease of accepting unrealism (Bilandzic 

et al., 2019). Respondents were shown 12 statements and were told to rank the degree to which 

they either agreed or disagreed on a scale from (1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly agree. Mean 

values ranged between M = 4.60 (SD = 1.289) and M = 5.70 (SD = 1.135), and the narrative 

transportation index resulted in M = 5.15 (SD = .836). Cronbach’s alpha for the narrative 

transportability scale was .815, indicating that this scale generated reliable information. 

A person’s locus of control, whether they feel like they control their destiny or whether 

what happens in their life is controlled by outside sources, affects their perception of the world 

around them and how they act within it, so it was important to determine each subject’s locus of 

control in order to see how likely they were to act differently or to change behaviors in regard to 

climate change, particularly after a stimulus like narrative (Rotter, 1966; Levenson, 1974). 

However, a shorter version of the original locus of control scale was used to keep the amount of 

time spent on the survey as a whole as short as possible. To test this, Sapp and Harrod’s (1993) 

9-item locus of control scale was used to see whether each respondent was either more internally 

focused, meaning they have a higher degree of focus on their own capabilities, or were more 

externally focused, meaning that they attributed more of what happens in their life to external 
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factors making them less likely to change habits. Respondents were shown nine statements and 

asked the degree to which they agreed or disagreed on a scale from (1) strongly disagree to (7) 

strongly agree. Three were statements indicating internal control, such as “my life is determined 

by my own actions,” and six indicated external control, such as “my life is chiefly controlled by 

powerful others.” 

Since the scale was the same but the statements made opposite assumptions, an answer of 

7 for internal would equal an answer of 1 for external, so one of these scales needed to be 

reversed. Since a respondent with a higher internal locus of control would be more willing to 

change their behaviors, the external answers were reversed. After reversal, an answer of (1) 

strongly disagree to an external statement was switched to a (7), indicating a higher level of 

internal control.  However, when Cronbach’s alpha was found for this scale including all nine 

items, the three internal statements and the reversed external statements, it was .623. If the 

internal questions were isolated, they had a Cronbach’s alpha of .287, so it was decided to throw 

out those three statements and keep only the six reversed external locus of control answers. It is 

unclear why the internal questions had such low reliability, but once they were removed the 

remaining six external statements had a Cronbach’s alpha of .659. The reverse locus of control 

index showed a mean of M = 4.27 (SD = .941). 

Dependent Variables 

During the pretest, the respondents were shown three questions from Lavidge and 

Steiner’s (1961) hierarchy of effects model, which included one question each testing the 

respondent’s cognitive, affective, and conative levels and were all centered around climate 

change. These were also tested on the same scale from (1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly 

agree. The cognitive question stated “nearly 100% of climate scientists believe in climate 
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change,” and had a mean of M = 5.04 (SD = 1.56). The affective question was “I feel scared of 

consequences of climate change in the near future,” and had a mean of M = 5.65 (SD = 1.47). 

The conative question read “I generally try to change my behaviors in order to stop climate 

change, such as recycling whenever possible,” where M = 5.19 (SD = 1.427). All of the pretest 

questions (excluding the very first question which contained the directions for the section) were 

randomized, so each respondent saw a different mix of narrative and locus of control questions. 

Independent Variables 

After the pretest, each respondent was randomly categorized into one of the four total 

stimulus categories. They were shown either a narrative story or a statistics-based story, each 

centered around the same climate change information. These stories were written specifically for 

this study instead of being pulled from existing literature to ensure that they covered exactly the 

same content, which was about the 2020 Texas freeze. The fact-based story simply stated some 

information about weather patterns and the damage it caused to the state. The narrative story 

included a tale about a couple frozen in a boat on the lake with their dog. There were 

descriptions about the couple and how they had to live on a boat in a frozen lake for several days 

with no hot food or ability to flush a toilet. It also included the same weather and statistical 

information as the fact-based story, but it was imbedded within the narrative of the couple. Both 

stories had the same facts and information, they were simply presented in different formats. This 

ensured that the content between the two stories was exactly the same, the only difference 

between them was the frame. 

In order to create the different news sources, banners were pulled from the websites of 

both Fox News and MSNBC. These banners were placed at the top of the news stories so they 

could be seen by the respondents in the survey. Only the banners were shown at the top of the 
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story pages, there was no other visual material added. The idea behind this structure was to make 

the stimulus as believable as possible, leading the subjects to truly believe that each story came 

from whichever news site was shown to them since it was legitimate material produced by those 

sources. It was thought that simply writing a header in plain text might not be enough to 

convince them that the story came from either site, but taking real content from the sites 

themselves should have been convincing enough for the respondents to believe the content was 

real. However, after running a two-way ANCOVA on the data, it was clear that neither the news 

source or news frames had any effect on the respondents. When looking at the cognitive index, 

news source had a significance of p = .868 and frame was p = .743, showing that neither had any 

significance whatsoever. This result was similar across both the affective and conative indices as 

well. 

Manipulation Checks 

After the respondents were shown the stimulus, they answered two manipulation check 

questions and an independent variable t-test was done. The first, “this story is emotionally 

engaging,” resulted in M = 4.53 (SD = 1.403) for those that saw the factual stimulus and M = 

5.33 (SD = 1.085) for those that saw the narrative stimulus. Levene’s test resulted in p < .001, 

indicating that equal variances cannot be assumed. Therefore, the result for this question was 

t(333.025) = -6.036, p < .001. Despite the narrative stimuli not having an effect on a person’s 

emotions, thoughts, or actions about climate change, it does appear that the narrative did have 

some significant effect on the reader’s engagement with the story. When this question was 

compared with the stimuli of Fox and MSNBC, the results were not significant. However, it is 

interesting to note that the mean for Fox was M = 5.01, which was slightly higher than the mean 

of MSNBC, which was M = 4.85. 
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The second read “this story is biased,” and resulted in M = 3.24 (SD = 1.442) for the 

factual stimulus and M = 3.72 (SD = 1.29) for the narrative stimulus. Levene’s test for equality 

resulted in p = .006, indicating that equal variances cannot be assumed. Those results were 

t(350.217) = -3.347, p < .001. Therefore, there were significant results for those who thought the 

stories were biased between the stimuli of narrative versus factual, with the narrative stories 

being thought of as more biased. When news source was the independent variable, again there 

was not much difference between the means. The data showed a M = 3.59 (SD = 1.479) for 

MSNBC stories and M = 3.37 (SD = 1.284) for Fox. Levene’s test for equality resulted in p = 

.266, so equal variances can be assumed. These results were t(355) = 1.509, p = .066 (one-sided). 

