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Environmental Attitudes

The Core Definition of Environmental Attitudes

Environmental attitudes are defined as psychological tendencies that are expressed by evaluating

the natural environment, or specific environmental issues, with some degree of favor or disfavor.

These attitudes represent a predisposition to respond consistently to environmental objects,

policies, or situations. They are not merely transient opinions but rather deeply held, relatively

stable constructs that significantly influence how individuals process environmental information

and, crucially, how they intend to behave towards sustainability and conservation efforts.

Understanding these underlying tendencies is essential because they form the cognitive and

affective basis for decisions ranging from simple daily consumption habits to participation in large-

scale political activism.

The fundamental mechanism behind environmental attitudes is often analyzed using the tripartite

model of attitudes, which posits that they consist of three interacting components: the affective, the

cognitive, and the behavioral. The affective component relates to the emotional responses--the

feelings of concern, anxiety, or appreciation experienced when thinking about environmental

degradation or natural beauty. The cognitive component encompasses beliefs and knowledge

about environmental facts, consequences, and causes, such as understanding the effects of

climate change or the benefits of recycling. Finally, the behavioral component refers to past

behaviors or, more commonly in attitude research, the stated intentions to engage in specific

actions, like conserving energy or reducing waste. While these components are distinct, they

usually converge to form a holistic attitude structure, though discrepancies among them are

common and contribute to complex behavioral outcomes.

It is imperative to distinguish environmental attitudes from general values or specific behaviors.

Attitudes act as mediators; they translate broad, abstract personal values (such as altruism or self-

enhancement) into specific, actionable intentions regarding the environment. For instance, a

person who holds the value of universalism is likely to develop positive environmental attitudes,

which then might manifest as a specific intention to support wildlife protection legislation. The

strength and accessibility of an attitude--how easily and quickly it comes to mind--determine its

predictive power over subsequent actions. Weak or ambivalent attitudes are far less likely to

translate into consistent pro-environmental behaviors when faced with competing demands or

situational constraints.

Historical and Theoretical Foundations

While the study of attitudes has been central to social psychology since the early 20th century, the

specific focus on environmental attitudes emerged prominently during the 1960s and 1970s. This
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period coincided with the modern environmental movement, spurred by landmark events such as

the publication of Rachel Carson's Silent Spring and growing public awareness of pollution and

resource depletion. Researchers realized that traditional psychological models, often based on

anthropocentric assumptions (that humans are separate from and superior to nature), were

inadequate for understanding people's response to ecological crises. This intellectual context

necessitated the development of new frameworks explicitly rooted in ecological understanding.

A critical development during this historical period was the introduction of the New Ecological

Paradigm (NEP) scale by sociologists Riley Dunlap and Kent Van Liere in 1978. The NEP

represented a fundamental shift away from the Dominant Social Paradigm (DSP), which

emphasized unlimited growth, human dominance over nature, and the abundance of natural

resources. The NEP proposed a set of beliefs reflecting an ecocentric worldview, acknowledging

that humans are deeply dependent on and subject to the constraints of the natural environment.

The NEP scale quickly became one of the most widely used instruments for measuring

environmental attitudes, categorizing individuals based on their acceptance or rejection of

ecological limits, anti-anthropocentrism, and the fragility of nature's balance. This framework

provided the necessary theoretical underpinning to systematically study and compare

environmental concerns across different populations and time periods.

Further theoretical work refined the understanding of attitude origins. Early models focused heavily

on rational decision-making, assuming that information (cognition) directly leads to attitude

formation and behavior. However, subsequent research highlighted the importance of underlying

values. The Values-Beliefs-Norms (VBN) Theory, developed by Stern and colleagues (1995, cited

in original sources), suggested that environmental attitudes are often rooted in deeply held

personal values (like egoism, altruism, or biospheric concern), which then shape specific

environmental beliefs, ultimately leading to personal norms and pro-environmental behaviors. This

hierarchical model confirmed that environmental attitudes are complex constructs influenced not

just by external facts or experiences but by the individual's core moral and ethical framework.

