
Escuela de Negocios

Climate hypocrisy attacks are bipartisan, but 
their psychological impact is unequal
Autoría no ditelliana: Niella Tamara & Deroy, Ophelia (Ludwig-
Maximilians-University Munich)
Autoría ditelliana: Navajas, Joaquín (Universidad  Torcuato Di 
Tella. Escuela de Negocios. Laboratorio de Neurociencia)

Fecha de publicación: 27/06/2025

¿Cómo citar este trabajo?
Tamara Niella, Joaquin Navajas, Ophelia Deroy et al. Climate 
hypocrisy attacks are bipartisan, but their psychological impact is 
unequal, 27 June 2025, PREPRINT (Version 1) available at Research 
Square [https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-6940104/v1]

El presente documento se encuentra alojado en el Repositorio Digital 
de la Universidad Torcuato Di Tella, bajo una licencia Atribución 4.0 
internacional, según lo indicado en la fuente original del documento

Dirección: https://repositorio.utdt.edu/handle/20.500.13098/13487

Biblioteca Di Tella

Tipo de documento: preprint





 

 

 

Environmental action is one place where accusations of hypocrisy are frequent across the 

political spectrum. Here we test whether there is indeed a hypocrisy penalty whereby the same 

environmentally damaging actions are blamed more if the agent speaks out in favor of climate 

protection, rather than saying nothing. In two pre-registered studies, we also test whether the 

penalty faced for hypocrisy is the same depending on  own climate policy support, and 

whether the target of the attacks modulates it. In two pre-registered studies (N = 962), we 

confirm a hypocrisy penalty but see it decrease among strong climate policy supporters and when 

hypocrisy came from one's political ingroup. Our findings highlight the asymmetric political 

impact of climate hypocrisy accusations, with implications for climate communication and 

political psychology.  



Calling someone a hypocrite accusing them of saying one thing and doing another (e.g., 1 

Barden et al., 2005) is a frequent move in climate debates. Climate scientists are criticized for 2 

flying to conferences, and politicians for supporting oil companies while urging others to reduce 3 

fossil fuel use and claiming an undeserved higher moral or social ground (Effron et al., 2015). 4 

Such accusations appear in hundreds of news articles (Gunster et al., 2018b, 2018a) and flourish 5 

on social media platforms (Falkenberg et al., 2022). As such, climate hypocrisy represents a 6 

great place to study how accusations of hypocrisy play out, especially in a political rather than 7 

simply moral context.  8 

Previous literature in psychology has indeed focused on moral inconsistencies, considering when 9 

the label of hypocrisy is applied and whether it is consistent with philosophical definitions 10 

(Kreps et al., 2017; Laurent & and Clark, 2019; Silver & Berman, 2024; Teeny et al., 2024; 11 

Vaughan-Johnston, 2024) , but also how it translates into changes in moral attitudes. Hypocrites 12 

are judged as disingenuous, less trusted, are punished more, and condemned as morally weak 13 

(Crisp & Cowton, 1994; Effron et al., 2018; Jordan et al., 2017; Laurent et al., 2014; Silver et al., 14 

2021) Some studies have also considered the impact of hypocrisy accusations - for instance 15 

condemning adultery in public while having affairs - during political scandals (McDermott et al., 16 

2015).  17 

What makes climate hypocrisy accusations special, however, is not just that they are prominent 18 

in current political contexts, but that they originate from different sides of the issue. Large-scale 19 

studies have shown that critics call out contradictions in climate commitments across the 20 

political spectrum (Falkenberg et al., 2022; Gunster et al., 2018b). But do these accusations 21 

affect everyone the same way? Whereas sensitivity to moral inconsistency regarding general 22 

moral principles, such as not stealing or not lying, could be expected to be general, sensitivity to 23 

inconsistency in this more politicized domain raises questions:  does sensitivity to hypocrisy 24 

depend on one s political support for climate policies? How does  political support affect 25 

the expected ingroup-outgroup bias, where  judgement is more lenient when the target of 26 

the accusation is from  political tribe (Helgason & Effron, 2022; Wolsky, 2022)?  27 

