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Abstract: In this article, we address the climate crisis as a moral issue and discuss the relevant moral
and emotional processes and the role of the media underlying the motivations of individuals to
behave in a less carbon-emitting manner. We provide theoretical insights from social psychology
and emotion research and empirical data based on an online survey from Germany (N = 979). In
the theoretical part, we outline the role of emotions in influencing carbon-related behavior, with a
particular focus on self-condemning (e.g., guilt or shame), self-praising (e.g., pride), or other-suffering
emotions (e.g., empathy). We further summarize the reasons for the low influence of the media on
carbon-related behavior compared to the COVID-19 pandemic. The empirical results confirm that
participants reported other- suffering and self-condemning emotions in response to news content
and rated their likelihood of personal behavior change as high when confronted with news about the
climate crisis on a daily basis, as has been widely the case during the COVID-19 pandemic. We argue
that the media is responsible for regularly reporting on the victims of the climate crisis in order to
generalize self-condemning and other-suffering emotions into affective attitudes. Opinion leaders
can function as role models for low-carbon behavior.

Keywords: moral motivation; media representation; (moral) emotions; moral disengagement; high-
carbon behavior; pro-environmental behavior

1. Introduction
1.1. The Climate Crisis as a Moral Issue

In this article, we address the climate crisis as a moral issue. While the global poorest,
who make up 50% of the world’s population, are most afflicted by the climate crisis, they
contribute least to it in comparison with the global richest, who make up only one percent
of the world’s population. That is, the carbon footprint of the global richest can be as
high as 687 tonnes of carbon emissions per year, in comparison with the global average
of seven tonnes [1]. These observations are supported and extended by a recent Oxfam
report [2], which states that the scale of carbon-based, consumption-driven emissions from
higher-income populations is not only enormous but also increasing. Over one-third (37%)
of the increase in carbon-based discharges between 1990 and 2015 was generated by five
percent of the world’s population.

The growing climate injustice outlined here has already led to breaches in key human
rights, such as the taking of life, health, and reasonable subsistence from those already
being harmed and further threatened [1,3,4]. Thus, the growing climate injustice should be
considered as a moral issue. The moral problem is that high polluters, usually the better-off,
have many options to fall back on to mitigate the consequences of their behavior. For
example, they have the financial means to protect themselves from climate change impacts
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(e.g., droughts and floods). Because of persistent delays and the inadequate national
and global political delivery of indispensable incentives and regulation, the individuals,
communities, companies, and civil society at large play a vital role in overcoming the
injustices and harmful consequences described above.

1.2. The Role of the Individual

In this article, we focus on high- and middle-income citizens, mainly in richer countries
but including global elites, and discuss the conditions and potentials for personal transi-
tions to a progressive lowering of carbon-based emissions. Axon [5,6] and others [7–10]
observe that individuals can substantially contribute towards lower carbon futures through
reducing their carbon footprints, influencing 45–55% of total energy use in typical de-
veloped countries [1]. There are a variety of differentially effective instruments used to
initiate and foster a behavioral change in the individual towards low-carbon behavior.
Goldsmith and Goldsmith [11] summarize studies that demonstrate the effectiveness of
using social influence to promote low-carbon behavior. One example shows that “curb-side
recycling among community residents could be increased through positive feedback from
the neighborhood” [12]. Another example demonstrates the importance of social influence
for energy conservation [13].

In sum, according to Goldsmith and Goldsmith [11], social influence is a potent—
yet often ignored—way to shape human behavior because individuals care about others’
opinion of them. An individual’s behavior is influenced by the striving for a high social
reputation while avoiding disapproval. Therefore, individuals observe and imitate others’
behavior. However, certain individuals called “opinion leaders” were found to be more
central, i.e., influential, than others [11]. Depending on the behavior they demonstrate,
these opinion leaders might turn out to be positive or negative role models, and therefore
enablers or barriers, for individuals to initiate a change towards low-carbon behavior.

We also discuss how emotions can play an important role in engaging in low-carbon
behavior. Therefore, our research question reflects the role of moral emotions and media
coverage in influencing individual behavior to address the moral challenges of the climate
crisis. We synthesize the available theoretical and empirical literature and our empirical
data to complement the few existing studies on the role of emotions in climate communi-
cation. Although several studies have already explored factors for sustainable behavior
change, few of them have focused on the influence of the media on behavior and even fewer
have focused on the influence of emotions. In contrast to previous studies investigating the
isolated influence of media or emotions, we focus on the influence of generalised emotions
established via frequent media coverage. We discuss the relevant emotions and the role of
the media underlying the motivations of individuals to behave in a less carbon-emitting
manner.