Factors Influencing Attitude Formation

The formation of robust environmental attitudes is a dynamic process shaped by a myriad of

internal and external factors, ranging from immediate personal contact with nature to broad societal

influences conveyed through culture and media. Direct experiences, such as growing up in a

natural setting, participating in outdoor activities, or witnessing the effects of pollution firsthand,

provide powerful, emotionally charged inputs that often lead to strong, positive attitudes and a

sense of personal responsibility. Conversely, indirect influences, like formal education, news

media, and social networks, provide the cognitive framework--the facts and figures--that help

individuals contextualize their experiences and understand the systemic nature of environmental

problems. The quality and neutrality of these indirect sources are crucial; biased or sensationalized
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media coverage can lead to either heightened concern or cynical detachment.

Socio-demographic variables consistently demonstrate predictable patterns in environmental

attitudes. Research has frequently highlighted gender differences, suggesting that women

generally report higher levels of environmental concern and more positive environmental attitudes

than men (Carraro et al., 2012, cited in original sources). This finding is often attributed to gender

socialization, where women may be more oriented toward care, nurturing, and social responsibility,

extending these values to the environment. Furthermore, age plays a significant role; younger

generations typically exhibit greater concern about environmental issues, particularly global

warming and resource scarcity, compared to older generations (Lorenzoni and Pidgeon, 2006,

cited in original sources). This generational gap is often linked to the fact that younger people will

bear the long-term consequences of current environmental policy failures, coupled with greater

exposure to environmental issues within modern curricula and digital media.

Beyond gender and age, cultural background and political ideology exert profound influences. In

individualistic cultures, environmental issues may be framed primarily as personal responsibilities

or matters of economic freedom, potentially competing with self-interest goals. In contrast, in

collectivistic cultures, environmental protection might be viewed as a shared communal duty,

leading to different motivations for conservation behaviors. Politically, environmental attitudes are

frequently polarized, particularly in Western democracies, where concern for climate change often

aligns with liberal ideologies, while conservative viewpoints may prioritize economic growth and

skepticism regarding scientific consensus. These deeply entrenched ideological filters determine

which information is accepted and how the cognitive component of the environmental attitude is

ultimately structured, making it challenging to implement universally accepted policy interventions.

The Attitude-Behavior Gap: A Practical Dilemma

Despite high levels of self-reported environmental concern across many populations, a persistent

issue in environmental psychology is the Attitude-Behavior Gap. This phenomenon describes the

discrepancy where individuals possess positive environmental attitudes and express intentions to

act sustainably, yet fail to translate those intentions into consistent, actual pro-environmental

behaviors. This gap is not a failure of attitude formation itself, but rather an indication that attitudes

are necessary but often insufficient predictors of behavior, especially when barriers are present.

Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002, cited in original sources) detailed many of these barriers,

categorizing them into external factors (e.g., lack of infrastructure, high cost, time constraints) and

internal factors (e.g., conflicting priorities, lack of knowledge on effective actions, and feelings of

helplessness or fatalism).

Consider a practical, real-world example involving transportation choices. A consumer may hold a

very strong, positive environmental attitude, believing deeply in the necessity of reducing carbon
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emissions and supporting sustainable technology (the cognitive and affective components). Step

one involves the internal process: the consumer performs a positive cognitive evaluation of electric

vehicles (EVs) and forms a strong behavioral intention to purchase one. However, when the

consumer attempts to enact this behavior (step two), they encounter significant external barriers.

The purchase price of an EV might be substantially higher than a comparable gasoline car; the

local infrastructure may lack sufficient charging stations; or the consumer may feel a lack of control

or competence regarding the new technology. These practical constraints act as powerful

moderators, causing the initial positive attitude to fail in predicting the actual purchasing behavior,

thus illustrating the gap.

Overcoming the Attitude-Behavior Gap requires moving beyond simply attempting to raise

awareness or strengthen attitudes. Effective interventions must target the contextual and

situational factors that hinder action. This involves, for example, designing policies that make the

sustainable choice the path of least resistance--such as providing subsidies for renewable energy

or installing accessible recycling facilities. Furthermore, interventions must address internal

barriers by fostering a sense of self-efficacy (the belief that one is capable of performing the

behavior) and promoting social norms that visibly support environmental actions. If environmental

behaviors are perceived as cheap, easy, and socially acceptable, even moderately positive

attitudes are far more likely to yield measurable changes in individual and collective actions.

