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Information on demographics of participants
Table S1. Demographics of the Sample
	Occupation
	N
	Level of education
	N

	University students
	194
	High school diploma/equivalent
	152

	Employees
	63
	Bachelor’s degree/equivalent
	73

	Pupils/in school
	7
	Master’s degree/equivalent
	37

	Self-employed/ freelancer
	5
	Vocational training
	11

	Training/apprenticeship
	4
	PhD
	6

	Unemployed
	3
	Other degree
	6

	Other
	9
	
	

	Total
	285
	
	285



Development of the altered wording
	Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021) investigated the public understanding of eight key termini that were drawn from publicly available IPCC materials and are “[...] central to climate change communications” (Bruine de Bruin et al., 2021; p. 3). Bruine the Bruin et al. selected the termini and sentences through two rounds of consultation with all IPCC Working Group co-chairs, and associated communication officers for the Sixth Assessment Report. The co-chairs were internationally renowned for their expertise in various aspects of climate change and represented the three IPCC Working Groups tasked with communicating about, respectively, climate change, adaptation, and mitigation. Based on their own experience in climate change communications, the co-chairs and communications officers sought to identify termini that were (1) relevant for understanding science-based climate policy; (2) commonly misunderstood by nonscientific audiences; and (3) prominently used in IPCC communications. In the first round, they consulted separately with their respective working groups, producing a cumulative list of 67 termini and associated phrases from IPCC communication materials that illustrated the use of the termini in context. In the second round, they reduced this list to eight termini that best met the three criteria above, while also being useful to all three IPCC Working Groups. (p. 4-6)
We followed the call Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021) made in their paper and created an altered version of the terminology based on their suggestions. Generally, Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021) prompted to "[...] simplify wording, make links to climate change explicit, and describe underlying processes" (Bruine de Bruin et al., 2021, p. 2). In detail, they suggested the following:  “To communicate the meaning of mitigation in a more comprehensible way, it “[…] might be described as ‘policies that reduce emissions to stop climate change (from getting worse)’” (Bruine de Bruin et al., 2021, p. 9). For the term carbon neutral, the study prompted that “spelling out ‘carbon dioxide’ may avoid confusion about the type of carbon involved. Referring to ‘no net increases in carbon dioxide in the air’ or to ‘balance out the carbon dioxide we put into the air’ may help to avoid confusion with ‘zero carbon’” (Bruine de Bruin et al., 2021, p. 10). For unprecedented transition, they suggested improved descriptions could be: "[…] ‘Making big changes together to stop climate change’" (Bruine de Bruin et al., 2021, p. 11). For the term tipping point, a new formulation is needed that “[…] highlights the connection with climate change, the seriousness of the issue at hand, and the role of cascading effects in the climate system. For example, this may include a phrase such as a ‘point at which we can no longer undo climate change (and its effects on ...)’ or ‘when it is too late to stop climate change (and its effects on ...),’ with specific examples” (Bruine de Bruin et al., 2021, p. 12). Alternative wording for sustainable development might be: “[…] ‘Environmentally friendly policies to…’ or ‘environmentally friendly growth in….’. However, the definition of sustainable development is more complex than what is captured by these simplified wordings and refers to meeting the needs of people living today without compromising the needs of people living in the future […]” (Bruine de Bruin et al., 2021, p. 13). Descriptions of carbon dioxide removal need to “[…] specify what carbon dioxide is removed from, how it is removed, and where emissions come from. Simplified descriptions could include: ‘taking carbon dioxide out of the air’ and ‘removing carbon dioxide from the air.’ natural carbon dioxide removal processes, like ‘planting trees,’ and more advanced technologies could be mentioned separately” (Bruine de Bruin et al., 2021, p. 14). For communicating the term adaptation, potential explanations “[…] could include ‘make changes to survive climate change,’ ‘adjusting to climate change,’ or ‘to protect against climate change’ with specific examples of what those actions would entail” (Bruine de Bruin et al., 2021, p. 15). Even though, the last term abrupt change was perceived as fairly well-understood, “[…] participants suggested alternatives for the term abrupt, such as ‘sudden’ and ‘quick’ to indicate the speed of the change, or ‘serious’ and ‘dramatic’ for the size of the change. It may be useful to make the climate context explicit, with references to the size, speed, timing, or something altogether unexpected” (Bruine de Bruin et al., 2021, p. 16). Based on those research findings, we altered the sentences from the IPCC reports (see Table S2).

