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Three studies showed that focus on the shared human threat of global climate change
can encourage peaceful coexistence and discourage support for war in the face of
existential threat. In Study 1, mortality salience (MS) increased Americans’ support for
international peace-building after imagining the consequences of global climate
change, but not after imagining a localized catastrophe. Conversely, in Study 2, MS
increased Americans’ support for war against Iran after imagining a localized catas-
trophe, but imagining global climate change completely eliminated this effect. Study 3
was conducted among Arab citizens of Israel during the January 2009 Israeli invasion
of Gaza. For those high in perceptions of shared humanity, MS increased support for
peaceful coexistence with Israeli Jews after imagining global climate change but not a
localized catastrophe that would affect both Muslims and Jews. Taken together, these
studies suggest that reminders of global climate change short-circuit the increased
support for violence that often occurs in response to existential threat and increase
support for peaceful reconciliation.
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One of the few gratifying and exalting impressions
which mankind can offer is when, in the face of an
elemental catastrophe, it forgets the discordancies of
its civilization and all its internal difficulties and ani-
mosities, and recalls the great common task of preserv-
ing itself against the superior power of nature.

—Sigmund Freud, The Future of an Illusion (1927, p. 16)

Today’s world remains locked in violent con-
flicts while facing a multitude of other prob-
lems, such as economic recession and global
climate change. How might these different
types of challenges influence one another? On
the one hand, climatic disruption could exacer-
bate the many other problems humankind is
facing and lead to increased competition for
resources and intensified international conflict
(Anderson & DeLisi, 2011). On the other hand,
widespread acknowledgment of the shared
global consequences of environmental degrada-
tion before disaster strikes might tap into psy-
chological processes that could help mitigate
conflict. Cognizance of the shared global con-
sequences of climate change could create a
sense of shared threat that implies that diverse
groups of humans, even those currently in con-
flict with each other, must work together to
avoid an impending catastrophe. In this article,
we combine ideas from terror management the-
ory (TMT; Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solo-
mon, 1986; Kesebir & Pyszczynski, 2012;
Pyszczynski, Solomon, & Greenberg, 2003)
with findings from classic social psychological
research showing that a shared threat can promote
cooperation among competing groups (e.g.,
Sherif, 1966) to explore one set of conditions
under which drawing attention to the threat of
global climate change might encourage interna-
tional cooperation and discourage international
conflict.

TMT

TMT research has documented the conflict-
enhancing effect of existential threat in interna-
tional disputes by showing that reminders of
death often increase support for war and terror-
ism (e.g., Hirschberger & Ein-Dor, 2006;
Pyszczynski et al., 2006). However, recent re-
search has shown that increased intergroup con-
flict is not an inevitable consequence of exis-
tential threat and that activating cultural values
that promote compassion and a sense of shared
humanity can reduce and even reverse the effect

of existential threat on support for war (for a
review, see Motyl, Vail, & Pyszczynski, 2009).
These findings are compatible with earlier TMT
studies showing that priming values such as
tolerance or pacifism can prevent mortality sa-
lience (MS) from leading to prejudice and ag-
gression toward the outgroup, and lead to more
tolerant and pacifistic attitudes (e.g., Greenberg,
Simon, Pyszczynski, Solomon, & Chatel, 1992;
Jonas et al., 2008). The research reported here
tested the hypothesis that drawing attention to
the potential shared catastrophic effects of
global climate change could reduce or even
reverse the effect of existential threat on sup-
port for violence.

TMT posits that human awareness of the
inevitability of death creates the potential for
existential terror, which is both highly aversive
and capable of undermining adaptive behavior
unless effectively managed. According to the
theory, people stave off this potential for anxi-
ety by: (a) maintaining faith in cultural world-
views that imbue life with meaning, value, and
permanence, (b) garnering self-esteem, by liv-
ing up to their culture’s standards of value, and
(c) maintaining close interpersonal attachments.
This protection is threatened by those who hold
worldviews different from one’s own and those
who derogate one’s group; this undermines the
faith in these anxiety-buffering conceptions that
is required for effective functioning.

From the perspective of TMT, intergroup
conflict is thus motivated, in part, by threats to
one’s worldview and self-esteem posed by the
beliefs, values, and behavior of outgroup mem-
bers. People support discrimination, hostility,
and violence against those who threaten their
anxiety-buffering conceptions of world and self
(Pyszczynski et al., 2003). Accordingly, re-
minders of death increase hostility toward
groups with worldviews different from one’s
own, especially when these groups are per-
ceived to violate cherished moral values (Kes-
ebir & Pyszczynski, 2011). Research has shown
that reminders of mortality can encourage ag-
gression toward political outgroup members
(McGregor et al., 1998), sectarian strife (Green-
berg et al., 1990), and prejudice toward other
nations (Castano, Yzerbyt, Paladino, & Sacchi,
2002; for a review, see Castano & Dechesne,
2005). MS also has been shown to increase
support for war and the use of military might
among Americans and Israelis, and support for
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martyrdom missions to kill Americans among
Iranians (Hirschberger & Ein-Dor, 2006; Pyszc-
zynski et al., 2006).