These results indicate that there wasn’t much variation between these two variables when it came 

to thoughts on bias. However, it is interesting to note that the mean for bias, while not 

significant, was slightly higher for MSNBC than for Fox. 

Post-Test Measures 

After being shown the stimulus and the manipulation check questions, the respondents 

were shown nine additional randomized post-test questions from Lavidge and Steiner’s (1961) 

hierarchy of effects model – three conative, three affective, and three cognitive – to test how 

these measures were affected by the stimulus. Each one of these questions began with the prefix 

“based on the article I read.” This forced the respondents to remember the stimulus article as 

opposed to answering the questions without regard or thought to what they read, hopefully 

keeping them engaged and thinking about the article as they answered the post-test questions. 

These questions, like all previous, had the same (1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly agree scale. 

Cronbach’s alpha for the cognitive index was .735, for affective it was .764, and for the 

conative index it was .620. The conative index was the lowest, but it is still reliable. Across all 
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dependent variable measures, cognitive, affective, and conative, the only items to have any 

significant findings are each variable’s corresponding pretest questions, the narrative 

transportability scale, and ideology. All indices had values of p < .001, excluding one score of 

the narrative transportability index from the conative index measure, which had a significance of 

p = .17. Neither news source or news frame had any significant findings and did not appear to 

affect the respondents. Far and away, the most significant factor for measuring the respondent’s 

cognitive, affective, and conative attitudes toward climate change was their preexisting ideology, 

which did not appear to be moderated by either stimulus. 

Demographics 

Following the post-test, each respondent was shown six demographic questions. The first 

question asked about political ideology and is the final covariate of the study. It asked them to 

rank their political position from (1) strongly conservative to (7) strongly liberal. This question 

was asked after the stimulus in order to not predispose the respondents to political thinking prior 

to stimulus and was the only mandatory demographics question. The other demographic 

questions included gender, race, education, current collegiate grade level, age, and income. After 

the demographics questions, the respondents were shown a debriefing page that revealed that the 

stories they were shown were not actually stories written by either of the media outlets, but 

instead written and created for the specific purpose of the survey. This was to make sure that the 

respondents were fully informed about the experiment and will not believe any false information 

going forward. 

Open-Ended Question 

The final question regarding climate change shown to the respondents was open-ended 

and allowed them to explain their ideas about it in their own words. The question read “Please 
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share your opinion about the issue of climate change. For example, how important do you think 

the issue of climate change is? Do you think our world will find a timely solution? How do you 

describe people who hold an opposite opinion to yours? What media outlets do you think they 

consume?” Thirty-three people out of the analyzed group did not respond, which left 324 

answers to this question. These were coded into five non-exclusive categories including those 

who thought climate change was an important issue that needed to be addressed, those who 

mentioned feeling negative, those who mentioned feeling positive, those who had negative 

feelings toward the opposition or blamed a specific group, and those who claimed that climate 

change was either not real or not human-caused. It is important to note that there were 16 that 

were not coded with any category. These usually cited ignorance on the topic and so they did not 

have any real answer to share, or that they simply did not care about the issue. One such response 

was “I dont care about climate change im here for a good time not a long time.” 

There were three additional non-exclusive codings that cited if a respondent mentioned 

either governments or large companies as either the cause or the solution to climate change, 

those who said that the opposition likely viewed social media to get their information, or those 

who said that the opposition likely did not consume any media at all. In general, the results were 

overwhelmingly clear that the respondents overall believed that climate change is very important 

and felt strongly that something needed to be done to stop future climate harms, but many felt 

like it was either too late or they simply did not know what to do to stop it.  
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CHAPTER 5 

RESULTS 

In order to investigate the data, a two-way ANCOVA analysis of covariance was used for 

all three levels of cognitive, affective, and conative as compared to their corresponding pretest 

questions, the narrative transportation index, the reversed locus of control index, ideology, news 

source, and news frame. The first test run was for the cognitive index, and Levene’s test of 

equality gave a nonsignificant result of F(3, 353) = .925, p = .429. The ANCOVA was run and 

found significant results for three factors including the cognitive pretest question, the narrative 

transportation index, and ideology. The pretest cognitive question resulted in F(1, 349) = 23.97, 

p < .001, partial η2 = .064, and the narrative transportation index with F(1, 349) = 21.051, p < 

.001, partial η2 = .057. The most significant factor out of the three though, was ideology with 

F(1, 349) = 44.202, p < .001, partial η2 = .112. Ideology had a high effect size and a very high F 

score, indicating that ideology was the best predictor, even more so than the cognitive pretest 

question, of a person’s cognitive understanding of climate change information. However, the 

reverse locus of control index did not result in any significant findings with F(1, 349) = .325, p = 

.569, partial η2 = .001, indicating that a person’s locus of control does not affect their cognitive 

understanding of the climate. 

What was surprising was that neither news source nor news frame had any significance 

for the cognitive variable. News source had a result of F(1, 349) = .027, p = .868, partial η2 < 

.001. Whether or not the stimulus came from either Fox or MSNBC simply did not have any 

significant effect on cognition. News frame resulted in F(1, 349) = .108, p = .743, partial η2 < 

.001. Again, it seems as though neither a narrative frame nor a fact-based frame had any 
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significant relationship to the respondents’ cognitive understanding of climate change 

information. 

The results that followed for both the affective and conative variables were very similar 

to the cognitive variable. Levene’s test for equality for the affective index resulted in F(3, 353) = 

.589, p = .623. Again, the ANCOVA showed significant results for the same three variables, the 

corresponding affective pretest question with F(1, 349) = 67.131, p < .001, partial η2 = .161, the 

narrative transportation index with F(1, 349) = 27.138, p < .001, partial η2 = .072, and ideology 

with F(1, 349) = 46.987, p < .001, partial η2 = .119. The reverse locus of control index was again 

nonsignificant with a result of F(1, 349) = .048, p = .827, partial η2 < .001. The difference with 

the affective model was that this time, the pretest question was a better predictor of the affective 

results over ideology, but ideology still had a very high F score and a high effect size, meaning it 

is still a large factor in people’s emotional perception of climate change. And again, neither news 

source nor news frame had any significant findings where news source resulted in F(1, 349) = 

.064, p = .801, partial η2 < .001 and news frame resulted in F(1, 349) = .078, p = .78, partial η2 < 

.001. 

Levene’s test for equality for the conative index resulted in F(3, 353) = 1.381, p = .248. 

