
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

The Role of Neologisms in the Climate Change Debate: Can New Words Help
to Speed Up Social Change?

Zella, G.; Bolderdijk, J.W.; Caselli, Tommaso; Peels-Matthey, Saskia
DOI
10.1002/wcc.70004
Publication date
2025
Document Version
Final published version
Published in
Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews. Climate Change
License
CC BY

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Zella, G., Bolderdijk, J. W., Caselli, T., & Peels-Matthey, S. (2025). The Role of Neologisms in
the Climate Change Debate: Can New Words Help to Speed Up Social Change? Wiley
Interdisciplinary Reviews. Climate Change, 16(2), Article e70004.
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.70004

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, P.O. Box 19185, 1000 GD Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
You will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:19 May 2026

https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.70004
https://handle.uba.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/the-role-of-neologisms-in-the-climate-change-debate-can-new-words-help-to-speed-up-social-change(fc170665-ffb2-4a9c-a5e5-18768f159f54).html
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.70004


1 of 8Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change, 2025; 16:e70004
https://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.70004

Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change

FOCUS ARTICLE OPEN ACCESS

The Role of Neologisms in the Climate Change Debate: Can 
New Words Help to Speed Up Social Change?
Greta Zella1   |  Jan Willem Bolderdijk2   |  Tommaso Caselli1   |  Saskia Peels-Matthey1

1University of Groningen, Groningen, The Netherlands  |  2University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Correspondence: Greta Zella (g.zella@rug.nl)

Received: 22 February 2024  |  Revised: 15 January 2025  |  Accepted: 15 February 2025

Domain Editor: Irene Lorenzoni   |  Editor-in-Chief: Daniel Friess 

Funding: This study was partly funded by the University of Groningen. This research was partly funded by Anchoring Innovation. Anchoring Innovation 
is the Gravitation Grant research agenda of the Dutch National Research School in Classical Studies, OIKOS. It is financially supported by the Dutch 
ministry of Education, Culture, and Science (NWO project number 024.003.012). For more information about the research program and its results, see the 
website www.​ancho​ringi​nnova​tion.​nl. This article was written as part of a research project carried out in the context of a Dutch research grant (NWO-016.
Veni.185.103, title: Polytheism as language. A linguistic approach to divine plurality in the religious experience of Greek worshippers).

Keywords: climate change | climate mitigation | neologisms | social tipping points

ABSTRACT
New expressions—or neologisms—continue to emerge in the discourse around climate issues (e.g., “flight shame”). Does the 
emergence of neologisms merely reflect shifts in sustainable attitudes, or can new expressions also speed up/frustrate social 
change? Building on literature grounded in linguistics and environmental psychology, we conclude that neologisms may have 
an important, yet underrated and not sufficiently investigated potential to influence the speed of social change. In this Focus 
Article, we first discuss the way in which neologisms facilitate the conceptualization of new ideas and thus increase awareness. 
We do this by linking contributions from the literature in cognitive linguistics on the creation and retrieval of concepts in the 
mind with work from environmental psychology on the adoption of sustainable behaviors. Then we employ cognitive and ecolin-
guistic frameworks to describe how new expressions support the introduction of different points of view for the interpretation 
of climate-related issues. In other words, by bridging different disciplines, we explain how neologisms can facilitate or frustrate 
the onset of social tipping points. We illustrate these possible effects of neologisms with eight climate-relevant examples (flight 
shame, greenwashing, light-bulb minute, carbon footprint, carbon indulgence, global warming, climate crisis, climate change) 
coined or widely adopted in the English language between the 1970s and 2018. Insights from these examples can help activ-
ists, policymakers, and citizens to coin neologisms that contribute to climate change mitigation efforts from a communicative 
perspective.

1   |   Introduction

Adopting more sustainable lifestyles is crucial to mitigating cli-
mate change (Wiedmann et  al.  2020), but this process entails 
structural changes in society that are difficult to implement on 
a large scale. Human interventions can enable favorable condi-
tions to facilitate social change. This can contribute to accelerat-
ing the diffusion of innovations by reaching critical thresholds 

(also called tipping points), which then prompt a chain process 
leading to new, often irreversible, long-term changes (Farmer 
et al. 2019; Otto et al. 2020).