However, TMT does not imply that people
always respond to existential threat by lashing
out at those who threaten their worldviews.
Rather, the theory suggests that people use
whatever aspect of their worldview is most
likely to provide security in the particular situ-
ation they find themselves. Research supports
this malleability of terror management defenses.
For example, reminding religious fundamental-
ists of the compassionate teachings of their re-
ligions (Rothschild, Abdollahi, & Pyszczynski,
2009), activating thoughts of warm and caring
interactions with attachment figures (Weise et
al., 2008), presenting violence as subhuman and
animalistic (Motyl, Hart, & Pyszczynski, 2010),
highlighting personal susceptibility to harm, or
nonviolent adversary intents (Hirschberger,
Pyszczynski, & Ein-Dor, 2009) redirects re-
sponses to MS away from support for political
violence. Thus, although MS often increases
hostility toward outgroups as a way of fending
off the threat they pose to one’s own worldview,
it also encourages people to strive for self-
esteem by living up to salient standards of their
worldviews. Thus, when beliefs and values an-
tithetical to violence are salient, MS would be
expected to decrease support for violent resolu-
tions to conflicts.

The Impact of Superordinate Goals,
Identities, and Threats

Sherif’s classic Robbers Cave experiments
illustrated that arbitrary group divisions can cul-
tivate intergroup antagonism, but simultane-
ously showed that conflict can be ameliorated
when superordinate goals require the coopera-
tion of formerly competing groups (Sherif, Har-
vey, White, Hood, & Sherif, 1961). Allport
(1954) suggested that viewing “humanity” as
the ultimate ingroup category could encourage
peaceful coexistence. More recently, the Com-
mon Ingroup Identity Model (CIIM; Gaertner,
Dovidio, Anastasio, Bachman, & Rust, 1993)
suggested that reframing subordinate groups as
a single superordinate inclusive group can re-
duce hostility. Consistent with the CIIM, re-
search has shown that when subordinate groups
are led to contemplate shared aspects of their
social identities, they cease to display inter-

group bias (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000; also see
Gaertner, Mann, Murell, & Dovidio, 1989;
Houlette et al., 2004; Nier et al., 2001).

Most of the research conducted in these tra-
ditions, however, examines relations between
artificial groups created in the laboratory or
faced with somewhat artificial superordinate
goals, and none have assessed these processes
within the context of long-standing real world
intractable conflicts. For example, some of this
research examined relations between ad hoc
minimal groups by having participants sit in
different colored chairs or in different spatial
configurations in the laboratory (e.g., Gaertner
et al., 1989). Shared superordinate goals and
group identities in this research are often simi-
larly artificial in nature. For example, Gaertner
et al. (1999) induced superordinate goals for
participants in different subgroups by offering
each individual a small $10 award for cooper-
ating with the other groups to devise the best
resolution to an artificial budget deficit. Mot-
tola, Bachman, Gaertner, and Dovidio (1997)
induced superordinate group identification by
having undergraduate students role-play as em-
ployees of corporations that are merging to-
gether (as opposed to one absorbing the other).

To our knowledge, the research reported here
is among the first to assess the effect of focusing
attention on a very serious shared global
threat—climate change—on support for war
and peace-making among parties to volatile on-
going real world conflicts, specifically the con-
flicts between the US and Iran and between the
Palestinians and Israelis. Although some previ-
ous studies considered the relationship between
global climate change and war, for example
using historical data to show that long-term
climate change has driven past wars (Zhang,
Brecke, Lee, He, & Zhang, 2007), our study
takes an experimental approach, and investi-
gates processes through which awareness of
global climate change might encourage peace
rather than war.

Sherif (1966) posited that, much like a super-
ordinate goal or group identity, the presence of
a shared threat can encourage intergroup coop-
eration and reduce conflict. An early study
found, for example, that participants awaiting a
painful electric shock were more likely to help
someone they thought was sharing the same
threat, but not someone who was not (Darley &
Morris, 1975). Others demonstrated that per-
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ceived interdependence born from a shared
threat plays a key role in the formation of in-
group/outgroup boundaries (Flippen, Hornstein,
Siegal, & Weitzman, 1996). Presumably, shared
fate and shared threat lead to a recategorization
of group boundaries and give rise to a sense of
“we-ness,” which in turn increases intergroup
cooperation and reduces intergroup conflict.
Unfortunately, relatively few studies have doc-
umented the conflict-assuaging properties of
shared threat and, to our knowledge, no research
has yet examined the interplay between shared
threats and variables such as MS, that have been
shown to exacerbate support for violence
among groups with long histories of intractable
conflict.

The present studies were designed to inte-
grate previous work on shared group identity
and shared threat with TMT ideas about the
existential roots of intergroup conflict. We
sought to determine if focus on a shared global
threat—specifically, the threat of global climate
change—can reduce or reverse the common
finding that existential threat exacerbates inter-
group conflicts. Given the increasingly global-
ized nature of the modern world, and the need
for diverse groups with sometimes opposing
interests to work together to remedy these prob-
lems, it is important to know if heightening
awareness of the shared nature of these threats
might help reduce the costly conflicts that em-
broil much of the world today.

Global Climate Change as
Superordinate Threat

The vast majority of the scientific community
agrees that the earth’s climate is changing, that
these changes have the potential to produce
catastrophic consequences, and that humans
have been contributing to this phenomenon (e.
g., Canadian Meteorological & Oceanographic
Society, 2002; Joint Science Academies, 2005).
Although the severity of the predicted effects of
climate change are disputed by some (Ball,
2007), many scientists have warned of the po-
tential for cataclysmic global disasters, includ-
ing extinction of animal species, flooding of
densely populated coastal areas, forced evacua-
tions and migrations in regions no longer able to
support agriculture, disruptions of weather pat-
terns, drought, famine, and increased competi-
tion for resources (Hileman, 1999; Intergovern-

mental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 1996;
Schneider, 1997).