1.3. The Role of Emotions

Emotions were found to shape carbon-related behavior and its moral dimensions [14].
Additionally, they are pivotal in climate change communication. Roeser [15] argues that
people lack a sense of urgency in regards to climate change. In her study, emotions made
up for this lack of urgency and made people aware of the negative consequences of climate
change, as they perceived the climate crisis to be a moral issue. Consequently, emotions
are necessary for moral decision making and understanding the moral impacts of the risks
of climate change. Roeser [15] even argues that emotions might be the missing link to
successfully communicate about climate change. In a recent review [16], this key role of
emotions receives support: climate change emotions are “consistently found among the
strongest predictors of climate change risk perceptions, mitigation behavior, adaptation
behavior, policy support, and technology acceptance” (p. 18). Therefore, we attempt to
integrate the different lines of theory and research in regard to moral emotions and media
coverage to demonstrate ways of reducing high-carbon-emitting behavior.
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Information regarding humans suffering from consequences that could be attributed to
one’s own high-carbon behavior might give rise to strong, emotionally distressing reactions
(e.g., shame or guilt) and lead to the conclusion that this behavior is not compatible with
widely held moral standards [17,18]. The conclusion that “the stronger a person’s emotional
reaction, the more likely that person will engage in a new behavior” [19] proved to be the
case irregularly [20]. In some cases, individuals employ psychological strategies to prevent
themselves from experiencing these negative feelings. These strategies comprise, among
others, denial, diffusion, or delegation of responsibility (see the moral disengagement
strategies below), and have most prominently been investigated by Bandura [21]. Bandura’s
theory is based on Festinger’s [22] theory of cognitive dissonance. Cognitive dissonance is
described as perceiving either two conflicting cognitions or the conflict of a cognition and
an incompatible action. Cognitive dissonance leads to emotional distress and the associated
stress of avoiding it. Therefore, the theory predicts that individuals who experience
cognitive dissonance strive to resolve or deny it. Festinger studied the psychological
effects of new, inconsistent information on one’s existing beliefs and observed a natural,
psychological resistance to belief revision as a result of dissonant information.

Therefore, to understand the many causes of persistent and undesirable climate-
altering behaviors, it is necessary to focus on emotions and emotion-regulation strategies,
as they are central to behavioral decision making [15,19,23] and influence carbon-related
behaviors in several respects [24–26]. Environmental psychologists distinguish between
different emotional types as being relevant to carbon-related behavior [14,27]. Here, we
refer to the categories of Landmann [14]. Three of these emotional types are of particular
relevance here. First, when personal norms are violated, a person is confronted with self-
condemning emotions, such as guilt, shame, or embarrassment, which lead to a tendency
to correct the mistake or repair the environmental damage. Second, when personal norms
are altered in a positive way, a person feels self-praising emotions such as pride. As a result,
self-support is sought. Third, observing others’ suffering, other-suffering emotions occurs
(e.g., compassion, empathy, or emotional contagion), which in turn leads to helping those
in need.

Of course, “whether an emotion enhances or hinders pro-environmental behavior
depends on its object” p. 66 [14]. Consequently, to make people behave in a less carbon-
emitting way, they need to be aware of others’ suffering, realize that this fact is violating
their own norms, and learn to act in ways that are consistent with moral norms so that
self-praising emotions can be anticipated and self-condemning emotions can be prevented
as a consequence of this alternative behavior.

Above all, guilt and pride have been investigated in the domain of high-carbon-
emitting behavior [28]. Hurst and Sintov [28] discuss several studies that show that pride
and guilt can positively influence pro-environmental behavior in general but that these
findings are inconsistent: some studies find guilt, but not pride, to be an effective motivator
of pro-environmental behavior, whereas others show the opposite pattern, or even observe
that both emotions function as motivators. For example, Shipley and van Riper [29] found
an equally strong explanatory power of anticipated guilt and pride on pro-environmental
behavior. In contrast, only experienced guilt predicted intended and reported actions,
while experienced pride did not (see also Adams et al. [30]). In their own results, Hurst and
Sintov [28] found that the influence of these two emotions depends upon the context of their
induction. Overall, their findings “provide consistent evidence supporting the role of guilt
in motivating behavior change and suggest that evoking pride can work in some contexts”
p. 9 [28]. The authors assume a negativity bias resulting in a higher and more reliable
impact of guilt than pride. According to Hurst and Sintov [28], a negativity bias asserts that
experiencing negative events indicates a need for change, whereas positive events indicate
no need to modify behavior as things are going well. We follow this interpretation as
negative emotions are highly aversive and therefore might motivate behavior that changes
the situation.
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However, we acknowledge that positive emotions, such as pride, can lead to positive
behavior but, in line with the findings on the inconsistency of the effect of positive emotions,
we examine the impact of guilt on low-carbon behavior in the context of this study.