The results were again similar to the previous two, but with the exception of a nonsignificant 

finding for the narrative transportation index. This result was F(1, 349) = 1.891, p = .17, partial 

η2 = .005. This indicates that while narrative transportation might have an effect on a person’s 

cognitive understanding and emotional understanding of climate change, it does not have any 

significant effect on their behavioral intentions regarding it. This is particularly interesting to 

note when considering H2 and the hypothesized effect of narratives on behavioral changes. The 
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reverse locus of control index was nonsignificant and resulted in F(1, 349) = .62, p = .432, 

partial η2 = .002. 

The other results were similar to both cognitive and affective indices. The pretest 

conative question had a significant result of F(1, 349) = 35.306, p < .001, partial η2 = .092 and 

ideology had a significant result of F(1, 349) = 21.922, p < .001, partial η2 = .059. News source 

had a nonsignificant result of F(1, 349) = .207, p = .65, partial η2 = .001, news frame had a result 

of F(1, 349) = .611, p = .435, partial η2 = .002. Once again, it appears as though that apart from 

the pretest questions for each variable, ideology was the best predictor of each respondent’s 

thoughts, feelings, and behaviors on climate change and was not moderated by news source, 

frame, or locus of control. 

The answer to RQ1 regarding partisan labels affecting belief in climate change is no, it 

does not affect belief. An independent samples t-test was run to find the answer to RQ2, which 

showed no significant difference in narrative transportability depending on news source. The 

answers to both RQ3 and RQ4 regarding changing a person’s intent to change behaviors 

regarding climate change are also no, which is not affected by either narrative or fact-based 

stories or political label. The answer to RQ5 is again no, narrative does not increase believe in or 

intent to change regarding climate change. A person’s locus of control was also found to be 

nonsignificant in any findings, which means that the answers to both RQ7 and RQ8 are again, 

both no; nothing was affected by it. 

The answer to RQ6 is a little more interesting, as it compares the answers between 

conservative and liberals in response to narrative. When an independent samples t-test is run 

with the narrative engageability index against those who identified themselves as either 

moderately conservative (23) or strongly liberal (61) there is a significance of p = .036. This 
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indicates that there is some significant difference between a person’s narrative transportability 

and their ideology between conservative and liberal. However, this was the only pairing that was 

identified with a significant result and no other pairing between conservative, liberal, or neither 

held any significance. H1 stated that partisan news source labels will affect beliefs and intent to 

change regardless of lean, but across all measures of cognitive, affective, and conative levels, 

news source was never significant. H1 must be rejected and the null hypothesis supported. H2 

must also be rejected since news frames also never had any significant result. The null 

hypothesis is again supported. But, despite the results indicating that neither narratives nor new 

sources have much if any effect on how a person feels, thinks, or acts regarding climate change, 

the answers to the open-ended question did reveal quite a bit more about people’s feelings on the 

issue, and a mixed qualitative and quantitative analysis was done on their answers. 

Non-Exclusive Category Percentages Out of All 324 Responses 
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 Category 
Percentages 

Subcategory 
Percentages Subcategory Group Names 

Important 82.1 22.22 only coded important 

Hopeful Feelings 25.62 2.47 only coded hopeful 

Negative Feelings 45.37 3.09 only coded negative 

Derogatory to Opposition 38.89 22.22 mentioned conservative media 

Denial 2.47   

 

For the total 324 open-ended responses that were coded, all of which are quoted exactly 

how they were typed including typos, 266 (82.1%) felt that it was an important issue that needed 

to be addressed. A typical answer from this group, would include phrases such as “I think 

climate change is an important issue” or “we need all hands on deck.” One hundred forty-seven 

(45.37%) had negative feelings about the issue with statements such as “I do not think our world 

will find a timely solution” or “I worry a lot about about our planet becoming uninhabitable in 

my lifetime.” Ten answers out of the 147 from that group were not coded with any other label, 

meaning the answer was wholly negative on the subject. One such answer read “people don’t 

care, they think oh well I won’t be here let the youth deal with it.” Hopeful answers included 

phrases such as “I would like to believe our world will find a timely solution” and were included 

in 83 (25.62%) responses. Six out of those 83 were coded as solely hopeful. “I feel like if we 

take the proper steps we can help the planet,” wrote one such response, but most of this category 

was in conjunction with those who thought it was an important issue. However, there were also 

some coded as only hopeful and negative. These were interesting responses with an example 

being “we’re screwed but maybe we can prolong it.” 

Many responses also included negative feelings toward those that held an opposing 

viewpoint from the author, which totaled 126 (38.89%). Generally, the words that made up these 
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descriptions included calling the opposition stupid, delusional, naive, uneducated, ignorant, etc. 

Out of these 126 responses, 72 (48.98%) cited conservatism or Fox News specifically as part of 

the problem, usually in conjunction with the negative words listed above. Only eight (2.47%) 

responses were coded as stating that climate change either did not exist or was not human-

caused. These answers were a bit varied though and ranged from “I don’t believe in climate 

change or global warming,” which came from a person who identified as moderately 

conservative, to thinking climate change is a problem but humans either aren’t the cause or can’t 

do anything about it. An example of this category is: 

I think climate change is most definitely negatively impacting our planet, but extremely 
slowly. I think it would honestly take thousands of years for our environmental harm to 
affect living conditions to the point where there is little life and habitats. 
 
That specific answer was coded only in the denial category and was from a person who 

identified as slightly conservative, but only five out of the eight were coded as such. There was 

one coded as both important and in denial which read “I do think climate change is an issue and 

we all need to be better, but I also do believe that this issue is not entirely our fault,” from a 

person who identified as slightly liberal. Another one was coded as both in denial and negative, 

which read in part “I think that climate change is somewhat over blown and through the years, it 

has been manipulated for political gain. Therefore I don’t believe there can be one timely 

solution” from a person who is neither liberal nor conservative. Another answer coded as in 

denial was also coded as thinking climate change was an important issue and included negative 

feelings, which read “i am a conservative. i agree climate change is a problem. i don’t think us 

humans are the problem. i don’t think we will find a solution. i feel like climate change is going 

to progressively get worse.” 