Building on research from psychology, soci-
ology, political science, economics, history, and
geography, Anderson and DeLisi (2011) present
evidence that global climate change might in-
tensify existing intergroup conflicts and create
new ones. Both experimental and correlational
studies establish that uncomfortably warm tem-
peratures increase physical aggression and vio-
lence (e.g., Anderson & Anderson, 1998; An-
derson, Anderson, Dorr, DeNeve, & Flanagan,
2000). In addition to the direct effects of global
climate change on irritability and aggression,
there would likely also be indirect effects on
populations whose livelihoods and survival are
threatened by the changes brought about by
global climate change. As realistic group con-
flict theory (Sherif et al., 1961) suggests, the
inevitable decrease in resources precipitated by
global climate change could lead to more inter-
group violence as groups try to secure the re-
sources they need. In fact, some argue that
climate change already has exacerbated existing
tensions and conflicts in the Darfur region of
Sudan and in Bangladesh (Anderson & DeLisi,
2011).

Although the potential for global catastrophe,
including increased intergroup conflict, is great
if the projected effects of global climate change
occur, research and theory (Allport, 1954;
Gaertner et al., 1993) suggest another possibil-
ity, at least before these consequences become
too severe. Awareness of the shared nature of
this impending threat could encourage cooper-
ation among those affected and might even fa-
cilitate resolution of long-standing conflicts.
This article presents three studies examining the
interactive effect of existential threat and con-
templating the consequences of global climate
change. Based on TMT and classic theories and
research on the impact of shared goals and
threats, we hypothesized that reminders of death
would lead people focusing on the shared global
consequences of climate change to increase
their support for peace and reconciliation and
decrease their support for war.

Study 1

Although thoughts of death frequently fuel
hostility toward outgroups (Motyl et al., 2009),
a global threat such as climate change may
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induce a sense of shared fate and therefore
activate the goal of cooperation and peace-
making. If that is the case, support for peace-
building in response to thoughts of global cli-
mate change should be increased by MS. To test
this hypothesis, we asked participants to imag-
ine the global consequences of climate change.
Our dependent measure in Study 1 was support
for structural peace-building, which refers to
the proactive healing and prevention of violent
conflict through the institutional elimination of
social injustice and violent conflict (Christie,
Tint, Wagner, & Winter, 2008). To control for
the effects of imagining a catastrophe and to
emphasize the impact of a shared global disas-
ter, control participants were asked to think
about a catastrophic event that affects only peo-
ple in a specific region, in this case, a major
earthquake in San Francisco. We hypothesized
that focusing on global climate change, which is
a threat to all humanity, would boost support for
international peace-building, especially under
conditions of MS.

Method

Participants. One hundred and nine psy-
chology students (61 women, 48 men) at a
Rocky Mountain region university in the United
States participated in return for course credit.1

Participants ranged in age from 18 to 47 years
(M � 21.85, SD � 4.80).

Materials and procedure. The study was
conducted in small groups. Participants completed
a series of filler questionnaires prior to exposure to
experimental manipulations. Next, they com-
pleted one of two versions of a catastrophe imag-
ination exercise. Each introduced a threat fol-
lowed by a list of possible effects for participants
to consider. In the global climate change condi-
tion, participants were asked to imagine, regard-
less of their beliefs of the likelihood of such
events, the global consequences of climate change
such as: melting ice caps and rising sea-levels;
forced migrations and evacuations; rising temper-
atures and severe storms; long drought seasons;
and shifts in energy sources. In the localized ca-
tastrophe condition, participants were asked to
imagine, regardless of their beliefs of the likeli-
hood of such an event, an earthquake in San
Francisco, the much-feared “big one,” and its lo-
cal consequences such as: disturbing the San Fran-
cisco Bay; forcing San Franciscans to relocate;

damaging the city and local crops; and reconstruc-
tion efforts throughout the region. Pilot testing
revealed that even participants who do not believe
climate change to be a real threat write about
possible worldwide problems attributable to cli-
mate change when instructed to put aside their
personal beliefs about the likelihood of such
events happening, as instructed to do so in these
studies.

Participants then completed two questions re-
lated to either death or dental pain, an aversive
control topic. Specifically, participants were asked
to: “Please briefly describe the emotions that the
thought of death [dental pain] arouses in you,” and
“Jot down, as specifically as you can what you
think will happen to you as you physically die
[experience dental pain] and once you have phys-
ically died [experienced dental pain].” Next, par-
ticipants completed a distraction task (brief word
search puzzle) meant to facilitate thoughts of
death fading from conscious attention. Such fad-
ing from focal attention is essential for instigating
worldview defense because distal terror manage-
ment defenses are activated when thoughts of
death are highly accessible but not in focal atten-
tion (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 1999).

