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a b s t r a c t

The lack of broad public support for climate change mitigation policy hampers efforts to adopt timely
approaches to the climate crisis. Echoing prior calls for examining the role of emotions in climate change
communication, this study explores effects of compassion on support for government actions to address
climate change. A diverse sample of U.S. participants (N ¼ 400) was randomly assigned to different
message treatments as part of a 2 (compassion: high or low) � 2 (climate change cue: present or absent)
between-subjects factorial design. Results showed that the high-compassion condition elicited greater
self-reported compassion and stronger belief that a climate-related humanitarian crisis was caused by
human activities, both of which, in turn, mediated increased policy supportdparticularly among political
conservatives and moderates (compared to liberals). Overall, these findings add to the nascent literature
examining emotions in climate change public opinion and help inform compassion appeals in climate
change communication.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
Despite increasing evidence that climate change is primarily
caused by human activities and is already producing severe nega-
tive impacts, the American public's concern about climate change
has remained relatively stable in recent years (Leiserowitz,
Maibach, Roser-Renouf, Feinberg, & Rosenthal, 2015) and climate
change continues to emerge near the bottom of the public's policy
priorities for the President and Congress (Pew, 2015a). Because the
preferences and demands of citizens play a crucial and foundational
role in the government policy agenda, timely and effective actions
to mitigate and/or adapt to climate change will likely require broad
public support for building political will (Bliuc et al., 2015). How-
ever, the persistent partisan divide on the climate issue (e.g.,
McCright & Dunlap, 2011; Pew, 2015b) threatens to undermine
policy initiatives that the world's leading scientists believe will be
critical if humanity is to avert the most severe warming projections
and their negative impacts (Drews & van den Bergh, 2015).

Due in part to the disconnect between the beliefs of scientists
and the public on this issue, understanding how message features
influence public support for climate policy has emerged as a major
focus for research in environmental communication (Drews & van
@cornell.edu (J.P. Schuldt).
den Bergh, 2015). Some have suggested that the lack of widespread
public support on climate policy may be due, in part, to ineffective
communication efforts that fail to engage and resonate with in-
dividuals of diverse backgrounds (e.g., political ideologies, cultural
worldviews; Newell & Pitman, 2010; Kahan, Jenkins-Smith, &
Braman, 2011; Pearson & Schuldt, 2014). Efforts to enhance
climate change communication usually concentrate on cognitive
framing aspects related to the development of a persuasive mes-
sage (e.g., Nisbet, Hart, Myers, & Ellithorpe, 2013; Schuldt, Konrath,
& Schwarz, 2011; Wiest, Raymond, & Clawson, 2015). Recently,
research has begun to explore the role of emotions, a powerful
motivator for human behaviors, in influencing how individuals
process and react to climate change information (e.g., Chadwick,
2015; Lu & Schuldt, 2015). Building on this emerging literature as
well as research on political ideology and climate change commu-
nication, the present study investigates how compassionda posi-
tive emotion that is frequently featured in narratives about the
negative impacts of climate change for human beingsd influences
individuals' support for government actions to address climate
change and how it may interact with individuals' political ideology.
1. Emotions and climate change communication

Barriers to establishing effective climate change communication
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have been well documented (Markowitz & Shariff, 2012; Moser,
2010; Van der Linden, Maibach, & Leiserowitz, 2015). Among
them are the perception that climate change is a distant issue and
the fact that different segments of the public have divergent
opinions regarding its existence and origins (Bliuc et al., 2015;
Spence, Poortinga, & Pidgeon, 2012). Researchers have sought to
address these communication barriers by examining how different
ways of framing the causes and impacts of climate change (e.g.,
attribution of responsibility, social distance, etc.) can shape in-
dividuals' attitudes and behaviors (e.g., Hart & Nisbet, 2012; Jang,
2013). These efforts have led to promising but also mixed results.