If we assume that people want to avoid unjust conditions, even when they benefit
from them (as evidenced by various empirical studies, e.g., [31–36]), then those with high
carbon footprints should be confronted repeatedly and in emotion-inducing manners that
demonstrate how their high levels of emissions engender climate injustice. According
to the model of affect generalization, repetition is important since one single emotional
experience might not be sufficient to change behavior. Landmann [14] concludes, “emotions
are relevant for behavioral intentions only if they generalize to affective attitudes” p. 69 [14].
This repetition can be a role of the media. Media, such as TV, images, videos, or newspapers
have already been used successfully in emotion-based psychology research to evoke certain
emotions (for literature on affect elicitation by images, see, e.g., [37,38]; see below for a
detailed analysis).

1.4. The Role of Media Coverage

According to Moser and Dilling [39], individuals gain understanding and engage in
emotional responses while consuming media content, it is useful to scrutinize the influence
of the media on the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions that influence carbon-
related behavior.

So far, when it comes to exploring low-carbon behavior, a practice referred to as
“climate silence” has been observed as a continuing disregard of climate victims [40].
Climate silence is defined as a social construct, and it describes people tacitly agreeing
to ignore the “more disturbing” implications of the climate crisis, e.g., the fact that other
people are already dying (e.g., due to floods or heatwaves) around the globe. In particular,
we see at least two concrete tasks for climate change communication via the media: first,
the connection of one’s own privileges to high-carbon behavior and others’ disadvantages
is rarely apparent. The harmful consequences of the climate crisis are abstract, temporally
and spatially distant, and complex as well as unintended [41]. Hence, some people do not
feel responsible, which hinders them from feeling a moral obligation. To show this linkage,
appropriate and relevant media coverage is essential. Second, people might tend to morally
disengage when they face emotional distress such as guilt due to their carbon behavior.
Therefore, the media should combine (1) reporting about harmful consequences, and (2)
efficient mitigation and adaptation strategies.

Up to now, it has been apparent that a wide range of information about climate change
in the media often fails to motivate behavior change in its audiences [42]. One reason for
that failure is that motivating low-carbon behavior through the media is complicated by
not knowing whom or what to trust regarding the most appropriate behavior, a confusion
rooted in the media’s mixing of opinions and arguments [42]. Furthermore, the range of
conflicting messages about the climate crisis across the media has contributed to confusion.
Therefore, messages reflecting scientific consensus across the media are important. While,
as in any scientific field, there will be disagreement on specific topics, the basic arguments
about anthropogenic climate change are increasingly accepted. Goldberg and his colleagues
argue that public understanding of this scientific consensus acts as a ‘gateway belief’: people
who learn about the existing consensus become more convinced that climate change is
happening, human caused, and a serious threat, and in turn become more supportive of
climate change policies [43]. Therefore, the language of risk, which is rather unfamiliar
to a large share of the population, and which is increasingly used in climate change
communication [44], should always be contextualized with information about how science
works and that the current scientific consensus about human-made climate change is
immense. A core strategy of individuals denying the climate crisis is to foster public
confusion about scientific consensus and thus prevent or delay political climate change
efforts [45,46].
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Another reason for the media’s failure to motivate carbon-related behavior change
is that the climate crisis is subject to peaks and troughs in media attention [42]. It is
noteworthy that, since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, global media coverage of the
climate crisis has dipped dramatically (for the situation in Germany, see Figure 1).
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The media’s failure to adequately report about the climate crisis (especially, but not
only in times of the COVID-19 pandemic) can be explained using Chomsky and Herman’s
Propaganda Model [47], which offers a framework for analyzing and understanding the
workings of the mainstream media and its connections to government propaganda de-
mands. Chomsky argues that the media serve powerful stakeholders who control and
finance their actions. This is realized by the “selection of right-thinking personnel and
by the editors’ and working journalists’ internalization of priorities and definitions of
newsworthiness that conform to the institution’s policy”. Chomsky strives for the creation
of a large number of media outlets, including the activities of grassroots movements and
non-profit organizations, which would better reflect the perspectives of ordinary citizens,
and so democratize information flows.

Our concern in this study is to bring together the role of moral motivation and emotions
for low-carbon behavior and draw conclusions on climate change communication by the
media, partially in comparison to media communication during the COVID-19 pandemic.

During the first peak of the pandemic in Germany (March–May 2020) (the first lock-
down in Germany lasted from March to May 2020, e.g., [48]), the media showed that
an agenda can change abruptly in reaction to what is perceived as a current crisis. As
an example, we searched two major German daily newspapers for their publications on
both crises during the first peak of the COVID-19 pandemic. For the period 1 March–31
May 31 2020, Süddeutsche Zeitung (integrated search function on the website of the daily
newspaper Süddeutsche Zeitung (https://www.sueddeutsche.de/), accessed on 10 March
2022) published 5000 articles with the keyword “corona” and 770 with the keyword “cli-
mate”; Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (integrated search function on the website of the
daily newspaper Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung (https://www.faz.net/suche/), accessed
on 10 March 2022) published 7581 with the keyword “corona” and 196 with the keyword
“climate”. Furthermore, the daily reports of the numbers of infected people and deaths due
to the pandemic have been presented in a wide range of media formats. This approach
rendered the reports and accompanying press photos prominent to the audience. Two
years earlier, however, more than 10,000 people in Germany had fallen victim to a long
summer heatwave that could have been causally linked to the climate crisis [49].

