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TWIELVE

Psychological Perspectives on
Sustainability

CAROL M. WERNER

This conttibution reviews literature by psychologists on the general subject
of environmental. sustainability, that is, conservation of resources, con-
servation of ecosystems, and concerns about quality of life for humans and
other species. A key assumption is that sustainability will not be achieved
until humans accept more responsibility for the environmental consequences
of their reproductive and consumptive behaviours. The chapter reviews
literature on how to effect changes in values, attitudes and behaviours. It
ends with ideas about how psychology might fit with other disciplines to help
societies reach sustainability. A general theme in this chapter is that psycho-
logists should take more active roles in devising strategies for determining
and implementing environmental policies. Too much psychological research
provides passive descriptions of how things are, rather than exploring how
to empower people to create sustainable communities.

Relevant Topics in Environmental Psychology

Envitonmental psychology is typically defined as the study of human—
environment relationships, where ‘environment’ includes both the built en-
vironment and nature. The present review focuses on research using
psychological principles to reduce consumption and stabilize population
growth while maintaining a positive quality of life. Topics relevant to the
conference themes can be broken into two broad groups: (1) everyday life
and (2) resource use. Examples of the first group are: how people use and
experience cities; housing policies; and environmental stressors such as noise
and toxic waste. Examples of the second group include: resource use and
conservation; relations between city form and resource use, especially energy
and water; waste reduction and recycling; environmental preservation and
restoration; and population and crowding,

This is not intended as a comprehensive review. My personal urgency
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224 MEASURING AND ACHIEVING SUSTAINABILITY

about sustainability leads me to prefer some styles of research over others;
I prefer research that is ‘action-oriented’ — that is, research that Mmeasureg
actual behaviours and shows how to effect positive change in behavio
prefer change strategies that lead to long-term, internalized, self-sustainijq
behaviour change. Furthermore, I prefer strategies that involve Brass-roogs
participation and decision-making over strategies that are simply imposed by
technological or policy experts; the former are more democratic and usually
more enduring. I also prefer strategies that are holistic — that address multiple
points in a system, anticipate reverberations among system elements, and put
in place mechanisms to support long-term change. And finally, the review js
limited in generalizability: the behaviour change strategies have been developed
in the US, and should be used only experimenually in other societies,

urs,

Psychological Research on Sustainability

BEHAVIOUR CHANGE: SOCIAL MILIEU, MOTIVATION, MEMORY, op-
PORTUNITY AND SKILLS An effective, psychologically based intervention
programme can include a myriad of elements, each one contributing jn
different ways to the programme’s success. There are five basic factors.

* social awareness and concern about the problem;

* knowledge about and motivation to engage in behavioural solution(s);
* memory or situational prompts to make the motivation salient;

* opportunities to follow through with the behaviour(s);

* and skills/perceived competence to do the behaviour(s) correctly.

Each of the five can be achieved through a variety of interventions, and can
target individuals or groups. These five factors are not completely independ-
ent, but can be mutually influencing and supportive. For example, strong
messages in the social milieu may influence individual motivations or attitudes;
a manipulation designed to change attitudes might also serve as a memory
prompt; an exercise for building behavioural skills may strengthen the attitude.
This level of complexity is a necessary reality in a holistic, dynamic system.
As an additional complexity, group members can enhance or detract from a
treatment at any step in the process, if they encourage or discourage each
other’s behaviour change. So although for convenience and clarity each factor
is discussed separately below, they function in co-ordinated ways.

