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Climate “skepticism”Climate skepticism
Effectively countering climate misinformation
John Cook
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One Model of the Human Brain A More Accurate Model of the Human BrainA More Accurate Model of the Human Brain

The Familiarity 
Backfire Effect

• Debunking a myth 
can reinforce the 
myth in people’s 
minds
(Schwarz et al 2007)

The Familiarity Backfire Effect
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The Familiarity Backfire Effect The Overkill Backfire Effect
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• A simple myth is more cognitively attractive 
than an over‐complicated correction 
(Schwarz et al 2007)

The Overkill Backfire Effect
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• A simple myth is more cognitively attractive 
than an over‐complicated correction 
(Schwarz et al 2007)

The Worldview Backfire Effect

• Issues that tie in with worldviews and sense of 
identity

• Republicans who believed Saddam Hussein was 
linked to 9/11 were shown evidence that there was 
no link (Prasad et al 2009)

• Only 2% consciously changed their mind

• Most common response was attitude bolstering: 
bringing supporting facts to mind while ignoring 
contrary facts

The Worldview Backfire Effect

• Strongest among those fixed in their views

• Messaging strategies should be targeted towards the 
undecided majority

• Messages can be framed to be less threatening to 
worldview

• Conservatives accepted climate science with nuclear 
power (Kahan et al 2007)

One last psychological pitfall
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An Alternative Explanation

• Participants read an account of a warehouse fire, 
mentioning paint and gas cans (Siefert 2002)

• When told the paint and cans were not present, 
people still cited themp p

• This happened even when they remembered and 
accepted the correction

An Alternative Explanation

MYTH

Removing
a myth leaves
a gap

An Alternative Explanation

FACT

Replace
with alternative
narrative

“Fight sticky 
ideas with 
stickier ideas.”

5 Techniques of Scientific Denial

• Cherry picking

• Fake Experts

• Impossible Expectations

• Misrepresenting the science & logical fallacies• Misrepresenting the science & logical fallacies

• Conspiracy Theories

Diethelm & McKee 2009

“The Oregon Institute of Science and 
Medicine, the OISM, released the 
names of some 31,478 scientists who 
signed a petition rejecting the claims of 

Fake Experts

human-caused global warming.”
Dana Rohrabacher, Republican Congressman
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http://sks.to/debunk john@skepticalscience.com

Skeptical Science

Web: http://www.skepticalscience.com

Email: john@skepticalscience.com

Phone: 3365 3553o e 3365 3553
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