In a German quota sample, we investigate whether commonly used principles of
COVID-19 pandemic reporting (regular coverage, focus on victims causing other-suffering,
and self-condemning emotions) can be strategically applied to climate crisis reporting.
Afterwards, we will discuss the effects of applying these communication principles on

https://www.sueddeutsche.de/
https://www.faz.net/suche/
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climate crisis reporting to trigger emotional reactions and responsibility attributions, and
to facilitate the acceptance of political measures.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Sample

We recruited 1100 German participants via the platform meinungsplatz.de. Mein-
ungsplatz.de is a German survey platform offering a pool of 250,000 active participants from
all sociodemographic strata in Germany and Switzerland for market and opinion research
purposes. All participants were compensated for their expenses in accordance with the
policy of the panel service.

Inclusion criteria were set on the basis of quotas in regard to age and gender to assure
representativeness regarding these sociodemographic dimensions. Participants had to be
at least 18 years old. The scheduled age and gender proportions were based on the Federal
Statistical Office [50] (see Table 1 for the distribution of age and gender in Germany in
comparison to the study sample.) As can be seen in Appendix A, all 16 federal states of
Germany (Figure A1), as well as various education (Figure A2), occupation (Figure A3)
and income categories (Figure A4), were represented. The sex distribution in Germany
(50.7% female and 49.3% male, as of the Federal Statistical Office [50]) is nearly equal and
the gender proportion was accordingly assumed to be equal as well.

Table 1. Proportions of German age groups (in 2018) and the derived sampling goals along with the
final sample proportions.

Age Group Proportion Sampling Goal
Sampling Observed

Female Male Total

18–25 years 12% 136 74 52 126
26–35 years 15% 166 59 52 111
36–45 years 14% 154 67 61 128
46–55 years 18% 200 95 87 182
56–65 years 16% 182 85 88 173
66 years or

older 24% 262 131 128 259

Note: Proportions are based on Federal Statistical Office data [50]. We assumed the genders to be equally
distributed.

We excluded 121 participants due to concerns regarding meaningless data related to
the relative speed index (RSI, [51]) with RSI > 2. The relative speed index is computed
by dividing the median page completion time of the sample by the page completion time
of the respective individual. A relative speed index of 2 indicates that an individual was
twice as fast as the median of the respondents. Consequently, the final sample for this
study comprised of 979 participants: 511 women and 468 men (age M = 50.4, SD = 17.2,
range = 18–84 years). The age and gender quotas were set for the total sample of N = 1100.
Albeit slightly changed after exclusion, the resulting sample (N = 979) was still representa-
tive of the German adult population in terms of the predefined age and gender quotas [52].

2.2. Research Design, Instruments, and Procedure

The data reported here were part of a survey with different components. We will
focus only on the components suitable in this context. The other components of the study
were: scales of justice sensitivity, proneness to emotions, and personality traits (e.g., Big
Five, and empathy). These scales can be found in the Supplementary Materials File S1 and
the associated results will be discussed in other articles (e.g., [53]). Addressing only the
components relevant for the purpose of this article, the associated forms were answered in
the following order.
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2.2.1. Sociodemographic Variables

We asked for gender, age, education, working situation, household income, religious-
ness, voting behavior, federal state, and the size of the city participants currently lived in.

2.2.2. Media Coverage

We created five specifically designed questions on the role of the media. First, we asked
participants, “in your perception, was there more coverage on climate change or COVID-19
during the period from March to May 2020?” (7-point verbal scale; 1 = “a lot more about
climate change”, 4 = “equally much about climate change and COVID-19”, 7 = “a lot more
about COVID-19”). To compare the respondents’ awareness of climate change victims,
we then asked, “Were you aware that more than 10,000 people died in 2018 due to the
climate change-related heatwave in Germany in 2018: more than the number of those
who died due to COVID-19 in Germany in 2020?” (1 = “Yes, I was aware of it”, 2 = “No, I
was not aware of it”, 3 = “I doubt that this information is correct”). Bearing in mind the
necessity of repeating emotional episodes to shape emotional attitudes, as described above,
we wondered whether giving the information about the number of heat-related deaths [49]
in 2018 would emotionally affect individuals. Therefore, the next question was “Did this
information emotionally affect you?” (1 = “no”, 2 = “yes”; if yes, a free-text form was
presented to specify that emotion). The free-text answers were coded independently by two
different raters (interrater correlation r = 0.87). As these answers might contain multiple
types of emotional information, they were coded accordingly, with multiple emotion codes
if necessary.