These are the questions we addressed in two pre-registered studies. The first goal was to extend 28 

prior research showing that hypocrisy is condemned more harshly than simple wrongdoing 29 
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(Barden et al., 2005; Effron, Markus, et al., 2018; Stone & Fernandez, 2008). We examined this 30 

in the context of climate commitments, looking at a climate hypocrisy  defined as a 31 

harsher judgment of environmentally harmful actions when paired with hypocrisy.  32 

Study 1 further assessed whether this penalty depends on  political commitment towards 33 

climate policies. Here, two opposite hypotheses can be made. Based on the Black Sheep Effect 34 

(Marques & and Paez, 1994), where group members are harshly evaluated when they deviate 35 

from group norms, one could expect supporters of climate policies may be more critical of 36 

hypocrisy due to concerns about credibility in terms of commitment to the cause and worry that 37 

it undermines their own and  climate efforts. Indeed, it has been shown that 38 

accusations of climate hypocrisy erode trust, divert attention from solutions, and hinder progress 39 

(Attari et al., 2019; McDermott et al., 2015; von Sikorski & Herbst, 2020). Alternatively, 40 

considering the Moral Balancing Theory  (Nisan & Horenczyk, 1990) or the Moral Licensing 41 

Effect  (Simbrunner & Schlegelmilch, 2017) as mechanisms that allow people to find grounds 42 

that justify their own immoral actions, one could expect that people with lower climate policy 43 

support are harsher towards hypocrisy, finding it a way to regain a moral high ground over those 44 

who promote such actions (and are found guilty of doing the same as them). Study 1, therefore, 45 

can test these two predictions and see whether the hypocrisy penalty is stronger among those 46 

with higher or lower climate change (CC) mitigation support. If hypocrisy regarding climate 47 

action is considered only under the lens of moral inconsistency, we would expect that the penalty 48 

does not depend on  commitment to the cause.  49 

Study 2 explores another facet of the hypocrisy penalty relevant to the domain of climate. 50 

Previous studies have shown that a target is perceived as more hypocritical when the attitude 51 

they express (and contradict in practice) is more deeply embedded in their identity, which we 52 

expect to be the case for politicians in charge of defending and implementing climate policies. 53 

Accusations of hypocrisy are also more prominent when the target is seen as high in competence 54 

or power (Dong et al., 2021). Here, however, based on the Social Identity Theory  (Hogg, 2016) 55 

explaining  biases and perceptions of ingroup and outgroup members, coupled with vast 56 

literature showing that  own political identity shapes reactions (Amira et al., 2021; Falk et 57 

al., 2012; Kim, 2018; Munro et al., 2010; Sparkman et al., 2019), we can expect that climate 58 

hypocrisy is less punished when it originates from a political ingroup rather than an outgroup. 59 
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We also examined whether reading about hypocrisy in politicians affects not just judgment but 60 

also donation behavior and emotions to shed light on its impact. 61 
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First, we replicated Study 1 results. The climate hypocrisy penalty was significant. Participants 118 

found the actions of politicians accused of causing mere harm (n = 357, M = 3.49, SD = 1.42) 119 

more acceptable than those accused of hypocrisy (n = 349, M = 2.83, SD = 1.31; Wilcoxon test: 120 

W = 79,777, p < .001, 95% CI [0.33, 0.99], r = 0.24). This pattern held across topics (alpha = 121 

0.69).  Similarly, we replicated the finding that support for climate mitigation policies (alpha = 122 
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0.83) significantly moderates the climate hypocrisy penalty. As support for mitigation increases, 123 

the penalty weakens (Est = 0.12, df = 2112.00, p < 0.01, 95% CI [0.04, 0.21], d = 0.15). These 124 

results remain unchanged when including the politically  participants or when 125 

controlling for Plausibility (i.e., how likely to be true participants found the social media posts to 126 

be; see Supplemental Information). 127 
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Participants with stronger mitigation policies support donated significantly more to 144 

environmental causes (Est = 0.09, df = 704, p < .001, 95% CI [0.24, 0.38], d = 0.66), suggesting 145 

that policy support drives meaningful action. However, accusations of hypocrisy versus mere 146 

harm had no significant effect on donation behavior (Est = -0.002, p = 0.94), and no significant 147 

difference was found between accusations against political ingroups versus outgroups (Est = -148 

0.03, p = 0.31). Given that regressions for this behavioral measure did not follow normality of 149 

residuals, we used Bootstrapping methods and confirmed these results. For more details, see 150 