While emotional appeals are often conceptualized as a partic-
ular type of framing and frequently promoted as an efficacious
strategy for persuasion (Dillard & Nabi, 2006; Nabi, 2003), few
studies have directly explored their potential in communicating
climate change; however, accumulating evidence suggests that
emotions may play an unappreciated role in this domain. First, in
relation to the climate-change-as-distant issue, literature in
cognitive psychology has shown that increased emotional intensity
of an event/object can reduce its perceived distance (Cole, Balcetis,
& Dunning, 2013; Van Boven, Kane, McGraw,& Dale, 2010). Second,
with regards to the deep-seated political polarization on climate
change, previous psychology and communication research suggests
that emotions can affect policy preferences that are typically
strongly linked to political ideology (Kühne& Schemer, 2015; Small
& Lerner, 2008). Although many of these studies investigated ef-
fects of emotions rather than emotional appeals per se, we exam-
ined whether emotions induced through an emotional appeal may
have similar effects.

Most relevant to this research are a small but growing
number of studies linking emotions to climate change policy
support. In an early study investigating factors accounting for
the American public's support for climate policy, affective re-
sponses to climate change emerged as a strong predictor
(Leiserowitz, 2006). A more recent study extended this work and
found that discrete emotions such as worry, interest, and hope
explained more variance in climate policy preferences than did a
wide range of socio-demographic variables, including political
ideology and cultural worldviews (Smith & Leiserowitz, 2014).
Apart from these cross-sectional survey studies, emotions eli-
cited in randomized controlled experiments have also been
shown to influence support for climate policy, suggesting a
causal role of emotions in the processing of climate information.
For instance, Lu and Schuldt (2015) explored how incidental
emotions might influence the way that audiences reacted to
climate change information. Results revealed that climate policy
preferences were contingent on the particular emotion (namely,
guilt or anger) that people were induced to feel before making
the decisiondin addition to other factors including political
partisanship and the framed social distance of climate change
impacts. Taken together, while relatively little is known
regarding the role played by discrete emotionsdand by exten-
sion, persuasive messaging that utilizes emotional appealsdin
climate policy support, the current literature hints at the
possible strengths of this particular framing strategy.

1.1. Compassion and motivation

Existing climate change communication campaigns have pre-
dominantly featured information that is likely to induce negative
emotions, such as fear, guilt, and shame (Markowitz & Shariff,
2012). However, research has shown that overly dire messages
about the consequences of climate change can potentially
backfire, by increasing skepticism concerning the existence of
climate change (Feinberg & Willer, 2011). This finding is consis-
tent with research in other domains indicating that negative
emotional appeals can sometimes elicit unintended conse-
quences (Nabi, 2015; Williams, 2011). Thus, scholars are
increasingly advocating more attention to positively valenced
emotions (e.g., Markowitz & Shariff, 2012), and in this vein,
Chadwick (2015) found evidence that hope appeals can increase
the perceived effectiveness (e.g., whether the message is
convincing) of climate change messages.

While it has received less attention than other emotions
(notably, fear) as an influence tool in the persuasion literature, the
positive emotion of compassion is especially relevant to the context
of climate change communication. In this paper, we follow discrete
emotion theories and adopt the view that compassion is an
emotion elicited from witnessing another's suffering that subse-
quently generates a desire within the perceiver to help alleviate
that suffering (DeSteno, 2015; Goetz, Keltner, & Simon-Thomas,
2010). Because of its approach tendency, compassion has the po-
tential to enhance social engagement with others and reduce
psychological distance (Oveis, Horberg, & Keltner, 2010), the latter
of which may be essential for reducing the public's tendency to
construe climate change in psychologically distant terms (Weber,
2010). More importantly, compassion is a prosocial emotion that
is linked to increased care and concern for others, decreased
attention to one's own needs, and a motivation to aid another
person for their own sake (Goetz et al., 2010). Numerous studies
have indeed shown that the experience of compassion stimulates
helping behaviors even at a personal cost to the helper (e.g.,
Condon & DeSteno, 2011; Leiberg, Klimecki, & Singer, 2011).