Given that repeated reporting on the climate crisis in the media is required to have
an effect on behavior, we asked participants how likely they would be to change their
high-carbon behavior in favor of low-carbon alternatives if, e.g., the numbers of heat deaths
were reported credibly and on a daily basis (as was the case for the death reports due to the
COVID-19 pandemic; 5-point scale with 1 = “very unlikely”, 5 = “very likely”).

2.2.3. Political Measures

The participants had to answer three questions on political measures. First, we were
interested in learning who the respondents regarded as being the actors responsible for
climate protection measures: (1) politicians; (2) economists; (3) individuals; (4) the society;
(5) industrialized countries; (6) emerging economies; (7) developing countries (6-point
scale; 1 = “not responsible at all”, 6 = “highly responsible”). The second question assessed
the acceptance of nine political measures to mitigate climate change, e.g., a carbon tax on
all products (5-point scale; 1 = “I would strongly reject this measure”, 5 = “I would strongly
support this measure”). Third, we asked the participants whether they think they would
be personally affected by the interventions “somewhat detrimentally”, “detrimentally and
beneficially to an equal extent”, “somewhat beneficially”, or “neither detrimentally nor
beneficially”. Beyond that, we were interested in whether the support of a political measure
(question 2) depends on its consequences for the participant (question 3).

2.2.4. Low-Carbon Behavior

Participants calculated their personal carbon footprint with the help of the calculator
developed by the German Environment Agency [54].

All of these questionnaires can be found in the Supplementary Materials File S1. The
survey was conducted in September 2020, which was between the first and second peaks
of the COVID-19 pandemic in Germany. The online questionnaire was implemented and
made available using SoSci Survey [55]. The study was administered in German.

Statistical analyses were conducted using R [56]. The statistical analyses are con-
strained to descriptive calculations and confidence intervals.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 5742 8 of 19

3. Results and Discussion

We were interested in the subjective media coverage of climate change in comparison
to the COVID-19 pandemic. The respondents’ answers impressively reflect the dominance
of COVID-19 reporting, as one can see in Figure 1. That is, 51% of the participants perceived
overwhelmingly more reporting about COVID-19 than about climate change.

Most of the survey participants were not aware of the high number of heatwave-
related deaths in 2018 (69%). Only 15% expressed familiarity with this information, while
16% doubted that it was correct. Of course, comparisons of this kind are difficult, as people
may not remember exact numbers reported by the media, and may not want to weigh
one kind of suffering against another. However, it seems reasonable to assume that if the
media coverage of the 2018 deaths had been more dominant, more people would have
remembered the details. Mentioning a mere number (more than 10,000 heat deaths in 2018)
in the context of climate change triggered an emotion in nearly half of the respondents
(47%), while the remaining half were not affected by that information.

The latter response of not being emotionally affected by the number of deaths can have
various causes, of which two will be highlighted. First, individuals might not properly
attribute the information to climate change and/or their own behavior. This is in line
with what Markowitz and Shariff [41] name the “blamelessness of unintentional action,”
which describes the human moral judgement system as “finely tuned to react to intentional
transgressions only” (p. 244). The general abstract nature of climate change as “non-
intuitive and cognitively effortful to grasp” (p. 244) is a potential additional explanation for
not being emotionally affected. Markowitz and Shariff [41] conclude that “understanding
climate change as a moral imperative does not occur automatically, at an intuitive level.
Instead it requires cold, cognitively demanding and ultimately relatively less motivating,
moral reasoning” (p. 244).

Second, these individuals might face moral disengagement, as described above. More-
over, the “guilty bias,” as a type of a self-defensive bias which was described by Markowitz
and Shariff [41] for the case of climate change, is probably becoming activated here. As
described above, we further asked the half of the participants who were emotionally af-
fected by the information on the number of deaths due to the 2018 heatwave in Germany
to further specify their emotions. The codes and their absolute frequencies can be found in
Figure 2.
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and contribute to pro-environmental behaviors” (p. 177), and a study from Taiwan by 
Huang [59] that clearly reveals the effect of global warming media coverage on people’s 
environmental behavior and suggests that “governments and organizations can use the 
media as promotional tools and actively market mitigation policies and efforts through 
various media channels to induce more environmental actions by individuals” (p. 2206). 

Figure 2. Absolute frequencies of the coded emotional responses due to the presentation of the
number of deaths due to the heat wave in 2018; k = 269 reported emotions of n = 248 participants.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 5742 9 of 19

The predominant emotional response was shock, followed by surprise, being touched,
and experiencing pain/grief. Less frequently, the participants reported anger, fear/worry,
sympathy, helplessness and, at the very least, guilt. The distribution of emotions differs
from a recent representative study that was also conducted in Germany [57]. In this study,
the emotions that are generally felt in regards to the climate crisis were queried. The
three most common emotions were helplessness, disappointment, and anger. However,
since in our study the emotion was asked about a specific fact, it is also plausible that the
distribution differs.