Tipping points occur with both natural and social phenomena 
(David Tàbara et al. 2018; Lenton et al. 2022; Otto et al. 2020). 
On the social front, reaching tipping points implies reversing a 
social trend or changing the status quo. For instance, shifting 
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the perception that people have of the use of fossil fuels from 
appropriate to inappropriate plays a crucial role in the process 
of decarbonization (Otto et al. 2020). The spread of sustainable 
innovations and behaviors is then reflected in the emergence 
of a new vocabulary, suited to addressing the subject (Nerlich 
and Koteyko 2009). But are new expressions just a reflection of 
change, or can they also support it?

Combining insights from the cognitive linguistics, ecolinguis-
tics, and psychological literature, we conclude that new expres-
sions—neologisms—may not only be a consequence of social 
change; they might also influence it (Stibbe  2020). Thus, by 
coining specific neologisms, activists, policymakers, and lobby-
ists can support social change (or frustrate and delay it). Below, 
we outline how they do this.

Neologisms answer a need in a community of speakers 
(Bauer 2000), representing a doorway to how people conceptu-
alize society and the world. For example, until recently, flying 
was associated with a high social status, but nowadays flying 
frequently is also perceived as immoral, because of the relatively 
large environmental impact of airplanes (Gössling et al. 2020). 
The expression “flight shame” comes from the Swedish “flyg-
skam”; it emerged in 2017 and was later made popular by activist 
Greta Thunberg in 2019 in the context of the movement “Fridays 
for future” (Becken et al. 2020; Chiambaretto et al. 2021). This 
neologism refers to the feeling of shame that some people may 
experience when they fly, indicating a societal change.

Therefore, the emergence of new expressions can be seen as a 
thermometer of social change. However, in Germany, the social 
norms regarding flying actually changed in the months follow-
ing the diffusion of the debate on “flight shame” in Northern 
Europe (Gössling et  al.  2020). Hence, the emergence of the 
“flight shame” movement may also have been a catalyst for 
further social change. But was it solely the debate around the 
environmental impact of flying that caused the change, or has 
the invention of a dedicated expression—a neologism—contrib-
uted as well? Would using another expression instead of “flight 
shame” have had the same impact?

In this contribution, we provide a better understanding of the 
effects that neologisms have on the way speakers categorize in-
formation and understand the reality around them, bridging the 
gap across multiple linguistic frameworks. Based on this anal-
ysis, we conclude that neologisms help support both favorable 
and skeptical perspectives on climate mitigation efforts. We 
selected eight expressions that are good candidates to illustrate 
the characteristics of neologisms highlighted in our discussion 
or that have been the subject of studies whose results are in line 
with our theoretical frameworks.1 Our aim is to provide interest-
ing case studies that bring together insights from relevant disci-
plines, summarized in Table 1.

2   |   Why Having a Dedicated Expression Matters: 
To Name Something Is to Become Aware

In general, conventions (e.g., eating turkey at Thanksgiving) are 
institutionalized practices and behaviors that people follow to 
meet social expectations and avoid social sanctions (Hawkins T
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et al. 2019). Once established, social conventions tend to stick: it 
is socially safer to conform to the current convention. However, 
many current social conventions (e.g., flying by plane to cover 
short distances) are not sustainable and can be questioned 
by increasing awareness about their unsustainability (Judge 
et al. 2024; Otto et al. 2020). How could neologisms help in this 
process?

2.1   |   Hypostatization

Neologisms represent a tool to categorize new experiences 
(Fillmore  2006). The use of a name, or a label, to refer to an 
abstract phenomenon or event makes the latter easier to grasp, 
bringing together all the features that constitute it and facil-
itating the creation of a new concept. This cognitive process 
is called hypostatization (Schmid  2008). Neologisms make it 
easier for language users to conceptualize a phenomenon (i.e., 
create a concept in the mind that corresponds to the new label) 
and thus discuss it, to realize that it is common and known by 
other members of the community, hence increasing awareness. 
Hypostatization does not imply that speakers did not know 
or could not recognize the phenomenon before learning the 
expression that refers to it, but rather that they did not have 
readily available, clearly defined mental representations for it 
(Schmid 2008).