Out of all 324 responses, six cited the Earth’s natural processes as part of the reason for 
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climate change. Interestingly though, only one of these had any direct denial of climate change 

and was coded as such. The other five mentioned Earth’s natural processes as being a part of the 

whole with one person, who categorized themselves as moderately liberal, even stating that 

climate change was a good thing: 

I do think climate change is good, epecially to reverse humanities doing of speeding up 
this process. However, someone pointed out to me that the world naturally fluctuates 
temperatures and sometimes even into extremities like the ice age. So I think we should 
reverse our doings but if the Earth continues to have extreme temperatures then we will 
just have to wait this one out. I don’t think we will find a timely solution, people are 
greedy, and maybe they’ regret it but it will already be too late then. Well I think if 
people have a different opinion than me I’ll listen and if I think it’s logical I’ll think 
about it and if it’s not logical I’ll just think they’re dumb. No offence but based on 
experience, I would think they would consume fox news. 
 
One person from this group also mentioned the deterioration of the ozone layer as being 

another problem, and one other person also mentioned the ozone layer for a total of two out of 

the 324, but the second did not cite the Earth’s natural climate processes. Their response read: 

I personally believe that climate change is extremely important. I fear the validity of our 
climate diminishing is a major issue because the world could very easily lose its 
necessary ozone layer that protects our atmosphere. 
 

This particular respondent classified themselves as slightly liberal. It seems as though that on the 

whole, this group of respondents were either uninformed, misunderstood what climate change is, 

or simply attributed much more to natural factors than actually occurs. These responses also 

ranged politically from slightly conservative through strongly liberal with only two coming from 

the conservative category. This indicates that being misinformed or uninformed is not confined 

to conservatives, but there are liberals who attribute climate change to natural occurrences due to 

lack of knowledge or a general misunderstanding of the climate and its natural forces. 

The number of responses that discussed social media as being a part of the problem, i.e. 

that those who get their news from social media were misinformed, was interesting and 
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unexpected. Eighteen (5.56%) out of the 324 mentioned social media like Facebook and TikTok 

as from where people who held opposing views likely got their information. These statements 

were sometimes written in conjunction with disparaging remarks of the opposition such as 

calling them stupid, selfish, or mentioning Fox News. Here is an example of these statements: 

I think that climate change is a huge issues, especially when you see how it is affecting 
populations that don’t have the infrastructure or economy to handle the issues that come 
with it. I think that we will only find a solution when it affects a larger group of people 
that everyone can sympathize with. I think that people that hold an opposite opinion to 
mine are gullible, in denial, and maybe a little dumb. I think that they only consume 
right-wing media and facebook articles that are easily disproven if they could take to 
seconds to google. 
 

There were 13 (4.01%) who said that people with opposing views likely did not consume any 

media at all, such as this person: 

I believe climate change is a very serious topic that needs to be taught to everyone. 
Unfortunately, I don’t think our world will find a timely solution. Those who hold on to 
the opposite opinion of mine are still valid, however it’s affecting the whole world, not 
just them, it’s a bit difficult for me to understand why they think that way. I don’t think 
they consume any media outlets if they don’t believe climate change is real. Every news 
source I have seen has given me some type of evidence that the world is warming up. 
 

This is interesting to note as these people seem to believe that most media is to at least some 

degree in agreement with their ideas on climate change including conservative media like Fox. 

However, there were also some that said the opposition either watched no news at all or 

conservative news like Fox, such as this person: 

I think the issue of climate change is the single most important issue in the world right 
now, solely because it affects every single person on Earth. I think we have already found 
solutions (or at least reductions) to climate change, but they are not being acted upon 
because their results are not in the best interests of powerful corporations. People who 
deny climate change are either old/rich enough to not be affected and completely lack 
empathy for the people who will have to live through the climate change crisis in the next 
few decades. I would guess that they either consume no news or right-wing biased news 
sources. 
 

It seems that these types of respondents thought that all media including social media are in line 
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with their opinions on climate change except for conservative outlets. 

Another interesting observation was how many respondents felt like this problem was in 

the hands of governments and large companies as opposed to being something any regular 

person could do anything about. A total of 61 (18.83%) of participants mentioned this, so close 

to one fifth of the survey population felt like this is a part of either the problem or the solution. 

An example of this type of answer includes: 

Climate change is an issue that I would have on top of my list. I believe companies are 
too involved with what solutions government leaders propose. I believe it’s us to younger 
generations to lead the charge towards a more sustainable environment. People that 
would have an opposite opinion would be Ultra-MAGA Republicans who only consume 
Fox or more extreme networks. 
 

Some of these responses only mentioned companies or corporations, but often companies were 

mentioned in conjunction with the government, or even one person who wrote about “deniers in 

power,” which could mean either government officials or powerful people in general such as the 

Koch brothers. It’s interesting to note that almost 20% of respondents placed the blame for or the 

ability to help stop climate change in the hands of powerful others, but that locus of control had 

no significant effect on any of the dependent variables. Perhaps it’s not a person’s locus of 

control that makes them feel this way, but more simple realism about the situation. 

After going over what the respondents wrote, it became clear that the stories might not 

have represented what was intended to the respondents. Most answers did not mention them, but 

a few did and they revealed what those respondents thought about the stories they were shown. 

One such person stated that they would have answered differently if they had not disagreed with 

the story they read, saying: 

I believe climate change is a serious issue, though messages I hear in the media can 
sometimes make me doubt those beliefs because I do not know what is true. I think our 
world will find a solution, but I do not think major companies or politicians will allow the 
solution to be put into place, leading to our downfall. I think people who hold a different 
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opinion from me have simply heard different facts from me, either from people or the 
media. It’s impossible to know which facts about climate change are true. If I may add a 
comment, I think the choice of article for this survey was weak. Not only is MSNBC an 
extremely biased news source, causing people who know its bias to likely discredit it 
immediately, the article also gave only a basic explanation of the science behind climate 
change, and it didn’t discuss anything about laws that could lessen climate change or 
corporations’ effect on climate change, which is why I disagreed with most of the 
statements in the second half of the survey even though I would normally agree with 
those statements. 
 

This person self-described as strongly liberal and read the MSNBC/factual stimulus. They called 

MSNBC “extremely biased” even though it would supposedly align with their preexisting 

ideology, but both media outlets were chosen to be on opposite ends of the spectrum, so it 

appears as though in this respect for this respondent the media source stimulus was effective. 

However, they continued that the explanation was “basic,” which led them to disagree with 

statements they would normally agree with. The information in the factual story was meant to be 

somewhat basic and simply informative, so again it appears it was fulfilling its intended purpose, 

except that it led the respondent to answer in ways they normally would not have. This might 

have had a similar effect on other respondents as well and led to some of the confounding results 

of this experiment. 