Social milien ‘Social miliew’ refers to general social awareness about 2 problem
or a need for collective action. The social milieu could reflect sustainability
values, but with current advertising and social pressure for materialism and
conspicuous consumption, sustainability is not a strong part of our social
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change and innovation diffusion (e.g. Jaccard et al., 1990b). The fundamefntal
idea is that widespread awareness of a problem may be necessary before
eople decide to take action about it. Why should‘t.hcy. decide to conserve
zmter, reduce automobile emissions, decide to remain childfree, or engage in
a myriad of other environmental behaviours unless they are cox'wmced it is
important? Public awareness has been cited as a component of involvement
in environmental behaviours (e.g. L. T. White et al., 1?84), and may be
responsible for variable responses to the same psyc}')ologxcal treatment (e.gt._
see Seligman and Finegan’s, 1990; and Geller et al. s, 1982, de.scnpuons o
programmes with impact that seems to vary with m1.het§). Social awareness
sets the stage for persuasion, but does not necessarily itself result in per-
on.
sua(silross-culrural analyses suggest that social milieus‘ can differ because of
deep, underlying and historically based differences in v'aluc's and. ways ‘of
thinking. For example, Erickson (1987) conducted extensive interviews with
residents of two small towns, one in the US.and the other in §wedcn.
Underlying different energy conservation behaviours were two distinct sets
of cultural values (social milieus). In the US, people treated energy con-
sumption as a consumer’s individual right, whereas in Sweden, use otj energy
was moderated by people’s concern for the communal good, especially the
national economy. ‘Energy and resource use is temperec! by the [cultural]
code [of | one’s “fair share” of the common resources’ (Erickson, 1987: 224).
Even within a society, interest in and concern about the presence and
seriousness of environmental problems can be variable, as evxdepced by
responses to opinion surveys (c.g. Mohai and Twight, 1987; Van Liere and
Dunlap, 1980; Vining and Ebreo, 1992). We need to understand 'how groups
reach a common understanding, that is, how a common social milieu is
created (see P. Brown, 1992). Sometimes awareness and consensus occur
because of highly visible problems, such as long petrol queues during the US
energy crisis of the 19705 (Kempton et al., 1992), l’.ht.: odours and appearances
of polluted rivers and airborne effluents from chemical planFs (Bcrger., 1985.).
Fawcett and Khoo (1980) argued that, in Singapore, r.apld reductions in
fertility had been due in part to the visibility of population pressures: 'Th.e
pressure of population on resources is visible to ic naked eye and is
reinforced by frequent references to this problem in the press and in gov-
ernment policy announcements’ (p. 551). Research is ne‘edgd t9 determine
how best to make all resource problems visible and convincing if we are to
achieve sustainability (see Stern and Aronson, 1984). Kempton et al. (1992)
agree that widespread awareness is an important base for change. They
suggested that policy-makers should take_ advantage of even short-.tefm
shortages, when the political will for change is strong, At such times, restrictive
policies can be enacted and people are willing to pay for more expensive but
permanent, effective technological remedies. ) on
Some problems are visible but not noticed because degradation has



226 MEASURING AND ACHIEVING SUSTAINABILITY

occurred slowly, over the years, and people accept the situation as normal
(several authors use the analogy of the frog in hot water, which immediately
recognizes danger and jumps out, but would stew slowly in water heated
gradually to the same temperature). Russell (1993) noted that cattle ranchers
were less aware of degraded riparian areas than range managers who were
newly arrived on the scene. Individuals who can compare the current situation
with original healthy conditions may have particular credibility in raising
widespread concern and stimulating others to action (Berger, 198s).

News reports and publicity events can increase awareness of problems
and create 2 common social milieu. News media are credited with keeping
environmental issues active, but are also criticized for contributing to an
‘issue-attention cycle’ (Downs, 1972, quoted in Kempton et al., 1992) when
treporters move on to other issues and no other mechanism keeps the
environmental problem salient. However achieved, widespread awareness of
an environmental issue sets the stage for motive interventions, the next topic.

INTERNAL MOTIVATION The second factor in the holistic model is ‘*know-
ledge and internal motivation’. Knowledge refers to education, and it is
important for people to have accurate understandings of nature and their
impact on it. Internal motivation is a complex psychological concept, and
more difficult to influence. I use the word ‘motivation’ loosely to refer to
three kinds of psychological processes, (1) fundamental values, (2) attitudes
and self-concepts, and (3) social incentives, norms and other internalized
responses to social pressures. In the previous section I described the social
milieu as what people hear in the world around them, their perceptions of
what others think. In contrast, personal motivators are their personally held
values, norms, attitudes and other concepts in this section. Clearly, for some
people, these are connected: personal motivators represent the translation of
social milieu down to the individual level. For others, local friendships and
personal experiences may be important mediators between what they hear in
the media and their individual values, attitudes and social concerns.

Internal motivations to behave sustainably represent long-term, undetlying
bases for behaviour. Internal motivations can take a long time to develop,
but they can also change with time and experience. In many cases, they are
trained directly by parents, peers and opinion leaders. Transmission can also
occur indirectly, as children observe the rewards their role models receive for
engaging in certain behaviours; modelling can occur without a specific reward
if children assume a behaviour is intrinsically rewarding (Bandura, 1965). A
few examples should illustrate how each kind of motivator can lead to
environmentally favourable behaviours.