A 14-item version of the Support for Diplo-
macy Scale (SDS; Vail & Motyl, 2010), de-
signed to assess structural peace-building atti-
tudes, was the dependent measure. Each SDS
item was measured on an 11-point scale (11 �
strongly agree, 1 � strongly disagree). The mea-
sure included statements such as, “Leaders of the
United States should actively engage in diplo-
matic efforts with the leaders of states who spon-
sor terrorism (e.g., Iran, Libya, Syria)” and
“America’s strong military showing undermines
its peaceful goals.” The SDS demonstrated excel-
lent internal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha � .91).
After completing the SDS, participants were
thanked for their participation, probed for suspi-
cion, given course credit, and debriefed.

Results and Discussion

A 2 (MS: Death vs. Dental Pain) � 2 (Ca-
tastrophe: Global Climate Change vs. San Fran-
cisco Earthquake) analysis of variance
(ANOVA) on support for peace-building re-

1 Seven participants were excluded from subsequent anal-
yses because they skipped over the open-ended manipula-
tion questions that were crucial to the study.
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vealed only the predicted MS � Climate Change
interaction, F(1, 105) � 4.66, p � .05, �2 � .04.
Tests for simple main effects revealed that MS
had no effect on peace-building among partici-
pants primed with a localized catastrophe, F(1,
105) � 0.38, ns. However, in the global climate
change condition, MS increased support for
peace-building, F(1, 105) � 5.82, p � .05, �2 �
.05 (Figure 1). Looked at differently, within the
pain condition, there was a nonsignificant trend
toward an effect of the threat manipulations,
F(1, 105) � 2.45, p � .12. Among participants
in the pain condition, those primed with the
global common catastrophe (M � 7.07, SD �
2.11) tended to be less supportive of peacemak-
ing than those primed with the local uncommon
catastrophe (M � 7.80, SD � 1.63). A nonsig-
nificant trend in the opposite direction was
found within the death condition, F(1, 105) �
2.21, p � .14. Among participants in the death
condition, those primed with the global com-
mon catastrophe (M � 8.19, SD � 1.42) were
marginally more supportive of peacemaking
than those primed with the local uncommon
catastrophe (M � 7.52, SD � 1.51). These
findings provide further evidence that existen-
tial threat does not always increase intergroup
conflict—thoughts of death encouraged support
for peace-building when participants were fo-
cused on the potential shared catastrophic con-
sequences of global climate change.

Although MS tended to decrease support for
peace building in the control condition, this
effect was not statistically significant. This
weak trend may appear inconsistent with previ-
ous studies showing that MS increases support

for war and terrorism (e.g., Pyszczynski et al.,
2006). One possible explanation is that whereas
previous studies assessed support for war, the
present study assessed attitudes toward struc-
tural peace-building, which has been shown to
be a distinct construct (Vail & Motyl, 2010). It
may be easier and more socially acceptable to
favor war than it is to disapprove of attempts at
peace-making. It is also possible that whereas
previous studies were focused on relatively spe-
cific conflicts, the present peace-building mea-
sure was more general and abstract.

Study 2

Study 2 was a conceptual replication of Study
1 with a measure of support for war against a
specific country, Iran. If our explanations for the
weak effect of MS observed in the control con-
dition in Study 1 are correct, Study 2 should
replicate previous research and show an MS
induced increase in support for war, unless
thoughts of global climate change were primed.

To enhance the generalizability of these stud-
ies, we employed different controls for the MS
and global climate change manipulations in
Study 2. Specifically, MS was compared with
thoughts of uncertainty, which has been posited
as an alternative to TMT in explaining why
thoughts of death are threatening, (e.g., van den
Bos, 2001). Instead of comparing thoughts of
global climate change with thoughts of a local-
ized catastrophe within one’s own nation as in
Study 1, thoughts of a catastrophe that affected
an outgroup in a faraway place, flooding in
China, were used as a control in Study 2. This
enabled us to show that it was not the difference
between catastrophic events in one’s own coun-
try and the rest of the world that are responsible
for the effects observed.

Method

Participants. Fifty-six psychology stu-
dents (31 women, 25 men) at a Midwestern
university in the United States participated,
ranging in age from 18 to 22 years (M � 18.54,
SD � .74). Participants received course credit in
return for their participation.

Procedure. The study was conducted in
groups of six participants. Participants completed
a packet of questionnaires containing the manip-
ulations and dependent measures. They were in-

Figure 1. Support for diplomatic peace-building as a func-
tion of mortality salience (MS) and threat.
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structed to work through the questionnaires in the
order that they were presented and not look for-
ward or backward in the packet. When they com-
pleted the questionnaires, participants were thor-
oughly debriefed and given course credit.

Materials. Participants completed the same
global climate change task as in Study 1, with a
control condition that asked them to imagine
massive flooding in China and consequences
such as: disturbed waterways, mass relocations,
damaged towns and farm crops, and reconstruc-
tion (full text of this induction may be seen in
the Appendix). Participants then completed the
same MS manipulation as in Study 1, with
parallel questions regarding thoughts of per-
sonal uncertainty as control condition, and then
a word search puzzle as a distraction. This was
followed by the dependent measure, a role-play
measure of support for war against Iran, previ-
ously used by Rothschild (2008). Internal reli-
ability was good, Cronbach’s alpha � .88. Par-
ticipants were asked to, “Imagine that you are
Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces. It is
your job to decide when to use your armed
forces knowing that, as a result, some innocent
civilians are likely to be killed.” Participants
responded to 11 sentence stems on a 10-point
scale that began with “I would support using our
armed forces against Iran . . . and included such
completions as, “if Iran blatantly disregards the
international community” or “if clear evidence
indicated that Iran was developing a nuclear
weapon.” Thus, unlike Study 1, which assessed
support for the general goal of peace building,
Study 2 assessed support for military violence
under specific circumstances against a specific
country with which the United States has had a
long-standing conflict that was receiving a great
deal of recent attention in the national news at
the time of the study.