In the climate change debate, hypostatization has significant 
potential. It validates, corroborates, and strengthens the impres-
sion that a phenomenon exists and deserves a term in our vo-
cabulary and a concept in our mental interpretation of reality. 
In other words, neologisms could help make explicit the con-
nections between different sets of ideas, which were previously 
more difficult to pinpoint. This has important implications for 
aspects regarding climate mitigation efforts. For example, since 
people tend to think that others care less about the environ-
ment than they do (Bouman and Steg 2022), they are tempted 
to disregard sustainable alternatives because they think that 
their own efforts will be useless. Hearing a neologism will help 
people realize what others also experience, for example, “flight 
shame.” Creating conversations using neologisms is crucial for 
people since neologisms help them realize that the impression 
that others do not care is incorrect and that other people may 
want to switch to more sustainable lifestyles but do not know 
how (Hoffmann et  al.  2024). The contrast, or dissonance, be-
tween enjoying a desirable activity—flying—and the awareness 
of it contributing to carbon emissions leads to the experience of 
a complicated feeling (Becken et al. 2020), which is simplified in 
the expression “flight shame.” Because of hypostatization, ne-
ologisms can thus increase awareness of a shared concern by 
giving a name to climate change-related emotions.

2.2   |   Communicative Efficiency

There is a second way in which neologisms can facilitate social 
change. New expressions also represent a step toward efficient 
language use: according to the principle of linguistic economy 
and the principle of least effort (Martinet  1955; Zhurkenovich 
et  al.  2021; Zipf  1949), humans are prone to get the most out 
of the least amount of labor. In the case of communication, 

efficiency is maximized by reducing the number of words that 
the speaker has to think of, utter, or write. Native English speak-
ers shorten words both phonologically, that is, in the sounds they 
have to make, and graphically, that is, in how much they need 
to write, by means of abbreviations and ellipses (Kreidler 1979). 
For example, “carbon” was originally part of an expression of its 
own, that is, “carbon dioxide,” which is not frequently used in 
the public discourse on sustainability anymore. In fact, the word 
“carbon” has become so productive in the coinage of compounds 
(e.g., carbon footprint, carbon tax) that it is recognizable on its 
own in context, thus allowing “dioxide” to be dropped and in-
creasing linguistic efficiency.

Furthermore, the term “carbon” is an example of the metonymic 
use of words. Metonymy is a figure of speech that allows the 
use of a word or expression to refer to something else closely 
related to it. The term “carbon emissions” today refers to emis-
sions of all types of greenhouse gases (e.g., methane), including 
but not limited to carbon dioxide. In our example, one type of 
greenhouse gas, namely carbon (dioxide), is used to refer to all 
greenhouse gases. Therefore, metonymies abide by the principle 
of economy: they have the advantage of allowing a single word 
or label to be used to refer to multiple concepts, thereby often 
facilitating communicative efficiency.

While many neologisms in the field of environmental sustain-
ability are indeed constituted by abbreviations or ellipses, we 
can consider all neologisms as an intrinsic application of the 
principle of economy. As we have already mentioned, neol-
ogisms are the result of “naming” new things. They therefore 
allow the use of a single expression to refer to a phenomenon 
rather than long descriptions (even if composed of more than 
one word, e.g., “flight shame”), thereby making it easier for peo-
ple to talk about and correct social misconceptions—an import-
ant hurdle toward climate action (Bouman and Steg 2022). For 
example, expressing unease over flying frequently because of its 
environmental impact with the expression “flight shame” is a 
case of communicative efficiency.