This prosocial feature of compassion is readily applicable to
climate change communication because in order to mitigate
negative effects of climate change, individuals need to bewilling to
make personal sacrifices for the sake of others (e.g., other species,
people in other countries, future generations, etc.). These “others”
are oftentimes depicted as victims of climate change, which will
likely induce compassion among the audiences who encounter
such information. While empirical studies of climate change
message effects abound, compassion has rarely been the primary
focus in this line of research; it is therefore unknown whether
compassion can exert beneficial effects in climate change
communication. In particular, because we are interested in the
implications of compassion appeals for climate change commu-
nication, our study does not examine measures that can help the
suffering victims directlydfor instance, intentions to donate.
Instead, we focus on measures that can help prevent the future
occurrence of similar tragedies, namely, support for government
actions aimed at mitigating climate change. In so doing, we also
explore whether effects of compassion can extend beyond the
provision of immediate help to shape support for societal-level
interventions that, ultimately, would reduce the likelihood of
similar tragedies in the future.

Importantly, beyond examining the potential for main effects of
compassion on climate-related policy preferences, we also seek to
examine the underlying mechanism for the hypothesized effect.
We suggest three factors that may serve as mediators of compas-
sion effects in the present context. The first one is the subjective
feeling of compassion. If claims are to be made about the effects of
compassion appeals on policy support, subjective feelings of
compassion should serve as the mediator between the appeal and
the outcome such that any effect on policy support is contingent on
the extent to which the compassion appeal evoked the target
emotion among audience members. The second factor is perceived
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similarity with the suffering other. Research has shown that
increased compassion leads to increased perceived self-other
similarity (Oveis et al., 2010). If compassion appeals are to raise
public support for climate policy, this effect may be more likely
among audience members who feel more connected or similar to
the suffering other; this abridged social distance may, in turn,
motivate people to support government actions that can help
alleviate the suffering. The last factor we highlight is the perception
that the suffering other can, in fact, be helped (i.e., action efficacy).
The feeling of compassion motivates moral judgments and is sen-
sitive to harm-related concerns such as responsibility and vulner-
ability (Goetz et al., 2010)dthus, the stronger the belief that there
are ways to aid the suffering other, the more likely it is that people
who feel compassionate will offer help. In the context of climate
change, if a tragedy is believed to be caused by human activities (as
compared to nature), support for government actions to prevent
similar tragedies may be expected to increase.

2. Motivated reasoning and climate change

A number of recent studies have investigated how political
ideology influences public opinion about climate change (e.g.,
Bohr, 2014; Hamilton, Hartter, Lemcke-Stampone, Moore, & Saf-
ford, 2015; Leiserowitz, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, Feinberg, &
Rosenthal, 2014; Schuldt, Roh, & Schwarz, 2015). The general
pattern found from this line of research is a large divide between
Democrats and Republicans with regards to basic climate beliefs
and support for climate mitigation policies. That is, most Demo-
crats and liberals believe that anthropogenic forces have caused
and continue to exacerbate climate change, and furthermore, ex-
press greater support for government actions to address the issue;
by comparison, Republicans and conservatives are consistently
less likely to espouse these beliefs and opinions. This disagree-
ment largely reflects the political and ideological divisions be-
tween the two parties that have persisted over the past two
decades (Krosnick, Holbrook, & Visser, 2000; McCright & Dunlap,
2011).

Increasingly, scholars have interpreted such findings as reflecting
motivated reasoning on the part of individuals who are predisposed
to process climate-related information in ways that reinforce their
preexisting views (Kunda, 1990). In practice, the tendency toward
biased information processing may be so pronounced that exposure
to the same information can engenderopposite effects across climate
believers andclimate skeptics. Accumulatingevidencehasconfirmed
that cognitive framing effects can be readily eclipsed by ideological
commitments amongthoseatopposite endsof thepolitical spectrum
(e.g., Hart & Nisbet, 2012). Some scholars have therefore suggested
that attempts to persuade strong partisansmay be an ineffective and
inefficient strategy for heightening support for mitigation policies
among the general public (Carrico, Truelove, Vandenbergh, & Dana,
2015). However, a growing body of work has shown that situa-
tional cues (e.g., weather, incidental emotions) can influence strong
partisans' beliefs about climate change (Egan & Mullin, 2012;
Hamilton & Stampone, 2013; Lewandowski, Ciarocco, & Gately,
2012; Li, Johnson, & Zaval, 2011; Lu & Schuldt, 2015; Schuldt &
Roh, 2014). Since the subjective feeling of compassion elicited by
compassion appeals may serve as a situational cue, our study at-
tempts to examine if such appeals are able to overcome stalwart
resistance from conservatives, who may hold beliefs against climate
change that are highly crystallized. Additionally, because some
research indicates that making climate change cues salient in
messaging (e.g., by explicitly linking a natural disaster to climate
change) can further polarize attitudes and behavioral intentions
between climatebelievers andskeptics (Chapman& Lickel, 2016),we
also explorewhether increased compassion can override the salience
of climate change cues in our study.

