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Attitudes toward the Environment: Definition and Scope

Attitudes toward the environment represent a complex and multifaceted area of inquiry within

environmental psychology, social psychology, and behavioral economics. Fundamentally, an

environmental attitude can be defined as a psychological tendency that is expressed by evaluating

the natural environment, or specific entities within it, with some degree of favor or disfavor. Unlike

simple opinions, attitudes are enduring dispositions that summarize an individual's evaluation of an

environmental object or issue, ranging from climate change mitigation policies to the protection of

local biodiversity. These attitudes are crucial because they are generally considered strong

precursors to environmentally significant behaviors, although the relationship between attitude and

action is often nuanced and mediated by various contextual factors. Understanding the formation,

structure, and measurement of these attitudes is essential for designing effective interventions

aimed at promoting sustainability and addressing global ecological crises.

The traditional psychological model posits that attitudes are comprised of three primary

components, often referred to as the ABC model: the affective component, the behavioral (or

conative) component, and the cognitive component. In the context of the environment, the

cognitive component encompasses the beliefs and knowledge an individual holds about

environmental issues--for instance, believing that recycling conserves resources or understanding

the scientific consensus on global warming. The affective component involves the emotional

responses and feelings associated with environmental issues, such as anxiety about pollution or a

deep appreciation for nature. Finally, the conative component relates to behavioral intentions and

past actions, reflecting an individual's readiness to act in an environmentally responsible manner.

The interplay between these three components determines the strength and consistency of the

overall environmental attitude, influencing whether it translates into tangible action or remains

merely a theoretical disposition.

Furthermore, environmental attitudes are not static; they are dynamically shaped by personal

experiences, cultural norms, socioeconomic status, and exposure to environmental education and

media messaging. Research has shown that attitudes often cluster around specific dimensions,

such as anthropocentrism (a human-centered view where the environment is valued only for its

utility to humanity) versus ecocentrism (a nature-centered view where the environment is valued

intrinsically, independent of human needs). The degree to which an individual holds a strong

ecocentric worldview, for example, often correlates highly with their willingness to engage in costly

and effortful pro-environmental behaviors. Therefore, when analyzing attitudes toward the

environment, researchers must account for both the specific target of the attitude (e.g.,

endangered species vs. energy consumption) and the underlying philosophical orientation that

guides the individual's interaction with the natural world.
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The Cognitive Component: Beliefs, Knowledge, and Worldviews

The cognitive component forms the intellectual foundation of environmental attitudes,

encompassing the facts, beliefs, and understandings an individual possesses regarding

environmental systems and human impacts upon them. A critical aspect of this component is

environmental knowledge, which includes both general knowledge about ecological principles

and specific knowledge about local environmental problems or solutions. While high levels of

objective environmental knowledge are often hypothesized to lead directly to positive attitudes and

behaviors, research consistently demonstrates that this relationship is complex; knowledge alone

is often insufficient to drive behavior change, but it provides the necessary framework for

interpreting new information and strengthening existing affective and conative dispositions. For

instance, knowing the precise mechanisms of ozone depletion might not immediately lead to

changes in consumption habits, but it solidifies the cognitive justification for supporting

environmental regulations.

Beyond factual knowledge, the cognitive component is dominated by fundamental environmental

worldviews, which act as organizing principles for interpreting environmental information. The

most widely studied framework for assessing these worldviews is the New Ecological Paradigm

(NEP) scale, developed by Dunlap and Van Liere. The NEP assesses the extent to which

individuals subscribe to a worldview that acknowledges the finite nature of Earth's resources, the

limits to growth, the fragility of the balance of nature, and the idea that humans are but one

element of a complex ecosystem, rather than masters of it. A strong endorsement of the NEP is

indicative of a highly developed ecological worldview, which serves as a powerful cognitive

predictor of pro-environmental attitudes across diverse demographic groups and cultures. This

paradigm shift represents a move away from the traditional Dominant Social Paradigm (DSP),

which emphasizes technological solutions, abundance of resources, and anthropocentric

dominance.

Furthermore, the cognitive dimension involves the perception of risk and threat associated with

environmental degradation. Beliefs about the severity of climate change, the immediacy of local

pollution, or the personal vulnerability to environmental hazards significantly shape attitudes. If an

individual perceives an environmental problem as remote, abstract, or irrelevant to their daily life,

the cognitive component supporting a strong, action-oriented attitude will be weak, leading to

apathy or denial. Conversely, when cognitive beliefs highlight the personal relevance (e.g.,

believing that rising sea levels directly threaten one's property) and controllability of a threat, the

resultant attitude is typically stronger and more predictive of protective behaviors. The challenge

for environmental communicators is often not merely increasing knowledge, but shifting these

fundamental risk perceptions to align with scientific realities.
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The Affective Component: Emotions, Values, and Moral Foundations

The affective component of environmental attitudes relates to the deep-seated feelings, emotions,

and moral evaluations that individuals associate with the environment. This component is often

considered the most powerful driver of attitude formation and maintenance, as emotional

responses can override purely rational cognitive assessments. Affection for nature, often termed

biophilia, represents a fundamental positive affective response that fuels motivation for

preservation. Conversely, negative emotions such as fear, anger, guilt, or the increasingly

recognized phenomenon of eco-anxiety or solastalgia (the distress caused by environmental

change impacting one's home territory) serve as powerful catalysts for environmental engagement

and activism.