2.3   |   Anchoring

According to cognitive linguistics, neologisms can foster com-
prehension and awareness by linking new or unknown concepts 
to already familiar ones or providing sufficient context for their 
interpretation (Elzen et al. 2012; Sluiter 2017). For example, the 
neologism “light-bulb minute” was coined and used as a label in 
the context of a consumer psychology experiment to efficiently 
communicate the quantity of carbon emissions of food in terms 
of the energy consumed by a light bulb in a minute, positively af-
fecting the choices of consumers (Camilleri et al. 2019). Giving a 
familiar name to often new and/or abstract phenomena, events, 
and processes (e.g., energy consumption) allows speakers to in-
clude them in their categorization of the world, making them 
understandable, known, and accepted (Sluiter 2021).

This process of creating new names and concepts based on a con-
nection with already existing ones consists of “anchoring” some-
thing new and difficult to understand to something else already 
well known (Sluiter  2021). Another example is the expression 
“greenwashing,” coined in the 1980s by environmentalist Jay 
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Westerveld to designate a strategy that hotels had conceived: ask-
ing guests to re-use their towels to save water, when in reality their 
goal was to save money (de Freitas Netto et al. 2020). The word 
derives from the verb “to whitewash,” which originally referred to 
applying white paint to a building to cover stains (Williams 2024). 
“Whitewashing” figuratively means to hide errors and faults by 
means of misleading or wrongful information (Kalkan 2008). In 
“greenwashing,” white is replaced by green, the color used to refer 
to anything “related to the environment.” The verb “to wash” in-
stead implies that something dirty, or metaphorically immoral—
the hypocritical practices of companies—must be cleaned, that is, 
made moral (Lakoff and Johnson  1980). The convention of em-
ploying ecological arguments to hide or cover up the true business 
practices of a company is being unmasked using a neologism. In 
this way, a practice that might have been difficult to conceptualize 
takes on its own status, creating a link with other concepts that 
were likely disconnected before a name was given. Could this 
method of forging new names while also creating links among dif-
ferent concepts have implications for speeding up social change?

Since classical antiquity, pioneers have introduced their inventions 
into society by linking them to familiar objects or phenomena, to 
facilitate their acceptance and turn them into successful inno-
vations (Sluiter 2021). This is often necessary because, based on 
the “common is moral” heuristic (Lindström et al. 2018), people 
perceive new or unfamiliar objects and phenomena negatively, 
or even as immoral. One way to achieve such links between the 
“known” and the “new” with language is to employ (conceptual) 
metaphors. In literature, metaphors are rhetorical figures that 
compare two elements belonging to different domains, by means 
of shared attributes (e.g., saying that “Alex is a lion” equates the 
two by attributing a prototypical characteristic of the lion, i.e., its 
strength, to Alex). Metaphors, however, are also conceptual tools 
that can build a bridge between two different concepts (Lakoff and 
Johnson 1980); they describe an entity, action, or situation in terms 
of another (Stibbe 2020). An example is the sentence “Trump will 
run for president”. Here, the ambition of achieving a political aim 
is compared with physically attaining a place; a goal is understood 
in terms of reaching a destination. Similarly, at the core of green-
washing, we find the comparison between the physical action of 

covering a building to hide its original appearance and resorting to 
lies to disguise an inconvenient truth.

On the other hand, anchoring and neologisms can also be em-
ployed with the aim of preserving the status quo and protecting 
vested interests (Penz and Fill 2022). An example is the expres-
sion “carbon footprint,” popularized in the 2000s (Durojaye 
et al. 2020), that can describe the amount of carbon emissions 
generated by an individual or practice. The oil company BP has 
applied the concept of “carbon footprint” to the individual, mak-
ing responsibility a personal matter: It is not companies that are 
accountable for the environmental impact of their products; on 
the contrary, consumers are responsible for what they choose 
to buy (Chater and Loewenstein 2023). The notion of “carbon” 
can be perceived as somewhat abstract and intangible, but the 
expression “carbon footprint” exploits the attributes of a foot-
print, that is, a visible trace, to anchor the idea in the embodied 
experience of the physical marks that individuals leave as they 
walk (Figure 1).