However, the responses that mentioned the stories were not always negative. Some, like 

this person, mentioned the story in a way that aligned with their views and used it to support 

them in their explanation: 

I think climate change is a really big issue because of instances like the story I just read. 
Not just families, but animals are being severly effected by the strong weather changes. I 
think eventually, with a lot of research and preparation, we will find a solution. I think 
people who don’t believe in this are oblivious to what the world actually is and how it 
could effect people in a huge way. I think they consume very conservative news outlets 
that are mainly worried about everything else happening in the world than what is 
happening to earth itself. 
 

This person also self-identified as strongly liberal and read an MSNBC source stimulus, but they 
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read the narrative stimulus instead of the factual one. This may or may not have had an effect on 

how they viewed the stories, but for these two instances the only difference in the survey was the 

narrative versus factual. However, more information and likely interviews would be necessary to 

come to any substantial conclusions. 

Another person who self-described as moderately liberal and read a Fox/narrative article, 

spoke about the story not making them feel like they needed to do anything about the issue. They 

stated: 

I think climate change is an extremely important topic. I think the world will find a 
timely solution, but I think governments, our country’s government specifically, will not 
implement the solution to its full extent if at all. To be clear my answers to the article in 
the survey about whether I would change my behavior had more to do with the fact that 
the article did not move me or provide me with information to make me feel like I needed 
to do so. In reality I already implement many of those behaviors. People who are hold an 
opposite opinion to my climate change view, simply do not know the science behind 
climate change. I’ve met people who’ve watched both FOX and CNN who disagree with 
my views, but the common thread was the lack of education about climate change, not 
who they were getting their news from. 
 

The narrative may have been moderated by the Fox source, but it seems as though the narrative 

did not have the intended effect. This is particularly relevant when considering this person scored 

a 6.33 on the narrative transportability index, meaning they are usually quite engaged with 

narrative.  

But, news source may have played a role since there are examples of when news source 

might have had an effect on someone who was ideologically similar, such as this person: 

Before this article I never thought much about climate change. I think climate change is a 
really big issue that needs to the resolved quickly in order to sustain the health of the 
planet and its producers and consumers. I think I would describe people who hold on 
opposite opinion as people who think more short term than long term seeing as climate 
change does not have an immediate effect on the planet. So, not narrow minded but not 
mindful thinkers either. I think our world would probably struggle to find a timely issue 
but as the years go on we’ll find ways to make the problem less prevalent. I think they 
probably consume more liberal media outlets because those are more prone to discussing 
environmentalist issues. 
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This person identified as moderately conservative and read a Fox/fact story. It appears as though 

the stimulus had an effect on them, but since it was a fact-based story it had nothing to do with 

narrative. They also identified those that held different beliefs likely watch more liberal media 

outlets because they are more likely to discuss environmental issues. So perhaps the news source 

did have some effect, but again, the confusing results may have occurred because this survey was 

simply not equipped to interpret them properly. 

There was also an example of someone who identified as neither conservative nor liberal 

and who noted that the article did not make them believe climate change was real, even though 

that is what they currently believe. They wrote: 

I am not very educated on climate change, which is why I answered the way I did. The 
article was not very factual in the sense that it didn’t truly make me believe climate 
change is “real”. Although I do believe in climate change, I feel people can over 
exaggerate it quite a bit, making it less impactful when it is being explained correctly. I 
personally do not think we could get enough people on board to actively be able to make 
a difference due to our world being so divided. 
 

This person read a Fox/narrative stimulus. It’s hard to say without an interview why the narrative 

did not have an effect on the person, but notably they scored a 4.75 on the narrative 

transportability index. This is a roughly median score, indicating that they do have some ability 

to be engaged by narrative, but it appears as though this particular narrative did not do the trick 

for this particular respondent. Perhaps this person might have been better swayed with a factual 

story rather than a narrative one, but when looking at the disparate results, it could just as easily 

be a problem with the stimuli themselves. 

Another interesting result is a person who identified as slightly liberal and who does 

believe climate change is important who noted that those who thought differently than they did 

likely watched far left news outlets such as MSNBC. Their answer stated: 

I believe climate change is important and most people don’t even realize what it is. There 
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are many things we can do that can help to slow climate change. I think our world could 
find a timely solution but they wont get people to do it since people either don’t 
understand or care. I describe people who hold an opposite opinion of me to be different 
and I don’t quite understand them or their thinking. They probably consume far left news 
outlets such as msnbc or cnn. 
 

This person read a Fox/factual stimulus, so they may have thought if a Fox news article was in 

line with their beliefs, then those that opposed them might watch the far left outlets. However, 

they also may have read the ideological question backwards, or simply didn’t understand the 

open-ended question. 

In summary, according to this research, a person’s preexisting ideology is one of the best 

indicators of their knowledge, feelings, and actions regarding climate change. This did not seem 

to be moderated by any other covariate or any stimulus that was shown to them. All the results 

across the three dependent variables were nonsignificant for both frame and source. It seems as 

though that it simply did not matter whether the respondents saw narrative or fact-based stimuli, 

conservative or liberal, their minds were already made up about the issue and they never wavered 

from their belief structure. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION 

From this research, far and away a person’s political ideology has the largest effect on 

their views of and actions regarding climate change, and those views are very unlikely to be 

moderated by outside news sources or by different news frames. It appears as though that on the 

subject of climate change, once a person’s mind is made up, which is likely based in large part 

on their political affiliations, it is not likely to change from any outside source such as the media. 

The basic conclusion of this research is that media have very little impact over how the public 

view and interpret climate change information once their minds have been set on a certain belief. 

This is because how they see the topic might already be “set in stone” in the person and it does 

not matter what they see in the news, their view is very unlikely to change regardless. Most in 

this experiment who already believed climate change was an important issue did not appear to 

believe it was more so after any stimulus, and those who did not believe climate change was a 

problem at all also did not waver in their opinion. News frame and source simply did not matter 

to the respondent’s views of climate change. 

While ideology had the largest effect out of any covariate, narrative transportation also 

showed significant results. Both the cognitive and affective variables were affected by the 

narrative transportability index, meaning that this research indicates that there could be a future 

for narrative in science reporting. However, it did not affect the conative variable, meaning that 

even though narrative might engage people emotionally and cognitively, getting people to act on 

that knowledge or emotion is something different. It is possible that narrative could be used in 

this way, but more research would be needed to understand that particular application. 

It was also interesting that the reverse locus of control index had no effect on any of the 



61 

variables, meaning that whether or not a person believes they control their destiny or whether it 

is controlled by powerful others did not make a difference to how they felt, thought, or acted 

about climate change. This was the case regardless of the presence of narrative or political label. 