It seems that being confronted with the plight of other humans elicits a predomi-
nantly unpleasant emotional response. We were able to find mostly other-suffering (shock,
touched, pain/grief, sympathy, worry) emotions and few self-condemning (guilt) emotions.
Therefore, moral motivation might be activated by confronting people with actual events
and other people situations. This might especially trigger the motivation to reassess one’s
own behavior and shift the focus to protecting the vulnerable from avoidable plights.

Figure 3 reveals that the participants would probably change their climate-related
behavior (M = 3.4, Mdn = 4.0) as a consequence of media reporting equivalent to that
seen for the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants, therefore, might have successfully linked
their carbon behavior to climate change outcomes for others. Moreover, they might have
anticipated that, if they were reminded of the consequences of the climate crisis, they
would reduce their carbon emissions. This tends to support our argument on the outcome
attribution. These findings are in line with a study by Holbert et al. [58], who demonstrated
that “television news and nature documentary use are predicted by environmental concern
and contribute to pro-environmental behaviors” (p. 177), and a study from Taiwan by
Huang [59] that clearly reveals the effect of global warming media coverage on people’s
environmental behavior and suggests that “governments and organizations can use the
media as promotional tools and actively market mitigation policies and efforts through
various media channels to induce more environmental actions by individuals” (p. 2206).
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In this context, it seems important that the causes, consequences, and ways of over-
coming the climate crisis must become tangible for recipients to make them understand
the causal chain between their own behavior and the suffering of others [41,60], which
has also been proven by media effects research. In a qualitative study, images showing
the consequences of the climate crisis elicited positive emotional responses and were less
polarizing for climate change sceptics. However, these images were less motivating for
action than authentic and credible human subjects in climate pain [61].

In line with such an authentic and credible way of communicating climate change,
Brosch [16] suggests working with personal stories:

While climate change is sometimes too abstract [ . . . ] to elicit emotional responses
via experience-based mechanisms, personal stories about how climate change is harm-
ing individuals have been identified as a promising means of increasing one’s emotional
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engagement with climate change. Listening to a personal story about climate change conse-
quences increased worry and compassion [ . . . ]. By reducing psychological distance to
climate change and promoting experiential processing and associative appraisal, narrative-
based communication strategies may provide an effective tool to promote climate change
engagement (pp. 16f).

As Roeser [15] argues, rational information (alone) might overwhelm people, as we
might think our efforts will be unsuccessful, and therefore will not lead to action. Instead,
“coming face to face with the destiny of a single person can successfully evoke a direct
sense of compassion” (p. 1036).

Participants reported a strong intention to engage in low-carbon behavior if such infor-
mation (e.g., the number of heat-related deaths) is believable (as mentioned, 16% doubted
that the given information was correct), and regularly and reliably reported. This stands
in line with current literature, that media exposure to environmental-related messages
positively predicts environmental concern and perceived personal responsibility [62,63].

To support this intention, message framing can be an essential part of motivating com-
munication. This can be detrimental when economic growth is framed as the default option
in messages or advantageous when specific emission-reduction strategies are deemed most
effective to promote engagement. While general doom often results in disengagement to
suppress fear, threats to people’s immediate surroundings, such as their family, living areas,
or belongings, can trigger active behavior [64,65].

Happer and Philo [42] concluded that moral disengagement is rooted in a general
distrust of political figures and the perception of individual powerlessness. Therefore,
effective media coverage showing active engagement by sympathetic individuals could
motivate action. Trust in the media, while elusive, is increasingly important in motivating
the transition to low-carbon behavior through the emotions mentioned above. The proba-
bility of people changing their climate-related behavior or accepting useful political action
increases [39].

As can be seen in Figure 4, on average, every actor was considered as being highly
responsible for climate protection measures. However, there are small differences in the
average rating scores. While developing countries were held least responsible compared to
other actors, the participants attributed the highest responsibility to industrialized countries.
The individual was assumed to be less responsible than politicians, economists, or society
in general.

Unfortunately, as we can see from the ongoing climate crisis and its features, political
actors, businesses, and industries, and industrialized countries on the whole, are not
fulfilling their responsibilities. One reason for this failure is lobbyism. Brulle [66] outlines
the fact that lobbyism impacts the success of climate change legislation strongly. For
example, in the USA, many fossil fuel companies are part of influential lobbying groups
(e.g., American Petroleum Institute, API; American Coal Council, ACC; or American
Legislative Exchange Council, ALEG). To continue extracting gas, oil, and coal, these
companies seek to forestall the implementation of carbon-emission regulatory policies by
disseminating false information on climate science. Most fossil fuel companies still do not
disclose the substantive climate change risk of their production to their shareholders [67].
Nevertheless, as our survey reflects a strong devolution of responsibility among political
actors (Figure 4), it is interesting to see which political measures people regard as more and
less acceptable. We asked participants how likely they would be to support a selection of
carbon-reducing interventions. The acceptance ratings for these political interventions are
shown in Figure 5.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 5742 11 of 19

Sustainability 2022, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 20 
 

As can be seen in Figure 4, on average, every actor was considered as being highly 
responsible for climate protection measures. However, there are small differences in the 
average rating scores. While developing countries were held least responsible compared 
to other actors, the participants attributed the highest responsibility to industrialized 
countries. The individual was assumed to be less responsible than politicians, economists, 
or society in general. 