Results and Discussion

A 2 (MS: Death vs. Uncertainty) � 2 (Catas-
trophe: Global Climate Change vs. Flooding in
China) ANOVA revealed a marginal main ef-
fect of Global Climate Change, F(1, 52) � 3.55,
p � .07, �2 � .06, such that those in the climate
change condition were lower in their support for
war against Iran. As hypothesized, this effect
was qualified by the MS � Global Climate
Change interaction, F(1, 52) � 5.00, p � .05,
�2 � .09 (Figure 2)2. Pairwise comparisons

revealed that in the flooding in China control
condition, participants reminded of mortality
(M � 8.04, SD � 1.24) were more supportive of
war against Iran than those reminded of uncer-
tainty (M � 6.24, SD � 2.30), t(26) � �2.61,
p � .05. However, when asked to imagine the
common catastrophe of global climate change,
MS (M � 6.13, SD � 1.45) did not significantly
increase support for war compared with the
uncertainty condition (M � 6.41, SD � 1.63),
t(26) � 0.47, ns. Looked at differently, when
confronted with personal uncertainty, partici-
pants who imagined either a localized or global
catastrophe did not differ in their support for
war against Iran, t(28) � �.22, ns. When re-
minded of mortality, however, imagining global
climate change reduced support for war against
Iran, t(24) � 3.61, p � .01.

Study 2 conceptually replicated and extended
the findings of Study 1. Whereas Study 1 showed
that thoughts of global climate change channeled
responses to MS toward general support for
peace-building, Study 2 demonstrated the con-
verse of this phenomenon, that focus on global
climate change eliminated the effect of MS on
increased support for military action against
Iran. Because the two studies used different
dependent measures and different controls for

2 A 2 (male vs. female) � 2 (MS vs. uncertainty) � 2
(catastrophe: common vs. foreign) ANOVA revealed no
main or interactive effects involving the sex variable on
militarism against Iran Fs � .39, p(rep)s � .67. Similar
analyses were conducted in all three studies and because no
gender-related effects were found, this variable was not
included in the major analyses.

Figure 2. Support for war against Iran as a function of
mortality salience (MS) and threat.
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the MS and climate change inductions, they
provide converging evidence for the finding that
thoughts of global climate change channel re-
sponses to existential threat away from violence
and toward peace and reconciliation.

The finding that making the potential global
consequences of climate change salient chan-
nels responses to existential fear toward more
peaceful attitudes is encouraging, especially at a
time when both of these threats loom as major
international problems. However, the first two
studies assessed this effect among American
college students who are somewhat removed
from the day-to-day effects of the conflicts to-
ward which their attitudes were assessed.
Would the peace-promoting effects of focusing
on global climate change generalize to people
more deeply enmeshed in an ongoing violent
confrontation? Study 3 addressed this question.

Study 3

Study 3 examined whether the effect of prim-
ing thoughts of global climate change would
extend to Muslim Palestinian citizens of Israel
during the height of the 2009 Israeli invasion of
Gaza. These people typically experience con-
flicted dual Israeli-Palestinian identity (Shamir
& Shikaki, 2002), but at times of escalating
conflict between Israel and Arabs, they tend to
identify more with their Palestinian brethren
(Al-Haj, 1997; Jamal, 2004). Surveys showed
that they were strongly opposed to the Israeli
incursion into Gaza (Yaar & Hermann, 2008).

To clarify for whom thoughts about global
climate change produce the predicted effect, we
assessed the role of individual differences in the
tendency to perceive people as sharing a com-
mon humanity as a potential moderator of the
effects. If thoughts of global climate change
produce their peace-promoting effects because
they lead people to see themselves as interde-
pendent and sharing a common fate with others,
this effect should be most pronounced among
those prone to construe the world in such terms
to begin with. Creating this sense of shared fate
would be much more difficult among persons
who typically avoid viewing their group and
others in this light, which seemed a possible
problem among our Palestinian sample at the
time of this study when Israeli military presence
was especially salient. Thus, we predicted a
MS � Global Climate Change � Common Hu-

manity Orientation interaction on support for
peaceful coexistence with Israeli Jews.

Study 3 also employed a different control
condition for the global climate change manip-
ulation, in an attempt to address a potential
weakness of Studies 1 and 2. These studies had
compared thoughts of the shared consequences
of global climate change with a major cata-
strophic earthquake in San Francisco (Study 1)
or catastrophic flooding in China (Study 2). One
might argue that the relevance to the self of
global climate change versus catastrophes oc-
curring in faraway places was a confounding
factor in these experiments. Hence, in Study 3
we used a control scenario (i.e., “major cata-
strophic earthquake in Israel”) that was compa-
rably self-relevant to the global climate change
scenario.

Method

Participants. One hundred Muslim Palestin-
ian citizens of Israel (54 women, 46 men), ranging
in age from 18 to 25 years (median � 20) volun-
teered to participate in the study. Participants were
students at various colleges and universities in
Israel. The study was conducted in January 2009,
during the Israeli invasion of Gaza.

