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Introduction 

Climate change is a worldwide issue impacting the livelihood of the global population and 
researchers seek to mitigate its impacts (Sethi et al., 2020). One possible solution to mitigate 
climate risk is to raise awareness about the effects and, in turn, encourage and impact behaviors 
related to climate action (Halady & Rao, 2010). For awareness programs to be effective, it is 
important to understand what and how people think about climate change risk. How near or far 
people consider climate change (psychological distance) influences their climate change 
concerns and mitigation intentions (Jones et al., 2016). While previous research has attempted to 
study psychological distance in relation to climate change intentions and resulting behaviors 
(Brugger et al., 2016; Jones et al., 2016), limited studies have explored its relationship with the 
perceived severity of climate change. This gap is important to explore as people are more likely 
to act on issues they perceive as more threatening (Aguilar-Luzon et al., 2023). Hence, in this 
study, we sought to explore psychological distances to climate change and perceptions of climate 
risk severity, along with the potential relationships between these variables.  
 

Theoretical Framework 
Construal level theory (CLT) of psychological distance was used to guide our study. The theory 
posits that people perceive, interpret, and act on things based on their psychological distance 
about the objects/issues they are thinking about (Trope & Liberman, 2010). Psychological 
distance refers to perceived closeness or distance of an object/issue among people, representing 
their mental concreteness or abstractness on the object/issue. The theory focuses on four kinds of 
psychological distances: temporal, spatial, social, and hypothetical (Trope & Liberman, 2010). 
Temporal, spatial, social, and hypothetical distances describe how near or far the object/issue is 
perceived based on time, physical space, social relationships, and likelihood to occur, 
respectively (Fugita et al., 2006; Liberman & Trope, 1998; Trope & Liberman, 2003, 2010). 
While positive relationships among these distances are assumed, the relationships do not always 
exist (Egger & Kim, 2024). According to CLT, more distant objects/issues are associated with 
higher construal (higher abstractness) and near objects/issues are associated with lower construal 
(higher concreteness) (Trope & Liberman, 2010). The CLT has been used to study perceived 
distance, level of construal, their associations and influences, and associated concepts not only in 
psychology, but also in a wide variety of other areas such as communication, sociology, 
economics, and environment (Alder & Sarstedt, 2021). Climate change is a prominent area 
studied using CLT (Brugger et al., 2016; Haden et al., 2012).   

 
Methods 

We employed quantitative methods for data collection and analysis. The validity of the 
researcher-developed survey instrument was ensured by a panel of experts and reliability was 
satisfied during a pilot test using Cronbach’s alpha values (temporal distance = .96, social 
distance = .89, hypothetical distance = .78, perceived severity = .94) (Nunnally, 1978). While the 
reliability was not achieved in the pilot for spatial distance, it was achieved in the full study (𝛼 = 
.71). All the psychological distances and perceived severity of climate change were measured on 
5-point Likert scales. Example items included, climate change is unlikely to affect my local area 
(spatial distance), climate change is not harming people right now all over the world (temporal 
distance), climate is unlikely to have a big impact on people like me (social distance), I’m 
uncertain that climate change is happening (hypothetical distance), and how serious is the threat 



 

of climate change to you? (perceived severity). In each measure, the larger value represented 
more distance or a more significant threat, as applicable. A sample was obtained by Qualtrics 
Research Services based on quotas for U.S. region and state populations. Data were collected 
between November 7 and December 8, 2023, and a total of 2,191 responses were complete and 
usable. The participants averaged 46 years in age (M = 46.06, SD = 16.52), with the majority 
identifying as women (n = 1102, 50.30%), followed by men (n = 1075, 49.06%). Data were 
analyzed by using descriptive statistics and correlation techniques in SPSS Version 29. 
 

Results 
Participants indicated neutral perceptions of spatial distance (M = 2.86, SD = 1.02), social 
distance (M = 3.36, SD = 1.26), and hypothetical distance (M = 3.27, SD = 1.25) of climate 
change. However, participants perceived climate change to be temporally near (M = 2.19, SD = 
1.08) and as a serious threat (M = 3.71, SD = 1.16). Multiple significant correlations were 
observed between variables (Table 1).  

 
Table 1 
Psychological Distances and Perceived Climate Change Severity Correlations (N = 2191) 

 
Spatial 
distance 

Social 
distance 

Hypothetical 
distance 

Temporal 
distance 

Social distance r -.58    
p-value <.05    

Hypothetical distance r -.48 .62   
p-value <.05 <.05   

Temporal distance r -.04 -.39 -.31  
p-value .067 <.05 <.05  

Perceived Severity r -.10 .43 .34 -.80 
 p-value <.05 <.05 <.05 <.05 
 

Discussion, Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations 
This study provides additional insights in the research area of climate change perceptions. Based 
on our findings, while climate change was perceived as a current, serious threat overall, 
participants were only partially certain about its occurrence and impacts on the areas close to 
them and with people connected to them. Similar to the findings of Egger and Kim (2024), our 
research suggests that psychological distances do not necessarily correlate with one another, and 
when they do, the relationship can vary in direction. Psychological distance can also relate to 
perceived severity of climate change in any direction. These findings suggest the need to 
communicate climate risk considering the influence of psychological distance. As people are 
more likely to act on the issues they perceive as severe (Aguilar-Luzon et al., 2023), audience-
tailored interventions about climate change severity and perceived psychological distance can be 
useful to help guide their behaviors. These implications may be useful in sectors with 
pronounced climate change impacts including agriculture. For instance, research has suggested 
an immediate need to motivate farmers in adopting climate change mitigation strategies (Haden 
et al., 2012), and our findings may help policy makers informing their decisions regarding the 
formulation and implementation of climate change initiatives.  
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