 
Figure 4. Density distributions (bandwidth = 0.4), means (white points), and their 95% bootstrap 
confidence interval of the responsibility ratings for climate changing measures for different actors. 
N = 979. 

Unfortunately, as we can see from the ongoing climate crisis and its features, political 
actors, businesses, and industries, and industrialized countries on the whole, are not ful-
filling their responsibilities. One reason for this failure is lobbyism. Brulle [66] outlines the 
fact that lobbyism impacts the success of climate change legislation strongly. For example, 
in the USA, many fossil fuel companies are part of influential lobbying groups (e.g., Amer-
ican Petroleum Institute, API; American Coal Council, ACC; or American Legislative Ex-
change Council, ALEG). To continue extracting gas, oil, and coal, these companies seek to 
forestall the implementation of carbon-emission regulatory policies by disseminating false 
information on climate science. Most fossil fuel companies still do not disclose the sub-
stantive climate change risk of their production to their shareholders [67]. Nevertheless, 
as our survey reflects a strong devolution of responsibility among political actors (Figure 
4), it is interesting to see which political measures people regard as more and less accepta-
ble. We asked participants how likely they would be to support a selection of carbon-
reducing interventions. The acceptance ratings for these political interventions are shown 
in Figure 5. 

Figure 4. Density distributions (bandwidth = 0.4), means (white points), and their 95% bootstrap
confidence interval of the responsibility ratings for climate changing measures for different actors.
N = 979.

Sustainability 2022, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 12 of 20 
 

 
Figure 5. Density distributions (bandwidth = 0.4), means (white points), and their 95% bootstrap 
confidence interval of the acceptance ratings for different climate-changing measures. N = 979. 

As Figure 5 shows, the average agreements with most of the indicated policy inter-
ventions were very similar, ranging from 3.3 to 3.8 (an oil heating ban, flight ban, speed 
limit, airfare increase, higher subsidies for public transport, advertising ban, and earlier 
coal phase-out). Two exceptions to this observation are the least—in comparison to the 
other interventions—popular intervention, carbon tax (M = 3.0), and the most—in com-
parison to the other interventions—popular intervention, reinforcing regional markets (M 
= 4.4). All of the average agreement ratings were at least equal to or above the midpoint 
of the scale (3), therefore indicating support for each of the interventions in our sample. 
Our analyses show that there is a tendency to either generally agree or disagree with 
measures to reduce carbon emissions, as indicated by the intercorrelations of the support 
values for the different political measures, averaged (using Fisher’s z-transformation) r = 
0.38, range = [0.25, 0.59]. 

The only exception is the even higher approval of strengthening regional markets. A 
recent study [68] confirms a trend in Germany toward buying more regional products 
compared to imported products. This could stem from the fact that this behavior primarily 
results in benefits rather than personal restrictions. It therefore may be a low-cost behav-
ior, as it is easier to engage in it than in the other behaviors. Anticipated outcomes of 
potential behaviors may also be important here. 

We therefore asked the participants whether they think they would be personally 
affected by the interventions “somewhat detrimentally”, “detrimentally and beneficially 
to an equal extent”, “somewhat beneficially”, or “neither detrimentally nor beneficially”. 
As can be seen from Figure 6, the participants indicated that, in most cases, they would be 
either beneficially or neither beneficially nor detrimentally affected by the interventions. 
However, this was not the case for higher carbon taxes, by which the majority of the re-
spondents stated that they would see themselves detrimentally affected. A little less une-
quivocal was the situation with domestic flight bans and flight fare increases: the respond-
ents would see themselves detrimentally affected. 

Figure 5. Density distributions (bandwidth = 0.4), means (white points), and their 95% bootstrap
confidence interval of the acceptance ratings for different climate-changing measures. N = 979.