Materials and procedure. All materials
were administered in Arabic by a Muslim Arab
research assistant. Participants first completed
the same global climate change induction as in
previous studies. This time, the localized catas-
trophe control condition entailed imagining an
earthquake in Israel and commenting on conse-
quences such as: disturbing Israeli waters; forc-
ing Israeli citizens to relocate; damaging Is-
raeli towns; damaging crops; and reconstruc-
tion efforts.

Participants then completed the same MS
manipulation with the open-ended questions as
in Studies 1 and 2, with dental pain as the
control condition. The dependent variable was a
13-item questionnaire (Cronbach’s alpha � .88)
assessing support for peaceful coexistence and
reconciliation with Israeli Jews. Participants re-
sponded on a 7-point scale to items such as, “As
difficult as it is, we need to find a way to live in
peace with the Jews,” and “I cannot forgive the
Jews for their actions” (reversed).

Participants then completed filler question-
naires on leisure activity to create a delay be-
tween the manipulation and the measure of per-
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ceived common humanity (PCH; Motyl & Vail,
2009). The PCH scale measures the perception
that all people share an interconnected, uniquely
human predicament. The 11 items on the PCH
(Cronbach’s alpha � .78) were responded to on
a 6-point scale and included statements such as,
“All people are linked to each other in a shared
human bond,” and “When one member of a
community suffers, the whole community suf-
fers.” We administered this measure at the end
rather than beginning of the session to avoid the
possibility that completing it would activate
concepts relevant to the dependent measure.
Scores on the PCH measure were not affected
by the other independent variables, legitimizing
its use as a predictor variable in subsequent
analyses. Finally, participants answered demo-
graphic questions and were debriefed.

Results and Discussion

Hierarchical regression analyses were con-
ducted to assess the effects of MS, global
climate change priming, and PCH on support
for peace and reconciliation.3 We entered the
effect coded (�1, 1) MS and global climate
change variables, and standardized PCH
scores (Step 1), all two-way interactions (Step
2), and the three-way interaction (Step 3). The
analysis revealed a main effect of PCH, � �
.54, t(96) � 6.28, p � .01, and a significant
three-way interaction, � � .20, t(92) � 2.23,
p � .05. Consistent with predictions, among
participants high in PCH (�1 SD), MS sig-
nificantly increased support for peace and recon-
ciliation in the global climate change condition,
� � �.43, t(92) � �2.29, p � .05, but had no
effect in the local catastrophe condition,
� � �.02, t(92) � �.11, ns. However, among
participants low in PCH (�1 SD), MS margin-
ally reduced support for peace and reconcilia-
tion in the global climate change condition, � �
.30, t(92) � 1.62, p � .07, but had no significant
effect in the local catastrophe condition,
� � �.09, t(92) � �0.57, ns. The data for these
effects on the original 7-point scale are pre-
sented in Figure 3.

To our knowledge, Study 3 was the first
research to document the effect of MS on atti-
tudes related to the Middle Eastern conflict
among Palestinians. The results indicate that
among Palestinian citizens of Israel who are low
in perceptions of common humanity, MS and

thoughts of global climate change led to a mar-
ginal decrease in support for peace with Israeli
Jews. This is consistent with previous studies
showing that MS often increases support for
violent solutions to this conflict (e.g., Hirsch-
berger & Ein-Dor, 2006). Given that these low
PCH participants tend not see themselves as
being part of a shared humanity, it makes sense
that this decrease in support for peaceful solu-
tions emerged in the global climate change con-
dition. As Anderson and DeLisi (2011) sug-
gested, global climate change is likely to pit
groups against each other in pursuit of scarce
resources, especially groups with long-standing
animosities like the Palestinians and Israelis.
However, consistent with our hypothesis and
the results of Studies 1 and 2, participants high
in PCH responded to MS, when reminded of
global climate change, with greater support for
peaceful coexistence with Israeli Jews.

There were no significant effects of MS for
either group in the local catastrophe condition.
This might reflect the fact that, unlike Studies 1
and 2, in which the localized catastrophes in-
volved events that would not affect them, an
earthquake in Israel would likely directly affect
participants themselves, along with most others
in the region, both Muslim and Jewish. Thus,

3 The MS manipulation did not exert a significant effect
on PCH, � � �.12, t(96) � �1.12, p � .24. Nor did the
global climate change condition, � � �.04, t(96) � �.36,
p � .72. Similarly, there was no significant interaction
between the MS condition and global climate change con-
dition, � � .12, t(93) � �.74, p � .46, between the MS
condition and support for peace, � � .103, t(93) � .92, p �
.36, and between global climate change condition and sup-
port for peace on PCH, � � �.107, t(93) � �.83, p � .41.
No significant three-way MS Condition � Global Climate
Change Condition � Support for Peace Interaction was
observed on PCH either, � � .12, t(92) � .67, p � .5.

Figure 3. Support for peaceful coexistence with Israel as
a function of mortality salience (MS), threat, and perception
of common humanity.
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although this control condition did not entail a
common global fate, it did depict a local disas-
ter that would be shared by both sides of the
conflict.