Table S2. IPCC Definitions of Presented Termini
	Term
	Definition (from the IPCC SR15 glossary, unless otherwise noted)

	Mitigation
	Mitigation (of climate change): a human intervention to reduce emissions or enhance the sinks of greenhouse gases.

	Carbon neutral
	Carbon neutrality is achieved when anthropogenic CO2 emissions are balanced globally by anthropogenic CO2 removals over a specified period. Carbon neutrality is also referred to as net-zero CO2 emission.


	Unprecedented transition
	Transition: the process of changing from one state or condition to another in a given period of time. Transition can be in individuals, firms, cities, regions, and nations and can be based on incremental or transformative change. (No definition for “unprecedented” transition available.)


	Tipping point
	A level of change in system properties beyond which a system reorganizes, often abruptly, and does not return to the initial state even if the drivers of the change are abated. For the climate system, it refers to a critical threshold when global or regional climate changes from one stable state to another stable state.


	Sustainable development
	Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs and balances social, economic, and environmental concerns.


	Carbon dioxide removal
	Human activities to remove carbon dioxide (CO2) from the atmosphere and durably store it in geological, terrestrial, or ocean reservoirs, or in products. It includes existing and potential human enhancement of biological or geochemical sinks and direct air capture and storage but excludes natural CO2 uptake not directly caused by human activities.


	Adaptation
	In human systems, the process of adjustment to actual or expected climate and its effects, in order to moderate harm or exploit beneficial opportunities. In natural systems, the process of adjustment to actual climate and its effects; human intervention may facilitate adjustment to expected climate and its effects.


	Abrupt change
	An “abrupt change” is defined as a regional to global scale event that occurs much faster than the rate of climate change that caused the event (source: SROCC).


Note. The IPCC SR15 glossary can be accessed at: https://archive.ipcc.ch/pdf/special-reports/sr15/sr15_glossary.pdf

Table S3. Items Used for Assessing Participant’ Intention to Act Sustainably

	Items
	Adapted from

	In the future, I will…
	

	use less disposable tableware
	Green consumer behavior scale by Zhao et al. (2014)

	limit my time in the shower to save water
	Pro-environmental behavior scale (PEBS) by Markle (2013)

	buy energy efficient household devices
	Green consumer behavior scale by Zhao et al. (2014)

	reuse paper or plastic bags
	Green consumer behavior scale by Zhao et al. (2014)

	walk or cycle instead of driving (for short distances)
	Pro-environmental behavior scale (PEBS) by Markle (2013)

	take public transportation instead of using the car (for longer distances)

	Pro-environmental behavior scale (PEBS) by Markle (2013)

	buy high efficiency light bulbs to safe energy
	Green consumer behavior scale by Zhao et al. (2014)

	reuse water (e.g., after cooking)
	Green consumer behavior scale by Zhao et al. (2014)

	save more energy
	Scale on intention for sustainable behavior by Silberer et al. (2020)

	bring items to the recycling center

	Green consumer behavior scale by Zhao et al. (2014)

	travel less by air
	Pro-environmental behavior scale (PEBS) by Markle (2013)





Additional Analyses

Additional analysis on participants’ intention to behave sustainably
	To test whether the experimental manipulation influenced any of the intended behaviors to act sustainable, we carried out multiple t-tests. The results are depicted in Table S4.

Table S4. Influence of the Manipulation on Intention to Behave Sustainably
	 Item
	Manipulation
	N
	   M (SD)
	t
	p

	use less disposable tableware
	Alternative Wording
	146
	5.67
	(1.68)
	0.98
	.328

	
	Original Terminology
	139
	5.47
	(1.71)
	
	

	limit time in the shower to save water
	Alternative Wording
	146
	4.71
	(1.65)
	0.60
	.551

	
	Original Terminology
	139
	4.59
	(1.61)
	
	

	buy energy efficient household devices
	Alternative Wording
	146
	5.47
	(1.43)
	1.99
	.048

	
	Original Terminology
	139
	5.11
	(1.61)
	
	

	reuse paper or plastic bags
	Alternative Wording
	146
	6.31
	(1.33)
	0.44
	.662

	
	Original Terminology
	139
	6.24
	(1.40)
	
	

	walk or cycle instead of driving 
	Alternative Wording
	146
	5.68
	(1.61)
	-0.30
	.766

	
	Original Terminology
	139
	5.74
	(1.56)
	
	

	take public transportation instead of using the car 
	Alternative Wording
	146
	5.40
	(1.84)
	-0.46
	.648