As Figure 5 shows, the average agreements with most of the indicated policy interven-
tions were very similar, ranging from 3.3 to 3.8 (an oil heating ban, flight ban, speed limit,
airfare increase, higher subsidies for public transport, advertising ban, and earlier coal
phase-out). Two exceptions to this observation are the least—in comparison to the other
interventions—popular intervention, carbon tax (M = 3.0), and the most—in comparison
to the other interventions—popular intervention, reinforcing regional markets (M = 4.4).
All of the average agreement ratings were at least equal to or above the midpoint of the
scale (3), therefore indicating support for each of the interventions in our sample. Our
analyses show that there is a tendency to either generally agree or disagree with measures
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to reduce carbon emissions, as indicated by the intercorrelations of the support values
for the different political measures, averaged (using Fisher’s z-transformation) r = 0.38,
range = [0.25, 0.59].

The only exception is the even higher approval of strengthening regional markets.
A recent study [68] confirms a trend in Germany toward buying more regional products
compared to imported products. This could stem from the fact that this behavior primarily
results in benefits rather than personal restrictions. It therefore may be a low-cost behavior,
as it is easier to engage in it than in the other behaviors. Anticipated outcomes of potential
behaviors may also be important here.

We therefore asked the participants whether they think they would be personally
affected by the interventions “somewhat detrimentally”, “detrimentally and beneficially
to an equal extent”, “somewhat beneficially”, or “neither detrimentally nor beneficially”.
As can be seen from Figure 6, the participants indicated that, in most cases, they would be
either beneficially or neither beneficially nor detrimentally affected by the interventions.
However, this was not the case for higher carbon taxes, by which the majority of the
respondents stated that they would see themselves detrimentally affected. A little less
unequivocal was the situation with domestic flight bans and flight fare increases: the
respondents would see themselves detrimentally affected.
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Figure 7 combines the information from Figures 5 and 6 and, hence, associates the
expected personal consequences with the approval of the political interventions. There-
fore, it addresses the question of whether the support of a specified political intervention
depends on the nature of its consequences for the individual. As can be seen, political
interventions received more approval if the respondents expected to be positively affected
by these measures than if the positive and negative consequences were balanced. Moreover,
the participants were less supportive of political measures if they expected to be negatively
affected by them. This tendency was statistically supported by positive Spearman correla-
tions (computed per intervention) ranging from ρ = 0.37 (reinforcing regional markets) to
0.77 (highway speed limit); the median of the correlations was ρ = 0.56. Thus, the more
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beneficial the expected personal consequences, the higher the support for the political
measure.
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Research on the influence of discrete emotions on policy support is rare, and yet, no
studies on the effect of discrete emotions on global warming policy acceptance exist [69].
Some studies, however, have investigated the differential influence of fear and anger on
policy preferences. In general, anger has been found to be strongly associated with a
support for retribution-focused policy initiatives [69]. Meijnders et al. [70] found that
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a greater fear of climate change was associated with greater systematic processing of
information on energy-related behavior. A positive affect was found to be more strongly
associated with support for wind energy than with support for coal or nuclear power [71].

The limitation of our questionnaire is that the data are based on self-reported behavior.
These might have been subject to socially desirable responding, especially regarding high-
carbon behavior. Moreover, since we used online questionnaires, it is more difficult to
assess how conscientiously the participants completed the questionnaires. However, this
approach allowed us to reach more people and meet the quotas for gender and age.

4. Conclusions

In this article, we discussed the relevant moral and emotional processes, and the role
of media coverage underlying the motivations of individuals to behave in a less carbon-
emitting manner. We were able to show that the confrontation with information about
victims of climate change resulted in moral emotional reactions and that the participants in
our study indicated that they would change their behavior if they were confronted with
such media coverage on a daily basis. We also provided insight into research on emotions
as barriers to as well as motivators of low-carbon behavior and explained the necessity of
repeated emotional exposure to generalize emotions, particularly self-condemning and
other-suffering emotions. We perceive the current media coverage of the climate crisis in
Germany, compared with the reports on the COVID-19 pandemic, to be neither sufficient
nor focused enough to induce emotions on the current climate crisis and, hence, initiate
behavior change. The fact that participants in our study showed other-suffering emotions in
reaction to news content and rated the likelihood of personal behavior change in the event
of increased climate change reportage as high, provides hope that news about the climate
crisis, presented on a daily basis, has the potential to encourage low-carbon behavior.
We conclude that the frequency as well as the content of media reporting, which should
be linked to—in particular moral—emotions is important to motivate people to change
their behavior. Furthermore, we argue that a scientific consensus needs to be emphasized
to provide a better understanding of the causes and effects of the climate crisis and the
individual’s role in it.

However, it is not only “negative” emotions such as guilt that can serve as a moral
motivation for action. As mentioned in the introduction, self-praising emotions lead to
an action tendency to support oneself. This can lead to the retention of actions. When the
media show opportunities to behave in a low-carbon-emitting way, they also show a way to
experience “positive” emotions such as pride. We assume that such media content would
help people to find concrete ways to engage in low-carbon behaviors. Based on the fact
that social influence is a potent measure to initiate behavioral change, one strategy would
be to make opinion leaders more visible, as they can serve as role models for such behavior.
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