Underlying these emotional responses are core human values, which act as motivational principles

guiding behavior and determining the direction of attitudes. Shalom Schwartz's theory of basic

human values is frequently applied in this domain, differentiating between three main types of

environmental concern based on the values they serve: egoistic concern, where the environment

is valued because its degradation personally affects the individual's health or finances; altruistic

concern, where the environment is valued because its degradation affects other humans (e.g.,

future generations or marginalized communities); and biospheric concern, where the

environment and non-human species are valued for their own inherent worth. Research

consistently shows that individuals with strong biospheric values tend to possess the most robust,

enduring, and action-oriented environmental attitudes, as their motivation is rooted in moral

obligation rather than self-interest or concern for others.

The affective component also involves the moralization of environmental issues. When an

environmental behavior, such as meat reduction or waste minimization, transitions from being a

personal preference to a moral imperative, the affective component strengthens significantly. This

process of moralization, often driven by exposure to social norms or environmental advocacy,

binds the attitude to the individual's self-identity, making the attitude highly resistant to change and

highly predictive of behavior. For instance, once recycling is viewed not just as a civic duty but as a

moral requirement, failure to recycle elicits feelings of guilt or shame, thereby reinforcing the

underlying pro-environmental attitude through powerful emotional feedback loops.

The Conative Component: Intentions, Behavior, and the Attitude-Behavior

Gap

The conative component focuses on the behavioral aspect of environmental attitudes, specifically

examining an individual's readiness or intention to perform environmentally relevant actions. This

component acknowledges that attitudes are ultimately relevant because they are expected to

translate into behavior, encompassing everything from voting for green political parties to making
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sustainable consumer choices. Researchers often rely on behavioral intentions--stated plans to

engage in a specific behavior--as a proxy for actual future behavior, recognizing that intentions are

the immediate psychological precursors to action.

Despite the theoretical link, a significant challenge in environmental psychology is the persistent

attitude-behavior gap, where individuals express strong pro-environmental attitudes but fail to

consistently enact corresponding behaviors. This gap is mediated by numerous external and

internal factors. External constraints include lack of infrastructure (e.g., no public transportation or

recycling facilities), financial limitations (e.g., high cost of sustainable products), and lack of time.

Internal factors include low perceived behavioral control (feeling that one's actions make no

difference), conflicting goals (e.g., prioritizing convenience over sustainability), and low habit

strength. Consequently, a strong positive environmental attitude is necessary but often insufficient

for consistent pro-environmental behavior.

To better predict the conative outcome, researchers employ models like the Theory of Planned

Behavior (TPB), which integrates attitudes with two critical mediating variables: subjective norms

(perceived social pressure to perform or not perform the behavior) and perceived behavioral

control (the individual's assessment of the ease or difficulty of performing the behavior). According

to the TPB, a positive attitude combined with strong social support and high perceived control

leads to the strongest behavioral intention, which, in turn, is the best predictor of actual behavior.

Therefore, interventions aiming to close the attitude-behavior gap must not only reinforce positive

attitudes but also address structural barriers and leverage social influence to strengthen the

conative component. Specific behaviors studied include curtailment behavior (reducing energy

use), efficiency behavior (installing insulation), and environmental activism (participating in protests

or lobbying).

Major Theoretical Frameworks Guiding Environmental Attitude Research

Several robust theoretical frameworks have been developed to explain the formation and predictive

power of environmental attitudes, moving beyond the simple ABC model to integrate values and

social context. One of the most influential frameworks is the Value-Belief-Norm (VBN) Theory,

developed by Stern and colleagues. VBN theory posits a causal chain that moves from relatively

stable, abstract values through specific beliefs to personal norms and, finally, to behavior. The

chain begins with the aforementioned biospheric, altruistic, and egoistic values. These values

influence an individual's ecological worldview (beliefs about the state of the environment).

The VBN chain continues by asserting that the ecological worldview, when combined with

awareness of consequences (AC)--the belief that environmental conditions threaten valued

objects--and ascription of responsibility (AR)--the belief that one can, and should, help alleviate

those threats--activates a sense of moral obligation. This moral obligation, termed personal
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norms, represents the direct motivational force that translates into pro-environmental behavioral

intentions. VBN theory is particularly powerful because it clearly maps the necessary psychological

steps required for a generalized value to motivate a specific, costly environmental action,

emphasizing the essential role of moral obligation in bridging the gap between attitude and

behavior.