Supplemental Information.   151 

152 

Finally, participants were asked to rate their emotions three negative (frustrated, angry, 153 

worried; alpha = 0.91) and three positive (proud, enthusiastic, hopeful; alpha = 0.95) after 154 
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reading each post. Our exploratory analysis reveals that participants exposed to hypocrisy 155 

reported significantly higher negative emotions compared to those who read about mere harm 156 

(Est = 10.29, df = 2113.00, 95% CI [7.34  13.24], p < .001, d = 0.29). Similarly, participants 157 

reading about their political outgroup expressed higher negative emotions than those reading 158 

about their ingroup (Est = 9.55, df = 2113.00, 95% CI [6.60  12.51], p < .001, d = 0.28). 159 

Positive emotions followed the reverse trend, with lower ratings for hypocrisy (Est = -4.67, df = 160 

2113.00, p < .001, 95% CI [-6.92  -2.43], d = 0.18) and outgroup accusations (Est = -5.92, df = 161 

2113.00, p < .001, 95% CI [-8.16  -3.68], d = 0.22). That said, positive emotions were rated 162 

uniformly low across all groups, so the latter findings should be interpreted cautiously. 163 
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With these limitations in mind, these findings still highlight key challenges in climate 236 

communication and policy framing. Climate hypocrisy accusations are frequent and holding 237 

leaders accountable for discrepancies between their words and actions remains important 238 

(Eckersley, 2013; Platt & Retallack, 2009), yet our findings warn that hypocrisy accusations will 239 

resonate with prior attitudes and add to existing polarization - resonating stronger among those 240 

already doubtful of climate initiatives, while potentially failing to move those committed to 241 

action. Even so, given that our findings suggest opponents react more, climate hypocrisy claims 242 

may reinforce resistance. If supporters  one can argue these accusations still risk increasing 243 

political cynicism and disengagement in the long term (Gunster et al., 2018b, 2018a). 244 

Hypocrisy accusations can also serve different purposes, and while some intend to criticize 245 

politicians or companies who promote pro-climate action but do not follow by actions  246 

 some may aim to motivate reflection about the contradiction between pro-247 
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environmental values and commitment attitudes (Gunster et al., 2018b, 2018a). Additionally, the 248 

importance granted to consistency between words and actions may be also a rich-country luxury, 249 

as pointed by critical scholars, when individuals or leaders from developing countries need to 250 

more immediately respond to changing contexts and compromises (Millar, 2024).  251 

Conclusion  252 

Whether in everyday conversations or on social media, accusations of hypocrisy are common in 253 

climate debates. People are quicker to condemn those who advocate climate action, like reducing 254 

air travel or phasing out fossil fuels, when they fail to follow their own advice, compared to 255 

those who stay silent on those issues. Perfect consistency is of course a high bar, but not 256 

everyone judges inconsistency in the same way. 257 

 258 

Supporters of climate policies are more likely to overlook inconsistencies between words and 259 

actions, focusing instead on what gets done. But the impact of hypocrisy accusations still 260 

depends heavily on who  aimed at. While moral judgments may look backward, what 261 

matters most is their long-term effect on credibility whether pointing out inconsistency builds 262 

momentum for change or simply deepens public mistrust. 263 

 264 

 265 

 266 

 267 

 268 
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 269 

Study 1 270 

 271 

 272 

Observations: To deal with non-parametric aspects of the data and match the analysis properly to 273 

the pre-registered hypotheses, some adjustments to the originally pre-registered analyses were 274 

needed to be made. 275 

 276 

Design  277 

 278 

We conducted an online survey experiment with 2 between-subject conditions, defined by the 279 

content of the vignettes participants would see as stimuli, explained below:  280 

 281 

Hypocrisy Mere harm (Control) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 282 
 283 
 284 

 285 

 286 

Sample  287 

 288 

Following our pre-registered sample goal, we surveyed 260 US participants (n=256 after 289 

discarding those who did not pass attention checks). Data collection was conducted using MTurk 290 

via CloudResearch. Average age was of 41.04 (SD = 11.04), 53.52% Women, 45.70% Men, 291 

0.78% Other. Further demographics are summarized Supplemental Information. 292 
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 293 

Survey 294 

 295 

The study was conducted using an online survey built in Qualtrics with the following structure:  296 