3. Methods

3.1. Participants

Participants were 400 adults (186 females, 214 males; mean age
(years)¼ 35.03, SD¼ 12.20; 312 self-identifiedWhites, 20 Blacks, 29
Asians, and 23 Hispanics) recruited online from around the United
States via Amazon's Mechanical Turk (see Paolacci & Chandler,
2014). Of particular interest, the sample's political ideology leaned
liberal, on average (M ¼ 2.52, SD ¼ 1.16; 5-point scale from 1 ¼ very
liberal to 5 ¼ very conservative). All participants received modest
monetary compensation. Each participantwas randomly assigned to
one of four experimental conditions as part of a 2 (compassion: high
or low) � 2 (climate change cue: present or absent) between-
subjects factorial design.

3.2. Procedure and materials

On the first webpage they encountered, participants learned
that they were going to participate in a study focusing on how
people evaluate stories in the media. After providing informed
consent, they were randomly assigned to one of two compassion
conditions. In the high-compassion condition, participants read a
compassion-promoting instruction detailing the manner in which
they should read the news article on the following page that was
modeled on previous studies (cf. Batson, Chang, Orr, & Rowland,
2002; Pfattheicher, Sassenrath, & Schindler, 2015), specifically,
“While you are reading the article, try to imagine how the child in
the picture feels about what has happened and how it has affected
her life. Try to feel the full impact of what she has been through and
how she feels as a result. You can let yourself be guided by your
feelings.” By contrast, in the low-compassion condition, the in-
struction stated, “While you are reading the article, try to take an
objective perspective toward what is described. Try not to get
caught up in how the child in the picture feels. Just remain objective
and detached.”

After these instructions, participants proceeded to the next page
which displayed a fictitious news article ostensibly obtained from a
mainstream news website. This 180-word article described “the
worst drought in half a century” to afflict East Africa and gave a
general description of its impacts on tens of thousands of families in
the region (Appendix A). Particularly, to avoid psychic numbing
(Slovic, 2007), this article featured a two-year-old girl suffering
from severe malnutrition and showed a picture of her laying in her
mother's arm and looking directly at the readers. There were two
versions of the article. One version made explicit connections be-
tween the drought and climate change, and the other did not. For
instance, the title of the climate-change-cue-present article was
“Worst drought in 60 years grips Africa, linked to climate change,”
whereas the title of the climate-change-cue-absent article was
simply “Worst drought in 60 years grips Africa.”

Because the manipulation for inducing high versus low
compassion was adapted from one originally used for audio stories
(e.g., Batson et al., 1997), and that such adaptations are not always
successful in generating different levels of compassion for text-
based stories (e.g., Swim & Bloodhart, 2015), we added a writing
task after participants had read the news article for purposes of
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maintaining the salience of the manipulation. In the high-
compassion condition, participants were told to “briefly summa-
rize what happened in the news article, paying particular attention
towhat the childmay be feeling.” In the low-compassion condition,
participants were asked to “briefly summarize what happened in
the news article.” After the writing task, participants filled out a
questionnaire assessing various variables detailed in the following
section.