	
	Original Terminology
	139
	5.50
	(1.83)
	
	

	buy high efficiency light bulbs to safe energy
	Alternative Wording
	146
	5.64
	(1.53)
	0.02
	.983

	
	Original Terminology
	139
	5.63
	(1.56)
	
	

	reuse water (e.g., after cooking)
	Alternative Wording
	146
	4.10
	(1.73)
	1.26
	.209

	
	Original Terminology
	139
	3.84
	(1.77)
	
	

	save more energy
	Alternative Wording
	146
	5.42
	(1.17)
	1.41
	.160

	
	Original Terminology
	139
	5.19
	(1.48)
	
	

	bring items to the recycling center
	Alternative Wording
	146
	5.44
	(1.55)
	0.65
	.515

	
	Original Terminology
	139
	5.32
	(1.60)
	
	

	travel less by air
	Alternative Wording
	146
	4.74
	(1.76)
	1.74
	.083

	
	Original Terminology
	139
	4.37
	(1.86)
	
	






Further qualitative text analyses
	To investigate why some termini were more difficult to understand than others, we carried out qualitative text analyses analogous to Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021) separately for each term.
Mitigation. We discovered that eight (≈ 3%) of our participants confused the term mitigation with negotiation. Two (≈ 1%) out of those eight were presented with the alternative and six (≈ 2%) with the original wording. For example, one participant stated that mitigation is “the process of negotiating between two adverse parties”. Another one defined mitigation as a “reconciliation between two arguing parties”. Those definitions differ considerably from the actual meaning, which says that mitigation is a human intervention to for example decrease emissions. This discrepancy between the participants' definitions and the actual meaning of the term shows how participants relied on their knowledge and tried to make sense of the new information based on existing knowledge. For the case of mitigation, participants interpreted the term based on their mental models in the field of business, politics, or law which led to confusion of the term mitigation with the termini mediation or negotiation. This misconception was already reported by Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021), where it was found in 35% of all participant’s answers. 
Carbon neutral.  For the term carbon neutral, 42 (≈ 15%) out of all participants showed confusion of the term zero emissions. For example, participants defined carbon neutral as “the complete abolition of CO2 emission” or stated that “it means that emissions should be reduced to zero”, or to “eliminate all carbon emissions”. However, the actual meaning of the term is that CO2 emissions are balanced with reductions and not that no CO2 is emitted at all. This issue was also previously reported by Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021), where 15% of the participants showed this confusion. In our study, 14 participants (≈5%) who showed this misconception read the altered wording and 28 (≈ 10%) participants read the original wording. We also uncovered the use of another mental model which had not been reported by Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021). Twelve participants (≈ 4%) defined the term carbon neutral in the context of business and producing goods by stating, carbon neutral is “something a company does (e.g., planting trees or donating money to charities) as ‘payment’ to the earth for pollution or using plastic in the hopes that it will even out the cost”. The same mental model seemed to lead to the misunderstanding that carbon neutral is “a product that hat [sic] a co2 footprint of 0” or “where the manufaturing [sic] of a product isn't as bad for the environemnt [sic]”. Four of those misconceptions (≈ 1%) arose in the alternative and eight (≈ 3%) arose in the original wording condition.
[bookmark: _Hlk164108847]Unprecedented transition. Participant’s definitions for the term unprecedented transition revealed another common misunderstanding. Eleven of our participants (≈ 4%) defined unprecedented transition as “without a plan”, “unexpected”, “unplanned” or “unpredictable change”. Six (≈ 2%) of those eleven participants received the original wording and five participants (≈ 2%) read the altered formulations. This issue was also previously reported by Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021), where 40% of participants showed that misconception and misunderstood the term unprecedented transition as unknown or unexpected. 
Tipping point. The actual definition of the term tipping point refers to it as a critical threshold when climate changes from one stable state to another stable state, which often happens abruptly and cannot be undone easily. We found a pattern of misunderstanding which differs from this official definition and was not yet reported in previous research by Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021). In our sample, 31 of the participants (≈ 11%), defined tipping point as a point where the situation can change for either the better or the worse. For example, one participant stated that tipping point describes a “point where you can Go [sic] right or left”. It seems like those participants confused the term tipping point with turning point by either explicitly stating, turning point is a synonym for tipping point or saying that a tipping point is “the point where sth changes into the wanted result” or “a trigger point, a turning point, when you decide to change your plan” or “a tipping point is a point where things start to change/reverse”. With 16 definitions (≈ 6%), about half of those misconceptions emerged in the control group and 15 (≈ 5%) came up in the intervention group.