The common attributes between source and target concepts 
are what allow the creation of a link between the two. Many 
other metaphorical representations of concepts regarding cli-
mate change have received wide attention in the cognitive lin-
guistics and ecolinguistics literature: the term “climate crisis” 
is, for instance, often described as a vehicle, destination, war, 
threat, or wrestler (Adam and Wahyuni  2020; Stibbe  2020). 
Even the concept of “tipping point” is used to describe climate 
change in a metaphorical way, as a point of no return (van der 
Hel et  al.  2018). The strategy of anchoring allows listeners to 
conceptually process new notions by connecting them to known 
ones and creating narratives around them, which drive public 
opinion in one direction or another (Stibbe 2020).

3   |   Which Word? Different Words Lead to 
Different Interpretations

We have seen that using a unique expression to identify phenom-
ena supports the creation of a clear and complete representation 

FIGURE 1    |    Metaphors build a bridge between abstract and concrete concepts, making the former perceived as more tangible and familiar. 
Graphic created using Canva's Free content. Credits: Canva Creative Studio and @Tenate Arte by Tania Licea via Canva.​com.
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of them in the mind. Associating such mental representations 
with others already established and known is a common prac-
tice to facilitate the understanding and acceptance of innova-
tions that might otherwise be difficult to grasp in the first place. 
This helps create more conversations, which in turn facilitates 
sharing ideas and thus adopting each other's points of view. But 
is one name as good as another? Or does the choice of a name 
subtly impact the interpretation of the phenomenon itself?

3.1   |   Linguistic Features

In Section  2, we discussed how neologisms increase commu-
nicative efficiency by reducing the number of words needed to 
express a concept. Not all neologisms, though, have the same 
potential of being coined, becoming successful, or favoring 
the creation of concepts in the mind. For example, “transpar-
ent” neologisms make communication more effective because 
their meaning is easily decodable, starting from the meanings 
of the simple words that constitute them (e.g., “flight shame”), 
requiring no strong effort for comprehension. These are fa-
vored by speakers and are more likely to increase efficiency 
(Kjellmer  2000; Schmid  2008). On the other hand, “opaque” 
compounds are more easily recognized as new because their 
meaning is more difficult to process and requires more cogni-
tive effort, at least when they are encountered for the first time 
(e.g., “greenwashing”)2 (Schmid  2008). Moreover, nouns that 
identify concepts as concrete, tangible, or visible objects (e.g., 
“footprint”) are preferred because they confer favorable features 
for hypostatization, such as clear boundaries (Schmid 2008).

3.2   |   Framing

Previous work has demonstrated how different expressions used 
to refer to the same phenomenon can influence the perception of 
the phenomenon itself (Fillmore 2006; Lakoff and Johnson 1980; 
Stibbe  2020). Indeed, once conceptualized, neologisms do not 
exist in isolation in our mind; they are interrelated in a network 
of concepts, or cognitive frames, that is, situations schematically 
represented through their prototypical elements. For instance, 
the concepts of “seller,” “buyer,” “money,” “goods” are all inter-
related in the frame of a “commercial event” (Fillmore  2006). 
When new terms are encountered, new concepts are created 
for them in the mind, and they are embedded in a frame that 
helps make sense of them (Lakoff  2010). Concepts like “com-
pany,” “hide,” and “consumers” are all part of the “greenwash-
ing strategy” frame. Building frames can be a method to offer 
varied interpretations of a phenomenon.3 In this way, which 
name is chosen plays a fundamental role in communicating in-
formation to the public since comprehension and interpretation 
largely depend on the words, and thus the frame that is activated 
(Fillmore 2006). Therefore, frames can prove crucial to steering 
interpretations and changing conversations.