3.3. Measures1

3.3.1. Emotions
Participants completed a measure of emotions that required

them to indicate, on 7-point scales, the extent to which they were
feeling each of a listed set of emotions while reading the news
article (1 ¼ none to 7 ¼ a lot). This randomized list of emotions
included a compassion scale (Batson, 1987) and a short Positive and
Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) scale (Mackinnon et al., 1999).
The compassion scale included five items: compassionate, sympa-
thetic, softhearted, tender, and moved (a ¼ .93; M ¼ 4.67, SD ¼ 1.67).
The short PANAS scale contained ten items: inspired, alert, excited,
enthusiastic, determined, afraid, upset, nervous, scared, and distressed
(Positive Affect scale: a ¼ .76, M ¼ 2.66, SD ¼ 1.17; Negative Affect
scale: a ¼ .89, M ¼ 2.96, SD ¼ 1.52).

3.3.2. Support for government actions
Participants indicated on an 11-point scale to what extent they

thought the government should take actions to address climate
change (0 ¼ do nothing at all to 10 ¼ do everything they can;
M ¼ 7.70, SD ¼ 2.73; adapted from Arbuckle, Morton, & Hobbs,
2015).

3.3.3. Perceived similarity
Participants completed the Inclusion of Other in Self (IOS) scale

(Aron, Aron, & Smollan, 1992). Specifically, they chose the picture
that best described their felt relationship to the child in the article
from seven pictures comprised of two circlese one symbolizing the
participant and one symbolizing the child e representing differ-
ential degrees of overlap (1 ¼ most distant to 7 ¼ closest; M ¼ 2.78,
SD ¼ 1.66).

3.3.4. Belief in anthropogenic drought
Participants indicated on a 7-point scale to what extent they

thought the drought mentioned in the article was caused by human
1 We also measured pro-environmental behavioral intentions. Participants rated
on 7-point scales how willing they were to adopt 9 behaviors, such as switching to
florescent light bulbs and participating in recycling, in the next six months (a ¼ .86,
M ¼ 2.96, SD ¼ 1.52). However, no main or interaction effects of the experimental
conditions were found for this outcome variable. We speculate that, as compared to
government actions, individual-level behavioral changes might be perceived as less
effective for helping climate change victims in the future.
actions (1 ¼ not at all to 7 ¼ very much so; M ¼ 4.29, SD ¼ 1.86).

3.3.5. Manipulation check for climate change cues
Participants indicated on a 7-point scale to what extent they

thought the drought mentioned in the article was linked to climate
change (1 ¼ not at all to 7 ¼ very much so; M ¼ 4.96, SD ¼ 1.73).

4. Results

4.1. Manipulation checks

We performed two-way ANOVAs featuring terms for the
compassion condition (high or low), climate change cue condition
(present or absent), and their interaction term as the independent
variables, and self-reported compassion, positive affect, negative
affect, and belief in the connection between the drought and
climate change, as the dependent variables, respectively.

Our analyses suggested that the compassion induction was
successful, such that the high-compassion condition (M ¼ 5.04,
SD ¼ 1.61) elicited more compassion than the low-compassion
condition (M ¼ 4.34, SD ¼ 1.65), F(1, 396) ¼ 17.98, p < .001,
h2 ¼ .04. In contrast, there was no significant difference between
the high-compassion (M ¼ 2.77, SD ¼ 1.22) and low-compassion
(M ¼ 2.57, SD ¼ 1.13) conditions in positive affect, F(1,
396) ¼ 3.03, ns, nor was there any difference in negative affect
between conditions (Mhigh ¼ 3.04, SDhigh ¼ 1.58; Mlow ¼ 2.88,
SDlow ¼ 1.46), F(1, 396) ¼ 1.09, ns.

Turning to our manipulation of the climate change cue (i.e.,
present or absent), we found that the climate-change-cue-present
condition led to significantly stronger belief that the drought was
linked to climate change (M ¼ 5.13, SD ¼ 1.66) compared to the
climate-change-cue-absent condition (M ¼ 4.77, SD ¼ 1.78), F(1,
396) ¼ 4.38, p < .05, h2 ¼ .01. Therefore, the manipulation of the
climate change cue was also successful.

4.2. Tests of main dependent variables

We performed a series of two-way ANOVAs featuring terms for
compassion condition (high or low), climate change cue condition
(present or absent), and their interaction term as the independent
variables, and support for government actions, perceived similarity,
and belief in anthropogenic drought, as the dependent variables,
respectively.