Sustainable development. The research by Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021) revealed that the term sustainable development led to confusion in 65% of their participants, who defined it as buildings and infrastructure. Furthermore, 20% of their sample associated sustainable development with renewable resources. We were able to uncover a similar mental model in our sample. That is, 18 (≈ 6%) participants from associated the term with technological improvements by stating that it means “[…] developing products or infrastructure in a more energy and resource efficient way” or “new sustainable inventions […]”. One person from the original terminology group stated that: “It's kind of a buzzword, but it means developing products or infrastructure in a more energy and resource efficient way”. It seems like some of our participants relied on their mental models in the field of production, technology, and infrastructure. 13 (≈ 5%) of these kinds of misconceptions evolved in the control condition and five (≈ 2%) in the altered wording condition. Besides that, another misunderstanding appeared to be common in both our conditions, which has not already been reported by previous research from Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021). In 41 cases (≈ 14%), participants mixed up the term sustainable development with temporal meaning by stating that sustainable development means “a shift in society that can be held constant over time and is therefore ‘sustainable’”. Other participants answered that “sustainable development means that a development is sustainable over a longer period of time” or defined the term as “development which can be upheld over a long time”. This confusion was reported by 41 (≈ 14%) participants of which 22 (≈ 8%) read the original wording and 19 (≈ 7%) read the altered wording. 
Carbon dioxide removal. The official definition of the term carbon dioxide removal refers to it as human activities to remove CO2 from the atmosphere and storing it. We found a pattern of misunderstanding which differs from this official definition, as participants in both our conditions mixed up carbon dioxide removal with removal of carbon dioxide emitting factors. For example, participants defined carbon dioxide removal as “removing certain carbon dioxide emitting objects”, “removing unnatural production sources of carbon dioxide,” or “removing things that emit carbon dioxide”. A second very similar misconception was that carbon dioxide removal was defined as reducing the general output of carbon dioxide. This confusion can be seen when participants stated that carbon dioxide removal means “to reduce the emissions of carbon dioxide,” or “to stop the Carbon [sic] outcome”. Together, these misconceptions (of what exactly is removed) arose in 30 (≈ 11%) of our participants. That splits into 25 (≈ 9%) of the issues appearing in the original and 5 (≈ 2%) in the altered wording group. The previous study by Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021) also reported this as a common pattern by stating that 35% of their sample interpreted the term carbon dioxide removal from manufacturing or emissions.
Adaptation. The definition from the IPCC-Glossary describes adaptation as the process of adjustment to actual or expected climate and its effects. In contrast, some participants in our study defined it as improving sustainable behavior by saying that “it's a way of acting, to safe [sic] the environment” or “change in behaviour which is urgently needed because of e.g., climate change”. Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021) found that 95% of their sample interpreted the term adaptation outside the context of climate change. We also found that in both our conditions, participants relied on their mental models in other fields to make sense of the term. One participant for example stated that adaptation means to “adapt to new technologies and way of living”, “adapt to the standards/what is desired to reach” or “adjusting the policies and actions”. Similarly to Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021), we also found that 184 (≈ 65%) participants interpreted the term without referring to climate change. 85 (≈ 30%) of those participants were assigned to the original and 99 (≈ 35%) to the altered wording condition. Nevertheless, only 10 participants (≈ 4%) in our study seemed to rely on mental models from other fields like technology or sociology and indicated that they did so in their answers. Hereof, seven (≈ 2%) of the definitions based on unrelated mental models arose in the original and three (≈ 1%) in the altered wording condition.
Abrupt change. Bruine de Bruin et al. (2021) reported that only one of their participants made a connection to climate change when giving a definition of the term abrupt change. In our sample, 33 participants (≈ 12%) made a clear connection to the context of climate change or at least mentioned natural systems in their definitions. 12 (≈ 4%) out of those 33 participants were part of the original wording condition and 21 (≈ 7%) of the altered terminology condition. Generally, participants’ definitions did not differ from the actual meaning substantially. The official definition by the IPCC refers to abrupt change as an event that occurs much faster than what caused it. Only four of our participants (≈ 1%) erroneously defined abrupt change as a “180 degree turnaround […],” a “complete 180 from what it currently is,” or “a change about 180 degrees”, which is not necessarily the case according to the IPCC definitions. Two of these participants (≈ 1%) were assigned to the altered and two (≈ 1%) to the original wording condition.
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