This indicates that while this might make a difference in other aspects of people’s lives and 

decision making, it does not appear to make a difference for these variables in regard to these 

media labels or frames. But, this might be because there was no significance shown for either 

frame or label for any measure, so perhaps under difference circumstances or in a difference 

experiment, locus of control might make a difference. 

These results could be explained, at least in part, by motivated reasoning. Lee (2021) 

discussed that both liberals and conservatives engage in motivated reasoning and watch media 

outlets that align with their preexisting beliefs. This is supported in the open-ended answers from 

the respondents, who very often said that those who disagree with their opinion likely watched 

media from the opposing political ideology. One person who rated themselves conservative, but 

who did believe climate change was a problem, said that those who disagreed likely watch liberal 

media. It is fairly well-known that liberals tend to be more environmentally concerned, but this 

person said that the other side, meaning those who did not believe climate change was a problem, 

was likely liberal. This person seemed to have been engaging in motivated reasoning by 

rationalizing their own views as being correct and the other side, regardless of the common 

knowledge that liberals generally believe more in climate change than do conservatives, as being 

incorrect and believing the opposite of what they believe. This could just be one representation 

of how many of the other respondent’s rationalized their thoughts on the climate. 

Mercier and Sperber (2011) also looked at motivated reasoning and confirmation bias in 

the context of argument creation, and in many cases the respondents used argumentative 
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language in their open-ended answers. However, none of the respondents, even those who had a 

high degree of frustration and argumentative language regarding climate change, were affected 

by either news source or frame. It appears as though their position on the subject of climate 

change was already set and not changed by the information they read or from which political 

media outlet they read it. People might only identify with one ideology and then use motivated 

reasoning to rationalize their agreement or disagreement with what they read in their open-ended 

response. 

As far as the conative variable, Lee (2021) said that liberal’s higher belief in science 

topics did not necessarily translate into behavioral changes, which appears to be supported by 

this experiment. This variable, unlike affective and cognitive, had no significant correlation to 

narrative transportation and had the lowest F value and effect size out of the three. Even though 

over 82% of the participants stated in the open-ended responses that climate change was an 

important issue that needed to be addressed, it appears as though their behavioral levels were 

affected the least out of all the dependent variables. Slacktivism, where people say they support 

an idea but actually do very little action to show it, may account for this. It is much easier for 

them to write on a survey that they think an idea is important and want to change it, but it is 

another thing completely to march or vote in order to create any of the real changes needed. 

There were even a couple answers that stated they think it is important, but they do not change 

their behaviors because of it. Their practiced behaviors of simply living their lives as they prefer 

may be something that is too set in stone to be changed by either narrative or news source. 

When looking specifically at cognition, the open-ended answers indicated that most 

respondents agreed that climate change is a huge problem that needs to be addressed. Most were 

also fairly knowledgeable about what it is and understood the general concept of what is 
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happening to the planet. Almost 20% of the respondents mentioned governments and powerful 

companies having much more control over climate change than do most people, which at this 

point is a fairly accurate assumption. According to Curran (2005), it’s the role of the media to be 

the intermediary between governments and the governed, but many respondents mentioned 

partisan media as being a part of the problem, such as conservative groups or Fox News 

specifically, because they continually tout anti-environmental rhetoric. This was often described 

in derogatory ways, thus blurring the lines between truth and fiction. It appears as though people 

are noticing problems within the media, but because this experiment got nonsignificant results 

for any news source, it is unclear from this research how much that actually matters to people’s 

understanding, emotion, and behaviors regarding the climate, at least when looking at these 

results from a quantitative standpoint. Qualitatively, the results indicate that almost 40% of 

people are thinking about the media in a negative way in connection with the climate. 

When looking at the manipulation check question regarding emotion, the result was that 

narrative was thought of as significantly more emotionally engaging, but it was also seen as 

significantly more biased. Regarding the affective variable, perhaps the fact that people were 

more emotionally tied to this story meant that they read it as more biased, as in they may have 

simply put more emotion on the story itself, which increased their feelings about it including 

their doubt. It is also interesting to see that even though these results are nonsignificant, Fox was 

considered to be more emotionally engaging than MSNBC, and MSNBC was thought to be more 

biased compared to Fox. Again, while this was not statistically significant from a quantitative 

standpoint, qualitatively there was at least one respondent who rated themselves as liberal who 

mentioned MSNBC as being a “biased” news station. Most of the respondents rated themselves 

as liberal, so this thought may have been present in more than one person even if they did not 
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discuss it in the open-ended answers. Likely interviews with the respondents could give deeper 

insight into whether this is the case or not. 

Some limitations to this research include the sample, which was almost entirely made up 

of undergraduate students age 18-24. This may have had an effect on the results because their 

political ideology might be different than that of adults, who have spent more time solidifying 

their views and ideological choices. The younger adults here may also have differing opinions 

about the news sources or the climate, which may have confounded the results. There likely was 

also a problem with the narrative and fact-based stories themselves, so even this exact 

experiment redone with different stories could also yield different results. The same could be 

said for the source stimuli. They were relatively small compared to the rest of the story, and 

perhaps were not noticed by all respondents. That could be a reason for the scattered and 

nonsignificant results for any variable. The fact that the students were journalism students may 

also have been a factor as they may have a different understanding of the media or climate 

change compared to the broader U.S. population. 

It also seems as though people’s understanding of climate change varies, and maybe there 

are enough people who simply do not have a good enough grasp of the subject to confound the 

results of an experiment such as this. The respondent’s understanding of the stimulus stories also 

varied, and perhaps enough of them misunderstood what they read or maybe did not even bother 

to read the whole thing, which may account for neither news source nor news frame having any 

effect. Some specifically said they disagreed with or simply did not like the stories, so they 

answered differently than they normally would have. Others did not care about the topic or did 

not understand it, so why would they be affected by it regardless of narrative or news source? 

This variance in perceptions on the topic and the variance in people’s personal responses to the 
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stimuli may account for the nonsignificant results for either frame or source. Or perhaps, their 

already established ideology was just too strong for any of the stimuli to overcome, at least as 

this experiment was written. 