Significance, Impact, and Application

The study of environmental attitudes is of paramount significance to modern psychology and

policy-making because attitudes serve as the crucial psychological link between abstract values

and concrete, observable behavior. By mapping the structure, strength, and origins of these

attitudes, researchers can predict public support for environmental policies, anticipate resistance to

change, and diagnose the underlying causes of environmentally damaging behaviors like over-

consumption or littering. Understanding the components of an attitude allows practitioners to move

beyond simplistic "informational deficits" models--which assume people just need more facts--to

more nuanced interventions that address affective resistance or perceived behavioral control.

In applied settings, environmental attitudes are leveraged extensively in marketing, urban planning,

and environmental education. In education, programs are designed not just to transmit knowledge

(the cognitive component) but to foster emotional connections and personal norms (the affective

and normative components) toward nature, thereby developing stronger, more resilient attitudes in

youth. In marketing, campaigns utilize attitude research to segment consumers based on their

environmental concern (e.g., targeting "ecologically conscious consumers") and frame product

benefits in ways that align with their self-transcendent values. For example, knowing that

individuals with strong biospheric attitudes are motivated by concern for the planet allows

marketers to successfully frame sustainable products not as sacrifices, but as contributions to a
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greater good.

Furthermore, environmental attitudes provide a foundation for effective policy interventions.

Policymakers use surveys based on established attitude scales (like the NEP) to gauge public

readiness for significant legislative changes, such as carbon taxes or restrictions on fossil fuels. If

attitudes are generally positive but weak, policies may need to be implemented gradually,

combined with strong incentives and infrastructure support. If attitudes are strongly negative or

polarized, the approach must shift toward dialogue and consensus-building, utilizing techniques

from social psychology to reduce intergroup conflict and frame environmental protection in terms of

shared identity or economic opportunity, rather than purely ideological terms.

Connections to Broader Psychological Concepts

Environmental attitudes belong primarily to the subfield of Environmental Psychology, which

explores the interactions between individuals and their surroundings, but they also draw heavily

from Social psychology and Health Psychology. Within this broader context, environmental

attitudes are frequently studied alongside other prominent theories that explain human action and

motivation. One of the most critical relationships exists with the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB),

developed by Icek Ajzen. In the TPB framework, attitude toward the behavior is one of three

predictors of behavioral intention, alongside subjective norms (perceived social pressure) and

perceived behavioral control (PBC). Environmental psychologists use TPB to dissect complex

conservation behaviors, showing that even if an attitude is positive, the behavior may not occur if

the individual believes they lack the ability (low PBC) or if their social group disapproves (negative

subjective norms).

Another critical connection is with the concept of Cognitive Dissonance. Dissonance theory

suggests that when an individual holds two conflicting cognitions--for example, possessing a

positive environmental attitude ("I care about climate change") while engaging in environmentally

harmful behavior ("I fly frequently")--they experience uncomfortable psychological tension.

Individuals are then motivated to reduce this dissonance, often by changing the less resistant

element. While the ideal outcome is changing the behavior (flying less), people frequently reduce

dissonance by changing the attitude (e.g., minimizing the importance of climate change) or

rationalizing the behavior (e.g., claiming the flight was unavoidable). Understanding this

mechanism is vital for predicting how people will respond to information that highlights their

behavioral inconsistencies.

Finally, environmental attitudes are closely linked to research on risk perception and affective

forecasting. The cognitive component of environmental attitude involves assessing environmental

risks (e.g., flood likelihood, species loss). However, research shows that factual risk assessment

often interacts powerfully with affective forecasting--how one anticipates feeling about a future
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event. If an individual forecasts deep fear or sadness regarding climate change, their attitude

toward mitigation policies tends to strengthen. Conversely, if the issue is too remote or

overwhelming, affective forecasting can lead to emotional numbing or denial, resulting in a weak or

neutralized environmental attitude. These connections underscore that environmental attitudes are

not isolated psychological constructs but are deeply embedded within the broader architecture of

human motivation, judgment, and decision-making.
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