An example of framing is the neologism “carbon indulgence,” 
which made its first appearance in the early 2000s (Nerlich and 
Koteyko  2009). It has the purpose of making “carbon offset,” 
that is, actions that aim at counteracting carbon emissions (e.g., 
planting trees), perceived as immoral by presenting it as related 
to the practice of indulgences. In the Middle Ages, sinners, that 

is, Catholics who committed violations of moral norms, used to 
ask for forgiveness by paying a sum of money to the Church, 
rather than repenting and refraining from perpetrating their 
sins.4 The same frame is evoked with “carbon indulgence”: Just 
as the sinner would pay a sum in exchange for forgiveness, so 
those who feel guilty about their environmental impact are will-
ing to pay money to silence their conscience and continue to en-
gage in environmentally harmful activities.5

We can employ a very well-known metaphor in linguistics to 
clarify how this works. Words are like boxes that contain ideas, 
while communication consists of two interlocutors sending 
boxes to each other (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). One of the keys 
to open the box, that is, decode the meaning of a word or an ex-
pression and understand the message, is to possess preliminary 
knowledge about the cognitive frames in which a word belongs. 
Words or expressions that roughly designate the same phenom-
enon (e.g., climate change and global warming) may be used as 
near-synonyms, but if they belong to different cognitive frames, 
they activate and evoke different connotations, that is, emotions, 
points of view, and feelings conveyed by the sole use of a word 
in context (Basile et al. 2022). To recognize the different associ-
ations activated by different words means acknowledging that 
they provide a different point of view of the same phenomenon.

We noted earlier with anchoring mechanisms that frames and 
language can be created and instrumentalized for different pur-
poses: They can pave the way for social change, but they can also 
be used to fuel skepticism and consolidate existing practices and 
their underlying mindsets (Meadows  2015). For example, the 
expression “carbon footprint” that we analyzed in Section  2.3 
is part of a frame used to reinforce the existing belief that con-
sumers are responsible for their own environmental impact and 
implicitly assume that businesses do not need to change (Chater 
and Loewenstein 2023).

Twenty years ago, Lakoff was already arguing that even though 
“climate crisis,” “global warming,” and “climate change” are 
commonly used as near-synonyms, they convey three different 
perspectives of the consequences of increasing levels of carbon 
dioxide in the atmosphere, triggering different responses in 
the readers (Lakoff 2010). The term “global warming” is used 
in some contexts to deny the existence of climate change or to 
downplay the problematic aspects, by reasoning that in some 
parts of the world, temperatures are even colder than average 
or by arguing that a higher temperature is nice. The term has 
been shown to be employed five times more often by climate 
change deniers than by climate change believers (Effrosynidis 
et al. 2022).

In fact, the frame in which “global warming” is embedded 
evokes positive associations: a very complex problem is simpli-
fied by highlighting one aspect, temperature, and erasing other 
relevant factors or agents. On the other hand, even “climate 
change” erases the urgency of the problem, presenting the phe-
nomenon as a physiological transformation of the planet, like 
many already observed in its history and out of humanity's con-
trol (Lakoff 2010). Through this erasure/salience (Stibbe 2020) 
mechanism, it is possible to frame phenomena in a way that 
hides critical details for their comprehensive interpretation 
and encourages the acceptance of false explanations. Thus, it is 

 17577799, 2025, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://w

ires.onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/doi/10.1002/w
cc.70004 by U

va U
niversiteitsbibliotheek, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [08/01/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



6 of 8 Wiley Interdisciplinary Reviews: Climate Change, 2025

clear that not only is giving the phenomenon a name essential 
in itself, but the choice of that name also plays a role in the per-
ception of the phenomenon, which can differ according to the 
cultural and political background of the recipient of the message 
(Schuldt et al. 2011; Soutter and Mõttus 2020; Whitmarsh 2009).

Describing climate change as a “supply chain challenge” frames 
the issue from an economical perspective, assuming that busi-
nessmen should take the lead in finding a solution (Stibbe 2020). 
This framing presents natural systems as business, favoring the 
perception of natural resources as products and putting a price 
on them. Another example is framing climate change as “cli-
mate destruction,” which implies the participation of an agent, 
namely the destroyer, in the event (Drury et al. 2022).

