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Abstract 

Public opinion polls have shown that beliefs 
about climate change have become increasingly 
polarized in the United States. A popular 
contemporary form of communication relevant to 
beliefs about climate change involves digital 
artifacts known as memes. The present study 
investigated whether memes can influence the 
assessment of scientific data about climate change, 
and whether their impact differs between political 
liberals and conservatives in the United States. In 
Study 1, we considered three hypotheses about 
the potential impact of memes on strongly-held 
politicized beliefs: 1) memes fundamentally serve 
social functions, and do not actually impact 
cognitive assessments of objective information; 2) 
politically incongruent memes will have a 
“backfire” effect; and 3) memes can indeed 
change assessments of scientific data about 
climate change, even for people with strong 
entering beliefs. We found evidence in support of 
the hypothesis that memes have the potential to 
change assessments of scientific information 
about climate change. Study 2 explored whether 
different partisan pages that post climate change 
memes elicit different emotions from their 
audiences, as well as how climate change is 
discussed in different ways by those at opposite 
ends of the political spectrum. 
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Introduction 

Public opinion polls have shown that beliefs about 
climate change have become increasingly polarized in 
the United States. Websites discrediting the relevant 
science convey misinformation to an audience 
predisposed to believe the attacks and electronically 
spread them further (Hamilton, 2011), resulting in an 
ongoing struggle between climate scientists and 

various forms of popular media (Ladle, Jepson, & 
Whittaker, 2005). 
 Beyond blogs and opinion columns, one form of 
communication relevant to beliefs about climate 
change involves the digital artifacts known as memes 
that now pervade the internet (Davidson, 2012). 
Memes can communicate social and political beliefs 
(Hakoköngäs, Halmesvaara, & Sakki, 2020), thereby 
playing a role in formation of collective identity and in 
promoting cultural cohesion (Gal, Shifman, & Kampf, 
2016; Leach & Allen, 2017), and influencing political 
movements (Milner, 2013; Ross & Rivers, 2017). 
Huntington (2020) demonstrated that motivated 
reasoning impacts the appraisal of political memes, 
such that greater agreement with the message is 
associated with less scrutiny and greater perceived 
message effectiveness. Wong and Holyoak (2021) 
found that the political congruity of a meme impacts 
people’s judgments of the meme’s aptness, ultimately 
affecting their willingness to share it with their social 
network.  

Though there is general agreement that memes serve 
social functions, it is unclear whether they can 
influence beliefs for those who have strong preexisting 
positions, as is likely to be the case for climate change. . 
The possibility of such influence is consistent with the 
view that memes constitute a form of visual metaphor 
(Milner, 2016; Piata, 2016; Shifman, 2013). Verbal 
metaphors have been shown to be effective in 
promoting conceptual change and development, 
perhaps because they elicit emotional responses 
(Pollio, Smith, & Pollio, 1990). Lakoff and his 
colleagues (1995, 1996, 2002; Lakoff & Johnson, 
1980) have argued that metaphor is a useful tool that 
people use to understand abstract topics, including 
political issues, by relating them to more concrete and 
familiar experiences. 

Empirical research has provided some support for 
the persuasive power of metaphors. For example, 
framing a hypothetical crime scenario in terms of 
either a virus or beast metaphor differentially impacts 
people’s proposed solutions to the crime problem 
(Thibodeau & Boroditsky, 2011, 2013). Verbal 
metaphors have also been shown to impact people’s 
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beliefs about climate change (Flushberg, Matlock, & 
Thibodeau, 2017; Thibodeau, Frantz, & Berretta, 
2017). Recent work has shown that memes, which 
perhaps act as visual metaphors, are effective in 
changing beliefs about the morality of eating meat 
(Horne, Rottman, & Lawrence, 2021).  

In this paper, we explore two approaches to 
investigating how memes achieve their functions. 
Study 1 investigated whether memes can influence the 
assessment of scientific data about climate change, 
and whether their impact differs between political 
liberals in the United States (who generally believe in 
anthropogenic climate change) and political 
conservatives (who are generally very skeptical that 
the phenomenon exists). We considered three 
plausible hypotheses about the potential impact of 
memes on strongly-held politicized beliefs. One 
hypothesis is that memes fundamentally serve social 
functions such as enhancing group identity, and do not 
actually impact cognitive assessments of objective 
information. A second is that incongruent memes (e.g., 
a liberal meme viewed by a political conservative) will 
have a “backfire” effect, reinforcing (rather than 
countering) the person’s preexisting beliefs and 
attitudes (Nyhan & Reifler, 2010). There is some 
evidence that efforts to correct misconceptions about 
climate change can result in backfiring (Lewandowsky, 
Ecker, Seifert, Schwarz, & Cook, 2012; Sanna, 
Schwarz, & Stocker, 2002). The third hypothesis is 
that memes can indeed change assessments of 
scientific data about climate change, even for people 
with strong entering beliefs. This possibility is 
consistent with findings regarding the persuasive 
power of metaphors (Thibodeau & Boroditsky, 2011, 
2013) and memes (Horne et al., 2021) for other 
politically-charged issues.   

Study 2 focused specifically on the emotional 
component of memes that circulate on the internet. 
Memes surveyed in the second study were not 
necessarily metaphorical, but served to elicit different 
emotions as measured by Facebook reactions. It has 
been suggested that attitudes based in emotions are 
more stable over time (Rocklage & Luttrell, 2021), 
which seems particularly relevant to climate change 
beliefs. Attitudes based on emotions may be more 
stable because emotions make attitudes more 
accessible (Rocklage & Fazio, 2018). Study 2 
investigated the naturalistic functions of memes, by 
taking advantage of the large amounts of data on 
climate change memes, and modeling the different 

 

1
 The executed study did not include an additional 

variable (presence versus absence of climate-related 
data) that had been part of the preregistered design. 
Only conditions that included presentation of data 

emotional reactions elicited by memes posted to 
political liberal and conservative Facebook pages, as 
well as how climate change is discussed across 
divergent political positions.  