Another key framework, particularly relevant to altruistic and normative behavior, is the Norm

Activation Model (NAM). Originally developed to explain helping behavior, NAM focuses primarily

on the role of personal norms in motivating action. It suggests that individuals are motivated to act

when two conditions are met: first, they must be aware of the negative consequences of inaction

(Awareness of Consequences, AC), and second, they must feel personally responsible for taking

action (Ascription of Responsibility, AR). While VBN theory subsumes NAM, NAM remains highly

valuable for analyzing behaviors driven primarily by a sense of duty or moral obligation, such as

donating to environmental causes or volunteering for conservation efforts, highlighting the power of

guilt and moral distress as affective triggers for the conative component of the attitude.

Measurement and Assessment Techniques for Environmental Attitudes

Accurate measurement is paramount in environmental attitude research, allowing psychologists to

test theoretical models, track changes over time, and evaluate the effectiveness of interventions.

The most common assessment technique involves the use of self-report scales, which rely on

explicit questioning. The gold standard in this area is the New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) Scale,

which measures an individual's general ecological worldview across five facets: limits to growth,

anti-anthropocentrism, the fragility of nature's balance, rejection of human exceptionalism, and the

possibility of an ecological crisis. While highly reliable for measuring generalized attitudes, the NEP

is less effective at predicting specific behaviors, necessitating the use of targeted behavioral

intention scales.

To address the specificity issue, researchers often utilize scales designed to measure attitudes

toward specific environmental domains, such as the willingness to pay for renewable energy,

attitudes toward recycling, or intentions regarding sustainable food consumption. These specific

attitude measures typically employ Likert scales and are carefully constructed to align with the

principles of the Theory of Planned Behavior, ensuring that the attitude, subjective norm, and

perceived control items are all measured at the same level of specificity (target, action, context,

and time). Furthermore, psychometric soundness requires rigorous testing for reliability

(consistency) and validity (measuring what it intends to measure).

However, the reliance on explicit self-report measures is challenged by issues of social desirability

bias--the tendency for respondents to portray themselves in a positive light by exaggerating their

pro-environmental attitudes. To mitigate this, researchers are increasingly turning to implicit
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measures. Implicit Association Tests (IATs), for instance, measure the strength of automatic

associations between environmental concepts (e.g., "nature") and evaluative attributes (e.g.,

"good" or "bad") by measuring reaction times. These implicit attitudes, which operate outside

conscious awareness, often provide a more reliable prediction of spontaneous or habitual

behaviors than explicit self-reports, particularly when the attitude is highly sensitive to social

pressure. Other innovative techniques include analyzing actual consumer behavior data,

monitoring physiological responses (e.g., skin conductance) to environmental stimuli, and using

unobtrusive measures like observation of recycling rates or energy meter readings.

Challenges and Future Directions in Research

Despite decades of research, several significant challenges persist in the study of environmental

attitudes. The primary hurdle remains the accurate prediction and explanation of the attitude-

behavior gap, especially concerning high-cost behaviors like reducing air travel or making major

home energy investments. Future research must focus more intently on the dynamic interaction

between internal psychological factors (attitudes, norms) and external contextual factors (policy,

infrastructure, cost). This requires moving beyond simple correlational studies to implementing and

evaluating field experiments that manipulate situational variables to facilitate the translation of

positive attitudes into action.

Another critical direction involves addressing the role of culture and social identity. Environmental

attitudes are not universally structured; the specific concerns, values, and behavioral norms vary

dramatically across different cultures, socioeconomic groups, and political affiliations. For instance,

in some collectivist cultures, environmental behavior may be driven primarily by group norms and

deference to authority (subjective norms), whereas in individualistic cultures, behavior might be

more strongly driven by personal values (biospheric concern). Future research must strive for

greater cultural sensitivity and develop context-specific models that account for these diverse

motivational pathways. The increasing politicization of environmental issues, particularly climate

change, also demands deeper psychological investigation into how political identity serves as a

powerful filter, overriding personal environmental attitudes.

Finally, the growing urgency of the climate crisis necessitates a focus on large-scale behavioral

change and systemic interventions. Future research must explore the efficacy of interventions

aimed at shifting deep-seated affective components, such as leveraging narrative communication

to foster empathy for the non-human world, or utilizing social marketing techniques to normalize

sustainable behavior. The focus is shifting from merely assessing attitudes to actively changing

them and, crucially, engineering the physical and social environments to make pro-environmental

choices the default, thereby reducing the reliance on conscious, effortful attitude-driven decision-

making. The goal is to maximize the predictive power of environmental attitudes by minimizing the

barriers that currently obstruct their behavioral expression.
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