Consistent with the main hypothesis, results revealed a main
effect of compassion condition on support for government actions
to address climate change, F(1, 396) ¼ 6.30, p < .05, h2 ¼ .02, such
that the high-compassion condition led to more support for gov-
ernment actions (M ¼ 8.06, SD ¼ 2.53) than did the low-
compassion condition (M ¼ 7.38, SD ¼ 2.86). No other main or
interaction effects emerged for support for government actions,
and moreover, we observed no significant main or interaction
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effects on the perceived similarity measure. Turning to belief in
anthropogenic drought, a main effect of compassion condition was
observed, F(1, 396) ¼ 4.96, p < .05, h2 ¼ .01, such that the high-
compassion condition (M ¼ 4.51, SD ¼ 1.85) resulted in stronger
belief in anthropogenic drought than did the low-compassion
condition (M ¼ 4.10, SD ¼ 1.85). No other main or interaction ef-
fects were observed.
Fig. 2. Graph depicting the effect of compassion condition on support for government
actions to address climate change, by political ideology (conservatives (Mþ1SD),
moderates (M), liberals (M�1SD)). Error bars represent standard errors of the mean.
4.3. Tests of mediation effects

Because we observed a main effect of compassion condition
on support for government actions, self-reported compassion,
and belief in anthropogenic drought, we conducted follow-up
analyses testing whether self-reported (felt) compassion and
belief in anthropogenic drought might mediate the effect of
compassion condition on support for government actions. We
used PROCESS Model 4 from Hayes (2013), with the independent
variable being the compassion condition (high ¼ .5, low ¼ �.5),
with the climate change cue condition (present ¼ .5,
absent ¼ �.5) and their interaction term as the covariates; self-
reported compassion and belief in anthropogenic drought being
the simultaneous mediators; and support for government actions
being the dependent variable (5000 bootstrap resamples, 95%
bias corrected confidence interval)2. Results revealed that both
self-reported compassion and belief in anthropogenic drought
emerged as significant mediatorsdthat is, the 95% confidence
intervals for the indirect effects of the compassion condition did
not include zero (Bcompassion ¼ .16, 95% CI:.05 to .33; Bbelief ¼ .27,
95% CI: .05 to .52) and the main effect of compassion condition
was no longer significant after controlling for self-reported
compassion and belief in anthropogenic drought (B ¼ .26,
t(394) ¼ 1.04, ns; Fig. 1). Thus, it appears that the high-
compassion (vs. low-compassion) condition increased self-
reported compassion and belief in anthropogenic drought, both
of which, in turn, positively influenced support for government
actions to address climate change.
4.4. Tests of moderating effects of political ideology

Recall that we were also interested in the potential moderating
role of political ideology on support for government actions. To test
this possibility, we used a multiple regression model in which
support for government actions was regressed on compassion
condition, climate change cue condition, and political ideology
(mean-centered), and all interaction terms. While no significant
three-way interaction emerged, there was a significant two-way
interaction between compassion condition and political ideology,
B¼ .42, t(392)¼ 2.06, p < .05, h2¼ .01 (Fig. 2). More specifically, the
high-compassion condition was more effective than the low-
compassion condition in increasing support for government actions
among moderates (M), (Mhigh ¼ 8.08, Mlow ¼ 7.35, B ¼ .72,
t(392) ¼ 3.12, p < .01) and conservatives (Mþ1SD), (Mhigh ¼ 6.90,
Mlow¼ 5.70, B¼ 1.20, t(392)¼ 3.67, p < .001). In contrast, there was
2 This was essentially a parallel multiple mediator model (Hayes, 2013), which
we chose because of its several advantages over separate simple mediation models
(see Ding, Ng, & Li, 2014; Preacher & Hayes, 2008a; 2008b). We tested self-reported
compassion and belief in anthropogenic drought in separate simple mediation
models and found that both variables served as full mediators between the main
effect of compassion conditions and support for government actions. Additionally,
we also tested whether the two variables would fit in a serial multiple mediator
model and found that the partial correlation between self-reported compassion and
belief in anthropogenic drought was not significant after controlling for condition
(Hayes, 2013), suggesting that the parallel mediation model we report is the more
appropriate model.
no difference between high- and low-compassion conditions for
liberals (M�1SD), (Mhigh ¼ 9.26, Mlow ¼ 9.01, B ¼ .24, t(392) ¼ .74,
ns)3.
5. Discussion