General Discussion

These studies demonstrate that increased
awareness of the shared threat of global climate
change can, at least under some circumstances,
reduce support for war and promote efforts at
peaceful coexistence and international coopera-
tion. In Study 1, imagining the shared conse-
quences of global climate change led Americans
to respond to MS with increased support for
structural peace-building and international di-
plomacy with respect to international conflicts.
Study 2 replicated this effect on attitudes toward
a specific conflict: Focus on global climate
change eliminated the increase in support for
war with Iran that MS otherwise produced
among Americans. Study 3 found that even in
the midst of an ongoing violent conflict, Pales-
tinian citizens of Israel high in the tendency to
construe humankind as interrelated responded
to MS with increased support for peaceful co-
existence with Israeli Jews when primed with
thoughts of global climate change. These effects
emerged across different controls for the effect
of MS and thoughts of global climate change
across the three studies.

These findings support the classic social psy-
chological idea, as well as more recent concep-
tual refinements, that a superordinate threat can
increase intergroup cooperation and reduce as-
sociated hostility (Allport, 1954; Gaertner et al.,
1993; Sherif et al., 1961). The present studies
extend previous work by showing that a shared
global threat can eliminate the effect of death
reminders—likely a frequent occurrence within
the context of current geopolitical strife— on
support for wars, and increase support for
peaceful solutions to conflicts. Indeed, based on
the current work, the threat of global climate
change, which many believe to be the most
serious of the many challenges humankind is
currently facing (IPCC, 1996), might be pre-
cisely the sort of superordinate threat that
Freud, Allport, and others envisioned as having
the potential to bring warring peoples together.
That this peace-promoting effect was found
among Arab Israelis in the midst of the Israeli
military incursion in Gaza suggests that the

unifying effect of a potential global catastrophe
can extend beyond the laboratory to very real
conflicts at times when passions are running
particularly high. Of course these findings
should not be taken to imply that a shared threat
will always be transformed into the shared goals
of overcoming the threat. Indeed, death itself
could be construed as a threat that all humans
share, but research has shown that it can encour-
age people to both compete and cooperate. Un-
derstanding the conditions under which shared
threats lead to cooperation should be an impor-
tant goal for future research.

If thoughts of global climate change pro-
duced these effects because they instilled a
sense that participants share a common fate with
all humans, the effects should be especially
prominent among persons who typically con-
strue the social world in this way. This is pre-
cisely what Study 3 found. Among people low
in common humanity orientation, MS tended to
decrease support for peace when combined with
thoughts of global climate change. It may be
that a sense of shared fate is especially difficult
to instill among persons low in common hu-
manity orientation, especially during times of
increased conflict, as was produced by the Is-
raeli military action in Gaza during the time
Study 3 was conducted. It also seems likely that
people low in common humanity orientation
would construe shared threats in zero-sum ways
that lead to intergroup competition with respect
to threatened resources. Yet for people high in
the tendency to perceive a common bond with
the rest of humanity, mortality thoughts com-
bined with the global climate change threat led
to increased desire for peaceful coexistence
with the outgroup. This finding highlights the
critical role that group categorization at the hu-
man-level can play in encouraging peaceful so-
lutions to intergroup conflict, and is consistent
with research showing, for example, that cate-
gorizing a historical perpetrator group at the
maximally inclusive human level leads to
greater reconciliatory efforts (Wohl &
Branscombe, 2005).

The current studies examined the effect of
awareness of the potential future impact of
global climate change rather than how people
respond when in the midst of a shared global
crisis. Whether such effects would occur once
climate changes have already produced widely
recognized catastrophic consequences is a dif-
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ferent question. It is possible and perhaps likely
that, as Anderson and DeLisi (2011) suggest,
the actual occurrence of such conflicts over
resources would exacerbate hostilities and con-
flicts. This suggests that the time for increased
focus on this potential future problem is now
rather than after catastrophic consequences oc-
cur. Furthermore, global climate change is a
contentious, politically and religiously charged
issue, particularly in the United States. This
divisive nature of the problem can be an imped-
iment to achieving in the real world the peace-
promoting effects we observed in our study. It
should also be noted that our findings reflect an
effect that occurred shortly after the priming
induction; thus additional research is needed to
address long-term effects of such thoughts on
important behaviors such as voting or other
forms of political action and practical ways
these findings could be implemented to produce
long-lasting and meaningful reductions in hos-
tility in ongoing conflicts.

U.S. President Barack Obama’s recent for-
eign policy statements have invoked the idea
that the problems the world are facing, includ-
ing global climate change, are too great to be
solved by any one country and that solving them
will require setting aside rivalry and conflict. In
a speech about the problem of climate change,
Obama stated:

This is also a global problem, so it’s going to require a
global coalition to solve it. If we’ve got problems with
climate change . . . that knows no boundaries; and the
decisions of any nation will affect every nation . . . We are
ready to engage—and we’re asking other nations to join
us in tackling this challenge together . . . (Hass, 2009)

Obama’s portrayal of the United States as
seeking partnership with other countries to fight
these global threats have led to a great deal of
criticism and claims that such “displays of
weakness” will embolden our enemies and
make us less safe (Montopoli, 2009; Stolberg,
2009). The present findings suggest, however,
that awareness of the potential for shared global
catastrophe can reduce support for war and in-
crease support for peace-making among at least
some groups of people. To the extent that public
opinion influences the behavior of leaders and
nations, these findings suggest that keeping peo-
ple mindful of shared global threats might fa-
cilitate a more peaceful world. They also sug-
gest that increasing cooperation among groups

currently embroiled in conflict should be added
to potential financial benefits that are frequently
discussed as beneficial side effects of address-
ing the serious problem of global climate
change.
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Appendix

Climate Prime Manipulation Materials

Climate Change Imagery Task: Studies 1–3

This assessment is a recently developed, in-
novative measure of personality. Recent re-
search suggests that the ability to imagine future
events tells us a considerable amount about
individuals’ personality. Your response to this
survey will be content-analyzed in order to as-
sess certain dimensions of your personality.
Your honest response to the following question
will be appreciated.

