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The urgency of environmental issues, notably climate change, demands a nuanced understanding of the psy-
chological barriers and enablers of pro-environmental attitudes and behaviors. Our study delves into the
psychological underpinnings of environmental concern, a pivotal gateway to pro-environmental behaviors,
focusing on the interplay between system justification theory and construal level theory. We hypothesize that
individuals with a strong system justification trait perceive environmental problems to be psychologically dis-
tant, which leads to diminished environmental concern. Expanding on this, we anticipate that external threats
to the system exacerbate this effect. However, we posit that strategically reducing psychological distance, e.g.
through targeted manipulations, can counterbalance this negative effect. We test our hypotheses in three em-
pirical studies: Study 1 shows that a strong system justification trait leads to a high psychological distance to
environmental problems and low environmental concern. Study 2 builds on this foundation and demonstrates
that experimentally induced threats to the system reinforce the negative effect of a strong system justification
trait on environmental concern via psychological distance. Finally, Study 3 showcases that experimentally
reducing psychological distance weakens the negative connection between a system justification trait and
environmental concern. Overall, our research develops a comprehensive framework to explain variations in
environmental concern by linking system justification and construal level theory. Importantly, we introduce
interventions to reduce the negative effect of a strong system justification trait on environmental concern. Un-
derstanding these psychological mechanisms is pivotal for policymakers and communicators seeking effective
strategies to bolster environmental attitudes and actions.
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