The lack of broad public support for climate mitigation policy
hampers efforts to address climate change efficiently and effec-
tively (Shwom, Bidwell, Dan, & Dietz, 2010). This study aligns with
recent efforts in various disciplines, such as psychology and
communication, that attempt to increase public support through
framing the issue in ways that are engaging and accessible for the
public (Markowitz & Shariff, 2012). Importantly, this study echoes
prior calls for emphasizing the role of emotions in climate change
decision-making research (Roeser, 2012), and specifically, in-
vestigates the effects of compassion as an emotional frame in
increasing support for government actions among the general
public and across the spectrum of the political ideology, a topic that
has received very limited attention in the climate change
communication literature, to date.

Our experiment provides initial evidence for the efficacy of
compassion appeals, as we observed stronger support for govern-
ment actions under conditions of high versus low compassion. On
the one hand, this result was not surprising given that a number of
studies have uncovered the prosocial role that compassion plays in
motivating individuals to alleviate others' suffering (Goetz et al.,
2010). On the other hand, the fact that increased compassion
positively influenced our primary outcome variable, support for
government actions to address climate change, is notable. In
contrast to many previous studies on the effects of compassion, we
opted not to use ameasure to assess direct aiding behaviors, such as
donation. While it is possible that such measures would show
3 We also examined whether the mediating roles of self-reported compassion
and belief in anthropogenic drought were themselves contingent on political ide-
ology (i.e., moderated mediation; Muller, Judd, & Yzerbyt, 2005; Hayes, 2015).
Significant results emerged from PROCESS Model 15 (10,000 bootstrap resamples,
95% bias corrected confidence interval) from Hayes (2013), which tests for
moderation on mediator / outcome path, such that the indirect effect through
self-reported compassion was significant for moderates and conservatives (boot-
strap CIs: .03 to .27, and .10 to .56, respectively) whereas the indirect effect through
belief in anthropogenic drought was significant for liberals, moderates, and con-
servatives alike (bootstrap CIs: .01 to .23, .03 to .37, and .04 to .58, respectively).
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stronger effects of compassion, our primary focus on support for
climate change mitigation policy directly led us to employ mea-
sures that might not provide immediate help to victims but that
could reasonably be expected to prevent similar tragedies from
happening in the future. Thus, our findings suggest that effects of
compassion are not limited to increasing support for actions that
provide immediate help to alleviate another person's suffering.
Future work should continue to explore other outcome measures
and boundary conditions of compassion effects in climate change
communication.

Moreover, we considered three possible routes through which
compassion might influence support for government actions, and
found that the present effect could be fully accounted for by
greater self-reported compassion and belief in the anthropogenic
cause of the disaster elicited by the high compassion appeal.
While the former may be self-evident, the latter may benefit
from more explanation. Following theorists who contend that
emotions are a primary driver of human actions (Niedenthal,
Krauth-Gruber, & Ric, 2006), we assume that increased compas-
sion evoked a desire to help prevent similar situations in the
future. The more likely individuals are to think that the drought
was caused by human activities, the more preventable they may
think similar droughts will be, which may engender greater
support for government actions on climate change as an effective
prevention approachdperhaps one of many. Future research is
needed to systematically examine this presumed cognitive
pathway and the role that different emotions may play in shaping
these judgments.

A primary objective of this study is to investigate if increased
compassion can produce similar impacts on climate change policy
support among individuals with disparate political ideologies. Our
results suggest that increased compassion is effective for height-
ening support among moderates and conservatives, but less so
among liberals. This finding is consistent with other work
reporting that moderates' and conservatives' beliefs about climate
change are more likely to be affected by situational and contextual
factors, including other types of framing, because liberals may
have developed strong pro-climate change beliefs that may be
difficult to bolster (e.g., Hamilton & Stampone, 2013; Schuldt et al.
2011; 2015). As the divide between liberals and conservatives on
climate change issues widens, compassion, as illustrated by our
study, can potentially help to bridge the well-known partisan
divide in this domain.