Study 1 

Method 

Study 1 was preregistered on the Open Science 
Framework on September 8, 2020 
https://osf.io/w8qau/). The design was a 2 (political 
orientation: conservative, liberal) x 3 (meme: 
conservative, liberal, and neutral) between-subjects 
design.1 
 
Participants Participants were 493 Amazon 
Mechanical Turk (MTurk) workers located in the 
United States (55% male) who were between 19 and 
74 years of age (M = 36.14, SD = 11.11). American 
conservatives (N = 229) and liberals (N = 264) were 
recruited using the MTurk filters for political 
orientation. Political orientation was determined by 
self-report in our survey; if a self-report was not 
provided, MTurk’s classification was used instead. 
Libertarians and independents were not recruited for 
the study. The sample size was determined by an a 

priori power analysis. To detect an effect size of 0.2 
between the two experimental conditions of interest 
(politically congruent vs. incongruent memes) for 
conservatives and liberals separately, at 80% power, 
and with a 5% false alarm rate, we required a 
minimum of 63 participants of each political 
orientation in each of the three conditions (with the 
third condition being the neutral-meme control). 
 A total of 240 liberals and 280 conservatives were 
recruited from MTurk; more conservatives were 
recruited because the MTurk filter tends to be less 
accurate for that political grouping. A total of 547 
responses were recorded on Qualtrics, 10 of which 
were bots, and 44 of which were missing data for the 
main dependent measure. The 10 bots and 44 missing 
responses were excluded, leaving 493 usable 
responses. Participants received a $3 compensation for 
participation in the study, which took about 20 minutes 
to complete. The study was approved by the 
Institutional Review Board for the University of 
California, Los Angeles.  
 

Materials and Procedure Five conservative-leaning 
memes were collected from the Imgflip page 

were actually run. Two information-evaluation 
questions were added in the executed study. All else 
remained the same as in the preregistered description. 
 









 
Figure 6 summarizes the prevalence of major topics 

discussed by liberals and conservatives, and Table 2 
gives the general nature of each topic. Results from the 
prevalence model suggest that memes from 
conservative pages discussed more frequently the 
hypocrisy of climate activists, poked fun at prominent 
activists (e.g., Greta Thunberg, Alexandria Ocaso-
Cortez), and likened the urgency of climate change to 
fear-mongering. In contrast, liberals were more likely 
to discuss racial and economic disparities related to 
climate crisis, and the need for America to lead 
mitigation efforts.  

General Discussion 

The present studies demonstrate that viewing 
politically-oriented internet memes can influence 
evaluation of scientific data related to climate change, 
and that the content of how political pages discuss the 
issue of climate change align with the emotional 
responses they elicit from their viewers. Study 1 
provided evidence that memes can operate much like 
metaphorical frames (Thibodeau & Boroditsky, 2011, 
2013), affecting participants' judgments of the 
objectivity of the data, its trustworthiness, trust in its 
source (NASA), and belief in the information. Relative 
to viewing liberal memes, brief exposure to a set of 
conservative memes related to climate change led not 
only conservatives but also liberals to provide less 
favorable evaluations of the NASA information. 
 We also replicated previous findings (Wong & 
Holyoak, 2021) demonstrating that political congruity 
impacted participants’ appraisals of aptness, 
agreement, relatability, and humor. The present 
findings provide evidence that memes do not solely 
serve social functions, nor do they generate backfire 
effects. Rather, they can serve to influence evaluations 
of scientific data, even when the memes run counter to 
the viewer’s entering beliefs. These findings have 
potential ethical implications for how current social-
media algorithms are designed to show users 
attitudinally-consistent content (Bozdag, 2013; Gates, 
2017, Pariser, 2011), even when that content may be 
misleading or misinformed.  

Study 2 broadened the analyses of how memes may 
function to influence people’s beliefs. More 
specifically, the second study explored how the way in 
which climate change is discussed may differ between 
political ideologies. We analyzed a naturalistic set of 
memes that were posted on Facebook. This analysis 
revealed that memes posted on pages from different 
political positions elicited different emotions. In 
particular, memes from conservative pages elicited 
more angry and laughing reactions, while memes from 
liberal pages elicited more care and love reactions. 
Results from the prevalence model suggest that memes 

from conservative pages more frequently belittled 
climate activists and denied the urgency of climate 
issues, while liberals were more likely to discuss the 
seriousness of the problem and the need for immediate 
action. 
 Future research should assess whether the impact of 
memes on the evaluation of scientific data is transient, 
or whether memes can have more long-lasting effects 
on the acceptance of data and the conclusions they 
support. In addition, individual differences may 
influence the impact of memes. For example, 
individual differences in crystallized and fluid 
intelligence affect the ability to comprehend 
metaphors (Stamenković, Ichien, & Holyoak, 2019, 
2020), and comprehension influences willingness to 
share a meme (Wong & Holyoak, 2021). 
 Finally, future research should further explore the 
different ways in which memes may influence beliefs. 
For example, it may be insightful to compare the word 
embeddings from a structural topic model between 
conservative and liberal pages, and to compute their 
similarity to emotion words such as “angry” and 
“love”. More generally, understanding the impact of 
memes on acceptance of scientific data will be 
important in addressing social problems that require 
cooperation among citizens. 
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