It may also be that Haidt’s (2012) idea that people’s reasoning is ruled more by their 

emotional responses than by logic. The respondents were significantly more engaged with the 

narrative, it just did not seem to change their perceptions. It might be that their emotional 

reaction to topics such as climate change have already been set to the point where they are 

primed to emotionally react to climate change in a certain way. If so, this research indicates that 

this priming factor is not changed by any emotion that would be elicited from a narrative story 

regardless of whichever news source from which they read it. People may indeed be ruled by 

their emotional reactions, but buzz words or well-known topics such as climate change, which 

they already have a preexisting stance on, will likely elicit the same emotional reaction 

regardless of whatever stimulus sparks it. Whereas, if this study was done on a relatively 

unknown topic on which people did not already have any preexisting stance, narrative versus fact 

or liberal versus conservative may have had a very significant result. But, climate change may 

already be one which is too cemented in the public zeitgeist to be changed by either narrative, 

source, or perhaps at this point by any media at all. It seems as though people’s perceptions over 

what they read simply ranged too far for this study to accurately quantify, and perhaps the 

answer to these questions lies more in qualitative analyses than in numerical ones. 

Future experiments might want to use an older population, one that is not strictly 

journalism students at a university and who might be more aware of and concerned with news 

sources. An audiovisual presentation may also work better at getting a more pronounced 

response from respondents. They would still be narrative, but would perhaps work a little better 
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than written stories. They could also include realistic solutions to climate change such as 

descriptions of real technologies that could reduce greenhouse gases such as focusing efforts on 

reducing emissions from the world’s top producers CO2. They might also want to shy away from 

using the phrase “climate change” as it might just carry too much of a connotation for people. 

Perhaps using indicator words or descriptions of what’s happening instead of trigger words or 

phrases might yield more significant results. This could lead into the conceptual decomposition 

of climate change by discussing smaller problems such as ride sharing within the larger context 

of the overall climate. Perhaps focusing on those smaller issues could yield different results as 

well. They could also look more closely into the connection between people’s ideology and how 

it can be affected by the media. These connections between belief and emotion could yield 

interesting results for presenting science information, and research looking into Haidt’s (2012) 

idea about changing people’s minds through other people’s riders could improve science 

communication in the future. 

However, regardless of stimuli and covariates, this research did find solid evidence to 

support a connection between ideology and thoughts, feelings, and behaviors regarding climate 

change. It appears that finding the answer to influencing or informing the public on the climate is 

more complex than simply presenting information using facts or narrative, and that whichever 

media they watch will likely not affect their preexisting ideology. It might be that a person’s 

mind is only changed on topics as ideologically cemented as climate change by the opinions and 

minds of other people they respect, or in other words, the already respected riders of other known 

people such as friends and family. If that is the case, and simply presenting truth and fact about 

science is not enough to convince anyone of anything they do not already believe, then climate 

reporters might have an even more difficult job then they already think that they do. Statistician 
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and author Jim Frost spoke of the differences between story and statistics saying that: 

Humans are more likely to tell and remember dramatic, extraordinary personal stories. 
Throw in some emotion, and you’re more likely to believe the story. In psychological 
terms, statistical analysis of data that scientists collect carefully from well-designed 
experiments lacks that emotional kick. Sad but true. (Frost, 2019, p. 11) 
 

Perhaps there is hope for story and narrative in the world of science reporting with data and 

statistics, if not for any other reason than its effect on humans and the power that it holds. But, it 

just might be some time before statisticians can get their well-designed and emotionless numbers 

to actually affect the human mind cognitively, affectively, and connotatively, at least when it 

comes to climate change. 
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Informed Consent Notice 
TITLE OF RESEARCH STUDY: Narrative Solutions to Climate Change 
 
RESEARCH TEAM: 
Kate Pezzulli, Student Investigator 
Mayborn School of Journalism, University of North Texas 
katherinepezzulli@my.unt.edu 
 
Dr. Koji Fuse, Faculty Supervisor 
Mayborn School of Journalism, University of North Texas 
koji.fuse@my.unt 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study. Taking part in this study is voluntary. The 
investigators will explain the study to you and will any answer any questions you might have. It 
is your choice whether or not you take part in this study. If you agree to participate and then 
choose to withdraw from the study, that is your right, and your decision will not be held against 
you. 
 
You are being asked to take part in a research study about whether or not narratives can be used 
to present climate change information in the news. 
 
Your participation in this research study involves taking a survey. There are some pretest 
questions, then you will read an article, then answer some posttest questions. It should take about 
10-20 minutes. More details will be provided in the next section. 
 
You might want to participate in this study if you are interested in the news. However, you might 
not want to participate in this study if you do not want to read about climate change or are 
sensitive to political topics. 
 
You may choose to participate in this research study if you are an American adult age 18+. 
 
The reasonably foreseeable risks to you if you choose to take part include loss of confidentiality. 
You are not expected to directly benefit from participating in this study but the researcher hopes 
that this study will lead to more effective news articles in the future. You could possibly receive 
course credit at the discretion of your professor. 
 
DETAILED INFORMATION ABOUT THIS RESEARCH STUDY: The following is more 
detailed information about this study, in addition to the information listed above. 
 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY: The purpose of the study is to find out if narrative stories about 
climate change can be an effective way for people to understand how it works. 
 
TIME COMMITMENT: Participation in this study is expected to last approximately 10-20 
minutes. 
 
STUDY PROCEDURES: You will be asked to take a survey consisting of several sections. 

mailto:katherinepezzulli@my.unt.edu
mailto:koji.fuse@my.unt
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Section one will consist of 24 pretest questions. 
You will then be asked to read a news article about climate change. 
You will then be asked 11 posttest questions followed by a few demographic questions. 
 
POSSIBLE BENEFITS: The possible benefits of completing this survey include making news 
articles more effective at presenting climate change information to the public. You are not 
expected to experience any direct benefits if you choose to take part in this survey, apart from the 
possibility of course credit at your professor’s discretion. 
 
POSSIBLE RISKS/DISCOMFORTS: Participation in this online survey involves risks to 
confidentiality similar to a person’s everyday use of the internet and that there is always a risk of 
breach of confidentiality. 
 
This research study is not expected to pose any additional risks beyond what you would normally 
experience in your regular everyday life. 
However, if you do experience any discomfort, please inform the research team. 
 
Participating in research may involve a loss of privacy and the potential for a breach in 
confidentiality. Study data will be physically and electronically secured by the research team. 
As with any use of electronic means to store data, there is a risk of breach of data security. 
 