While this study adds to the climate change communication
literature by presenting evidence for a causal link between
compassion and support for government actions to address climate
change, some limitations should be noted. First, whereas partici-
pants in the present experiment were recruited from an online
participant pool, psychological studies involving induced emotions
are more typically carried out in laboratory settings, thus affording
greater control. On the other hand, it should be noted that this
online pool provided a larger and more diverse sample than those
traditionally recruited in lab experiments (Buhrmester, Kwang, &
Gosling, 2011). In addition, studies have shown that the quality of
data obtained from Amazon Mechanical Turk workers is compa-
rable to data from other sources (e.g., Bartneck, Duenser,
Moltchanova, & Zawieska, 2015; Crump, McDonnell, & Gureckis,
2013), and the between-subjects experimental design of this on-
line study may also help limit effects of environmental factors in
favor of the focal independent variables (Paolacci & Chandler,
2014).
Second, while we employed a common method for inducing
compassion (Batson et al., 2002), it is possible that the difference
we found between the high-compassion and low-compassion
conditions might also be explained by differential attention
across conditions, with the high-compassion manipulation pro-
moting increased attention to information contained in the
fictitious news article. Although our current design cannot fully
rule out this alternative explanation, we would note that further
analyses revealed no difference between compassion conditions
in the time spent reading the news article, nor did the conditions
generate differential word lengths on the writing tasks. More
importantly, participants in the high-compassion condition were
no more likely to notice the climate change cue in the condition
where it was present (as indicated by participants' reported
belief that the drought was caused by climate change). Thus, we
believe it is unlikely that differential attention across conditions
provides a satisfactory alternative explanation for the observed
effects.

Third, we note some measurement limitations and related
considerations for future work. Although the hypothesized effect of
compassion condition on perceived similarity to the climate change
victim did not emergedthus challenging a prominent assumption
in the emotion literature on compassiondthis lack of an effect may
be partly attributable to some idiosyncratic features of the present
design. For instance, although we employed the IOS scale (Aron
et al., 1992) for its ease of comprehension and high reliability, it is
arguably a better measure of subjective relationship closeness than
of perceived similarity, per se (see G€achter, Starmer, & Tufano,
2015). Future work may employ other, more direct measures of
perceived similarity (e.g., the single-itemmeasure from Oveis et al.,
2010), to examine whether the expected effect would emerge with
alternative measures. Moreover, the particular characteristics of the
climate victim portrayed in our fictional news article (an impov-
erished child, stricken by malnutrition, living in East Africa) may
have elicited a great deal of psychological distance (e.g., social and
spatial distance; Trope & Liberman, 2010) among our predomi-
nately adult, White U.S. sampledperhaps too much dissimilarity to
overcome with this compassion induction. Moreover, although we
examined the mediating role of belief in anthropogenic drought as
a proxy for perceived efficacy of government actions, we
acknowledge that this is a topically relevant but rather indirect
means for doing so. Future work may thus benefit from including
measures that more directly assess people's beliefs about which
government actions are most likely to prevent similar humanitar-
ian disasters from occurring in the future, and to what extent.
Finally, whilewe found significant effects of the compassion appeal,
these findings should be interpreted with caution as they represent
relatively small effects.

To conclude, by demonstrating that the influence of compassion
extends beyond increasing the motivation to act in ways that
alleviate immediate suffering, the present work underscores its
previously overlooked role in contributing to citizens' policy sup-
port regarding climate change mitigation. Notably, since suffering
victims are often featured in persuasive messaging about climate
change impacts, the present study invites climate change com-
municators to more carefully consider whether and how to use
compassionda positive emotion or “emotional carrot,” rather than
negative emotions or “emotional sticks”dto connect and engage
traditionally skeptical audiences.
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