  297 

  298 

  299 

  300 

 301 

 302 

  303 

 304 

Vignettes + Judgment 305 

 306 

For all conditions, participants were presented with four vignettes. Each focused on a different 307 

Climate change action topic (Reducing use of flights, Recycling, Reducing beef consumption, 308 

Reducing commute by car). For example, Last month, Sofia talked to her coworkers about how 309 

important it is that they stop using their cars and switch to biking in order to help the 310 

environment. Sofia drove her car everyday that same  for Hypocrisy condition, and 311 

Sofia lives in an apartment in a city. Sofia drove her car everyday in the past  for Mere 312 

Harm condition. For a complete list of the vignettes refer to Supplemental Information. 313 

 314 

  315 

316 

317 

 318 

319 

Attention Check  320 

For both conditions, participants were presented with a 5th vignette that worked as an attention 321 

check by introducing a trivially right random action for the character in the story. Then, 322 

participants who rated it with anything below 4 were excluded. The vignette was as follows:  323 
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 324 

Ben lives in a house in a town. Last month, Ben helped a blind person cross the street.  325 

 326 

CC Mitigation Policy Support 327 

 328 

Participants are presented with a series of hypothetical policies that are meant to mitigate Climate 329 

Change at the cost of some individual benefit (see list below). For each one of them participants 330 

reported how much they supported each policy using a 7-point liker scale from Strongly oppose331 

to Strongly support (4 being Neither support nor oppose )  332 

 333 

Policies: 334 

  335 

 336 

 337 

 338 

 339 

  340 

 341 

Other Measures 342 

 343 

The survey contained other measures for exploratory analysis purposes which are not covered in 344 

the present paper. These measures were: Environmental Values (Ziegler, 2017), a brief version 345 

the moral Foundations questionnaire (Crone et al., 2021), and Climate Change Knowledge 346 

(Taddicken et al., 2018).   347 

348 

349 
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Study 2 350 

 351 

 352 

 353 

Observations: To deal with non-parametric aspects of the data and match the analysis properly to 354 

the pre-registered hypotheses, minor adjustments to the originally pre-registered analyses were 355 

made. Moreover,  Change  from the pre-registration was operationalized with what 356 

we call the  Change Mitigation Policies  measure presented here.  357 

 358 

Design  359 

 360 

We conducted an online survey experiment with a 2x2 between-subject design, defined by the 361 

content of the social media posts participants would see as stimuli, explained below:  362 

 363 

 Hypocrisy Transgression 

Right Preaches green principles but harmful 

behavior by Right-

wing/Conservative/Republican 

politician 

No special principles mentioned but 

harmful behavior by Right-

wing/Conservative/Republican politician 

Left  Preaches green principles but harmful 

behavior by Left-

wing/Liberal/Democrat politician 

No special principles mentioned but 

harmful behavior by Left-

wing/Liberal/Democrat politician 

 364 

Sample  365 

 366 

Following our pre-registered sample goal, we surveyed 800 US participants (n=706 after 367 

discarding those who did not pass attention checks or did not match the applied cloud research 368 

pre-screeners). Average Age was 44.64 (SD= 13), 48.44% Women, 50.42% Men, 1,14% Other. 369 

Data collection was conducted using MTurk via CloudResearch, where, to ensure a balanced 370 

number of Conservative/Republican and Liberal/Democratic participants, pre-screeners for both 371 
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political party and political orientation were applied.  Participants that in our demographic 372 

questions responded with political orientations dissonant with political party affiliations were 373 

also excluded since it did not align with the cloud research pre-screener and it could create 374 

confusion on the interpretation of results. Further demographics are summarized in Supplemental 375 

Information. 376 

 377 

Survey 378 

 379 

The study was conducted using an online survey built in Qualtrics. It had the following structure:  380 

  381 

  382 

  383 

  384 

  385 

  386 

  387 

  388 

  389 

  390 

  391 

  392 

 393 

Infographics Comprehension  394 

 395 

To ensure there was an understanding that at least in the view of environmental experts, certain 396 

behaviors go against protecting the environment/mitigating climate change, we added a 397 

comprehension measure in the survey where participants were presented with three infographics 398 

that they were told contained information from professionals on three different topics. After 399 

looking at each infographic, participants were asked to answer two questions about the content of 400 

the infographics. As a motivator for them to read the infographics carefully, they were told that if 401 

they responded at least 50% of the questions correctly, they would be included in a draw of over 402 
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fifteen $10 USD gift cards. The topics were: Mental health, Kitchen and food safety, and Climate 403 