1. There are differing viewpoints on global
climate change these days. Most scientists
agree that it is occurring or will occur, but
nobody can predict the future. Regardless of
whether global climate change is real and
happening, or will happen sometime in the
future, think about what it would be like IF it
did happen.

For this task, set aside your personal and
scientific views towards global climate
change and think about what would happen IF
global climate change were to occur. The
following list contains some of the physical
results of climate change that most scientists
suggest are likely. List and describe some of
the consequences global climate change
would have on people living around the plan-
et. Specifically, we are interested in the sce-
narios for how individual people, govern-
ments, and other groups might react if the
following events that scientists say are likely
to happen do actually happen.

a. If polar ice caps melted and sea levels rose:
b. If people are forced to move from their

rural homes to more urban areas:
c. If rising water temperatures caused more

severe storms:
d. If farmers experienced longer drought sea-

sons:
e. If more jobs were created around the world

by pursuing new, clean energy sources:

San Francisco Earthquake Control Imagery
Task: Study 1

This assessment is a recently developed, in-
novative measure of personality. Recent re-
search suggests that the ability to imagine future
events tells us a considerable amount about
individuals’ personality. Your response to this
survey will be content-analyzed in order to as-
sess certain dimensions of your personality.
Your honest response to the following question
will be appreciated.

1. There are differing viewpoints on the like-
lihood of a massive earthquake in San Francisco
(a.k.a. “the Big One”) these days. Most scien-
tists agree that it will occur at some point, but
nobody can predict the future. Regardless of
whether a massive earthquake in San Francisco
is a real risk and will happen think about what
it would be like IF it did happen.

For this task, set aside your personal and
scientific views towards a massive earthquake
occurring in San Francisco and think about what
would happen IF “The Big One” were to occur.
The following list contains some of the physical
results of a major urban earthquake that most
scientists suggest are likely. List and describe
some of the consequences the massive earth-
quake would have on human beings living in
San Francisco. Specifically, we are interested in
the scenarios for how individual people, gov-
ernments, and other groups might react if the
following events that scientists say are likely to
happen do actually happen.

a. If the earthquake disturbed the waters in
San Francisco bay:

b. If people are forced to move from San
Francisco to other areas:

c. If the earthquake caused severe after-
shocks:

d. If the grape farms were damaged and could
not produce crops:

(Appendix continues)
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e. If more construction jobs were created in
San Francisco to repair the damage:

China Flood Control Imagery Task:
Study 2

This assessment is a recently developed, in-
novative measure of personality. Recent re-
search suggests that the ability to imagine future
events tells us a considerable amount about
individuals’ personality. Your response to this
survey will be content-analyzed in order to as-
sess certain dimensions of your personality.
Your honest response to the following question
will be appreciated.

1. There are differing viewpoints on the mas-
sive flooding in China these days. Most scien-
tists agree that it will occur again at some point,
but nobody can predict the future. Regardless of
whether massive flooding in China is a real risk
and will happen again soon, think about what it
would be like IF it did happen again.

For this task, set aside your personal and
scientific views towards massive flooding oc-
curring in China and think about what would
happen IF it were to occur again. The following
list contains some of the physical results of a
major flood that most scientists suggest are
likely. List and describe some of the conse-
quences the massive flooding would have on
people living in China. Specifically, we are in-
terested in the scenarios for how individual peo-
ple, governments, and other groups might react
if the following events that scientists say are
likely to happen do actually happen.

a. If the flooding disturbed their waterways:
b. If people are forced to move from China to

other areas:
c. If the flooding caused severe damage to

their towns:
d. If their farms were damaged and could not

produce crops:
e. If more construction jobs were created in

China to repair the damage:

Imagery Task: Israel Earthquake Control
Study 3

This assessment is a recently developed, in-
novative measure of personality. Recent re-
search suggests that the ability to imagine future
events tells us a considerable amount about
individuals’ personality. Your response to this
survey will be content-analyzed in order to as-
sess certain dimensions of your personality.
Your honest response to the following question
will be appreciated.

1. There are differing viewpoints on a major
earthquake in Israel. Most scientists agree that
it will occur again at some point, but nobody
can predict the future. Regardless of whether a
major earthquake is a real risk and will hap-
pen again soon, think about what it would be
like IF it did happen again.

For this task, set aside your personal and
scientific views towards a major earthquake
in Israel and think about what would happen IF
it were to occur again. The following list con-
tains some of the physical results of a major
earthquake that most scientists suggest are
likely. List and describe some of the conse-
quences a massive earthquake would have on
people living in Israel. Specifically, we are in-
terested in the scenarios for how individual peo-
ple, governments, and other groups might react
if the following events that scientists say are
likely to happen do actually happen.

a. If the earthquake disturbed the water sup-
ply:

b. If people are forced to move from Israel to
other areas:

c. If the earthquake caused severe damage to
towns in this region:

d. If farms were damaged and could not pro-
duce crops:

e. If more construction jobs were created in
Israel to repair the damage:
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