If you experience excessive discomfort when completing the research activity, you may choose to 
stop participating at any time without penalty. The researchers will try to prevent any problem 
that could happen, but the study may involve risks to the participant, which are currently 
unforeseeable. UNT does not provide medical services, or financial assistance for emotional 
distress or injuries that might happen from participating in this research. If you need to discuss 
your discomfort further, please contact a mental health provider, or you may contact the 
researcher who will refer you to appropriate services. If your need is urgent, helpful resources 
include the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention mental health directory, which can direct 
you to immediate and appropriate health resources. If you are in Denton or at UNT, you may 
also contact these resources: Denton County MHMR crisis hotline at 1-800-762-0157; UNT 
Mental Health Emergency line at 940-565- 2741; Family Violence Shelter of Denton County 
Crisis Line at 940-382- 7273; National Suicide Prevention Hotline at 1-800-273-8255; UNT 
Survivor Advocate for students effected by Violence or Sexual Assault at 940-565-2648. 
 
COMPENSATION: You could possibly receive course credit at the discretion of your professor. 
 
CONFIDENTIALITY: Efforts will be made by the research team to keep your personal 
information private, including research study, and disclosure will be limited to people who have 
a need to review this information. All paper and electronic data collected from this study will be 
stored in a secure location on the UNT campus and/or a secure UNT server for at least three (3) 
years past the end of this research on a password protected computer. Research records will be 
labeled with a code and the master key linking names with codes will be maintained in a separate 
and secure location. 
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Participation in this online survey involves the potential for the loss of confidentiality similar to a 
person’s everyday use of the internet. 
 
This research uses a third party software program called Qualtrics, and is subject to the privacy 
policies of that software program noted here: https://www.qualtrics.com/privacy-statement/ 
 
CONTACT INFORMATION FOR QUESTIONS ABOUT THE STUDY: If you have any 
questions about the study you may contact Kate Pezzulli at katherinepezzulli@my.unt.edu or Dr. 
Koji Fuse at koji.fuse@unt.edu. Any questions you have regarding your rights as a research 
subject, or complaints about the research may be directed to the Office of Research Integrity and 
Compliance at 940-565-4643, or by email at untirb@unt.edu. 
 
Please check the box below to indicate your consent prior to moving forward with the survey: 
 
I have read the consent information and agree to take part in the research. 

 I agree 
 I do not agree 

 
  

http://www.qualtrics.com/privacy-statement/
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Pre-Test 

Please choose how you feel about the statement on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree): 
 
I am often impatient to find out how a story ends. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
 
I am often glued to a movie, yearning to see how everything plays out. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
Films arouse my curiosity easily. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
It is easy for me to get involved with the feelings of the characters in a movie. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 
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I am often affected emotionally by movies and TV shows. 
 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
I often feel happy when a character succeeds, and I feel sad when they suffer in some way. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
I often become very involved in a movie that I would otherwise consider unrealistic, just for the 
fun of it. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
I can easily immerse myself even in unrealistic stories. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
I often find myself accepting events that I might have otherwise considered unrealistic. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 



74 

 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
While watching a movie, the story world is often closer to me than the real world. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
I often feel that a movie creates a new world, and then that world suddenly disappears when the 
movie ends. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
When I watch a movie or a TV show, I often feel that my body is in the room, but my mind is 
inside the world created by the story. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
My life is determined by my own actions. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 
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I am usually able to protect my personal interests. 
 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
I can pretty much determine what will happen in my life. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
To a great extent, my life is controlled by accidental happenings. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
Often there is no chance of protecting my personal interest from bad luck happenings. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
When I get what I want, it’s usually because I’m lucky. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
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 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
People like myself have very little chance of protecting our personal interests where they conflict 
with those of strong pressure groups. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
My life is chiefly controlled by powerful others. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
I feel like what happens in my life is mostly determined by powerful people. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
Nearly 100% of climate scientists believe in climate change. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
I feel scared of consequences of climate change in the near future. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
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 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
I generally try to change my behaviors in order to stop climate change, such as recycling 
whenever possible. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 

[news articles redacted for copyright protection] 
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Post-Test 

Manipulation Check 
 
This story is emotionally engaging. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
This story is biased. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
 
Con/Aff/Cog 
 
Based on the article I read, I will start using public transportation or walk to reach a destination as 
much as I can. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
Based on the article I read, I will raise my room or home temperature by 2 degrees Fahrenheit. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
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 7 Strongly agree 
Based on the article I read, I will support legislation that raises my tax to subsidize companies 
investing technologies to suck carbon dioxide out of the air. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
Based on the story I read, I dislike climate deniers. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
Based on the article I read, I am sad that climate change causes harm to people. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
Based on the article I read, I am angered by companies that do not actively try to stop climate 
change. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
Based on the article I read, I understand that climate change is linked to severe weathers. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
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 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
Based on the article I read, I understand that climate change is a settled science. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
Based on the article I read, I understand that without drastic measures, climate change will soon 
cause an irreversible cycle of frequent global natural calamities to eventually wipe out human 
habitats from the earth. 

 1 Strongly disagree 
 2 Moderately disagree 
 3 Slightly disagree 
 4 Neither agree nor disagree 
 5 Slightly agree 
 6 Moderately agree 
 7 Strongly agree 

 
 
Demographics 
 
Please choose the option that best describes you: Ideology 

 1 Strongly conservative 
 2 Moderately conservative 
 3 Slightly conservative 
 4 Neither conservative nor liberal 
 5 Slightly liberal 
 6 Moderately liberal 
 7 Strongly liberal 

 
Gender 

 Female 
 Male 
 Non-binary 



81 

 Other 
 
Race 

 Caucasian or white 
 African American or Black 
 Hispanic or Latino/a 
 Asian American or Asian 
 Other 

 
Education 

 Less than high school 
 High school graduate 
 Some college 
 Associate degree 
 Bachelor’s degree 
 Master’s degree 
 Doctorate 

 
If you are currently a student, what is your grade level? 

 Freshman 
 Sophmore 
 Junior 
 Senior 
 Graduate 

 
Age 

 Under 18 
 18-29 
 30-39 
 40-49 
 50-59 
 60-69 
 70 or older 

 
Income 

 Less than $30,000 
 $30,000 to less than $60,000 
 $60,000 to less than $90,000 
 $90,000 to less than $125,000 
 $125,000 to less than $150,000 
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 $150,000 or higher 
 
Please share your opinion about the issue of climate change. For example, how important do you 
think the issue of climate change is? Do you think our world will find a timely solution? How do 
you describe people who hold an opposite opinion to yours? What media outlets do you think 
they consume? 
 
Please write your name, the course name, and the course number for which you took this survey 
here. This is so you can be counted for your course credit. If you can’t remember your course 
name or number, please write a description of the class to your best ability. 
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APPENDIX B 

OPEN-ENDED RESPONSES
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