Change causes. The figure below portrays the climate change infographic and its comprehension 404 

questions.  405 

 406 

 407 

 408 

 409 

Stimuli + Measures 410 

 411 

For all conditions, participants were presented with three stimuli (snapshots of a social media 412 

post) each focused on a different Climate change action topic (Fossil fuel industry, Private Jet 413 

use, Meat industry), and were told to imagine they entered their preferred social media platform 414 

and saw the following post from a news source. The Figure below shows an example of how the 415 

stimulus looked like. For a complete list of the stimulus texts please refer to Supplemental 416 

Information. 417 
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 418 

 419 

 420 

 421 

422 

423 

 424 

 425 

426 

 427 

 428 

429 

 430 

 431 

432 

433 

434 

435 

 436 

 437 

Donation Activity  438 

Participants were told to imagine they had 100usd personal budget to donate to charity, and were 439 

presented with three different charities (an environmental one, an climate change denial one, and 440 
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a neutral/non environment related one) among which they could distribute those 100 dollars. The 441 

three charities were: Clean Air Task Force (environmental), CO2 Coalition (climate change 442 

denying), Goodwill (neutral). Participants were presented with a small description of each 443 

charity and a sliding scale for each that allowed them to distribute the imaginary budget among 444 

the three of them. Additionally, to ensure participants cared about their decisions in this task, 445 

they were told that we would pick one participant at random and perform a donation based on 446 

their selection, meaning that their decisions in this task could have real-world consequences. 447 

 448 

Attention Checks 449 

 450 

Additionally, the survey had two attention checks that worked as stand-alone questions. For 451 

example: Select the option that is NOT a fruit: a. Apple, b. Banana, c. Cookie, d.    452 

453 

 454 

 455 

456 

457 

458 

459 

460 

461 

462 

463 

 464 

 465 

 466 

All participants approved an online informed consent statement before taking part in the studies. 467 

Protocols for both studies received approval from the Ethics Committee of Faculty 10, Ludwig-468 

Maximilians-Universität München.  469 
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 470 

Data and Code Availability 471 

All data sets and code for analysis can be accessed with the following (anonymized) link to an 472 

OSF folder: https://osf.io/nzvx7/?view_only=e9a6260d4b674401bd02c2fe28dccd9e 473 

 474 
Ethics and Inclusion (Authorship) 475 

 476 
The research was conducted primarily through online survey platforms (MTurk via 477 

CloudResearch) with U.S.-based participants. While the study does not include local researchers 478 

from the U.S., one of the authors was based in the U.S. while Study 1 was conducted. Moreover, 479 

we consider the external perspective of non-U.S. researchers to be an asset in ensuring 480 

objectivity and broadening the scope of climate discourse. 481 

 482 

The study examines climate hypocrisy accusations in the U.S., focusing on how reactions to 483 

hypocrisy vary based on climate policy support and political identity. While the research was not 484 

conducted in collaboration with local partners, its findings are directly relevant to U.S. climate 485 

debates. Additionally, conducting this research as non-U.S. researchers provides a valuable 486 

external viewpoint on the topic. 487 

 488 

Roles and responsibilities were discussed and agreed upon among collaborators at all stages of 489 

the research process. No formal capacity-building plans for local researchers were included, as 490 

the study primarily involved survey-based data collection. 491 

 492 

The research received ethical approval in Germany, covering all aspects of the study. The study 493 

examines moral judgments and climate policy attitudes, topics that could be politically sensitive. 494 

However, no personally identifying information was collected, and participants were recruited 495 

through MTurk, ensuring anonymity and minimizing risks. As an online study, the research does 496 

not pose significant health, safety, or security risks to the researchers. 497 

 498 

The paper integrates research on climate communication, moral psychology, and public attitudes, 499 

with a strong focus on studies relevant to the U.S. context. One key reason for incorporating 500 
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climate policy support as a central variable is its potential ability to better capture the diversity of 501 

people s attitudes compared to traditional political classifications. 502 

 503 
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