It is, however, worth noting that it takes years and even decades 
to build convincing and strong frames (Lakoff 2010). Even then, 
already existing underlying mindsets may still stay in place, 
since mindsets are the hardest to change (Meadows  2015). 
Therefore, the effect of neologisms might not be immediately 
perceived, but they constitute the planting seed that, if properly 
constructed, can become the foundation of a new frame. When 
the latter finally becomes established in the mind of speakers, 
the use of the neologism on its own can activate the entire frame 
(Lakoff 2010). Moreover, just like any other tool, frames, meta-
phors, neologisms, and language more generally must be used 
with caution, paying maximum attention to the way and pur-
pose of their use.

Carefully constructing a message by choosing the vocabulary 
based on the target audience is a practice that companies, pol-
icymakers, and activists should adopt to ensure the intended 
interpretation of the message. People are mostly affected by 
well-built, emotional communication rather than just by facts. 
Providing people only with factual information may prevent 
their full comprehension of and/or full engagement with envi-
ronmental issues (Lakoff 2010; Stibbe 2020). On the other hand, 
citizens and consumers should know how linguistic and cogni-
tive mechanisms can be leveraged (e.g., frames and hypostatiza-
tion) to recognize them and avoid being misled.

4   |   Conclusions

In this article, we reviewed existing work on the impact that 
neologisms have on cognition and on the relationship between 
humans and the environment, concluding that neologisms may 
play a role in accelerating—or preventing—the achievement 
of social tipping points. Grounding our discussion in different 
linguistic frameworks (i.e., hypostatization, frame semantics), 
we have hypothesized that new expressions can help speed up 
social change. Newly coined expressions trigger the realiza-
tion that the designated phenomenon actually exists, fostering 
the consolidation of the corresponding concept in the mind 
(Schmid 2008). This contributes to creating awareness about en-
vironmental sustainability.

The acceptance of innovations, which may be considered with 
apprehension or mistrust due to their very newness, can be 
fostered by underlining what they have in common with estab-
lished conventions (Sluiter 2021). This can be achieved through 

forging metaphorical links, turning inventions into successful 
innovations. Neologisms support the creation of different per-
spectives because terms that are considered near-synonyms 
can give life and be embedded in different, often new cognitive 
frames, each evoking a different set of connotations (emotions 
and points of view) (Fillmore  2006). In this way, different ex-
pressions can prompt different interpretations of the same phe-
nomenon by hiding or highlighting certain aspects over others 
or evoking an emotional response, which is usually more effec-
tive than pure, logical reasoning (Lakoff 2010).

Based on the cognitive linguistics, ecolinguistics, and environ-
mental psychology literature reviewed in this contribution, we 
argue that new expressions and concepts can contribute to the 
achievement of social tipping points. While we conclude that ne-
ologisms may be particularly suited to support perceptive shifts, 
we stress that, much like any tool, words can also be leveraged 
by vested interests to defend the status quo. Neologisms can be 
used to resist change, and it is therefore necessary to pay max-
imum attention to their use from both a speaker's and a recipi-
ent's perspective. The best way to do this is to be aware of the 
mechanisms that we have discussed in this contribution. They 
can be useful for policymakers, activists, and consumers to tai-
lor their communications to their audience.
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Endnotes

	1	Although some of the expressions considered here cannot be consid-
ered neologisms anymore, we evaluate retrospectively the effect they 
had when they emerged and became widespread.
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	2	However, this does not mean that opaque compounds cannot enter our 
shared vocabulary as well (Schmid 2008).

	3	The term “framing” can take different meanings in different disci-
plines. In this case, we use it to refer to descriptions of societal issues 
that highlight certain aspects over others and offer a specific interpre-
tation of them (Nelson et al. 1997).

	4	The practice of buying indulgences was already considered immoral at 
that time, and it was addressed and criticized by, for example, Dante 
Alighieri and, subsequently, Martin Luther.

	5	Thus, the impression of activists and environmentalists that certain 
neologisms are unsatisfactory or even counterproductive to the cli-
mate mitigation efforts can in turn lead to the creation of more new 
words, adopting alternative, contrasting frames.
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