Fundamental values A simple definition of values is that they define ‘beliefs
about what is important’, and ‘beliefs about how things should be’ (sec
Magraw and Nikel, 1990; Newton and Dillingham, 1994; and Scherer, 19903, b,
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for discussions of environmental values; and Seidenberg and Snadowsky,
1976, for discussion of general value/attitude relationships). Values assign
preferences to a variety of outcomes; they enable us to articulate which are
most important to us (Schwartz, 1992). A single value can inform a variety
of separate attitudes. A person who holds a value that human welfare is the
most important outcome would form different attitudes towards resource
conservation from those of a person who holds a value that protecting the
biosphere is the most important outcome. This essentially defines the dif-
ference between anthropocentric and ecocentric value systems (Nash, 1988/
1990; DeVall and Sessions, 1985). Anthropocentric values lead a person to be
interested in preserving rare plants because of their use to humans, such as
whether the plants have components that could help cure human diseases.
Ecocentric values lead to preservation because the plant is integral and
essential to the health of an ecosystem. Knowing a person’s fundamental
values should allow one to predict their attitudes towards a variety of separate
issues.

Another example of how values inform attitudes comes from Sax’s (1980)
analysis of conflicts over the use of national parks in the US. He argued that
the issue represented a fundamental difference in values about the symbolic
meaning of parks. On one side were people who believed the parks should
provide only the opportunity for contemplative experience of nature. On the
other side were people who believed the parks should provide a myriad of
outdoor and recreation experiences. As an example, Sax pointed out that
people who opposed motor boats on the Colorado River in Grand Canyon
National Park, Arizona, opposed them on value differences, not practical
impact:

In fact, motorized boats don't intrude upon those who want to go down the
tiver in oar-powered boats. Reduced to essentials, the preservationist claim is
simply that motors don’t belong in this remote and wild place; that they betray
the idea of man immersed in nature and bring industrialization to a place whose
meaning inheres in its isolation from, and contrast to, life in society (Sax, 1980:
12-13).

Another example of the relationship between values and attitudes comes
from analyses of ‘pronatalism’. Peck and Senderowitz (19743, b) explored
the origins and manifestations of pronatal values in Europe and the Us.
Their argument was that societies had developed positive values about child-
bearing when children were needed — during times of high infant and
childhood mortality and short adult life-spans. These positive values and
telated societal pressures were needed to assure 2 critical population mass,
but this is no longer the case. Their comments echoed Hollingworth’s (1916/
1974) discussion of social pressutes impelling women to have children.
Hollingworth added that large numbers of citizens might simply be needed
to provide a nation with an army, labourers or enough people to populate
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and protect remote geographic regions. Were Hollin orth writj
she gu'ght add that children are desirable as ‘litele consfr:crs' w‘;zuﬁptgqa .
4 nadon’s economic engine by creating demand f; e
Derning 1o g nd for products (see Belk, 1987;
Although it js generally accepted that values ar

: : : ¢ broad constr
underlie or guide attitudes, there js litde research on how connsccgf): that
'madc from one to the other. Because values are more flxndamentals o
inform mulu'ple attitudes, they should be more difficult to change, by hand
more extensive impact if change occurs. o Rave

Attitudes, self-concepts and intrinsic motivation Atti .

des, tudes define how posit
negaqvely one feels about something, such as natural areas, cl:::ls;e:al{i o
behaviours Of contraception. Self-concepts are the qQualities individuals belieon
th‘ey' have, m(fludmg physnical and psychological qualities. And finally, i::

1986), there is no substantial body of research s i i
strong relationship between atu'tu)c,ies and enﬁro:?n“::iab:rl:lal:rli‘:;ucrlsea;w:)nd
common are studies showing that attitudes are related to sclf-rcport.ed bfe
haviour, and studies showing that attitudes predict self-reported behavio .
zxcr?en combin;;d with other factors, such as norms, situational cues and so :r:
uagano et al,, 1995; McCarty a ; i
« g., noe Stcmgztj . 1993’. nd Shrum, 1994; Oskamp et al., 1991; Smith
ne of the most common uses of attitude mea i
why people do or do not conserve. In theory, if w: T;m:;l;;:ssn:rf;rs:;zd
are not conserving, we can change the situation of change their attitugcs ir)ll
ways that increase conservation, And if we can understand why one grou
conserves and another does not, we can use that information to inﬂtgxencl:
other groups. For example, Becker, Seligman, Fazio and Darley (1 81)
measured a variety of energy-related attitudes to determine which prcdjzted
energy use. Desire for comfort (men and women), concerns that colder homes
were unhealthy (men only), and belief that technology could solve the ener
casis (men and women) all predicted higher winter energy consumption, Othg

St‘lmpuon in summer (Seligman et al, 1 » probably b

differed at those two times of the ycal? 7(91%e§ker et );l., clc;::)e. ‘Elr‘llifsgy :t::f:
suggests that persuasion campaigns might vary with time of year and il;clude
onl)" thli: attitudes that predict overuse, Research in other populations might
be_gm with the entire set of attitudes, replicating the process of identifyin, l%e
attitudes and adapting the persuasion campaign to that group’s proﬁle.g ’
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Although it might seem more efficient to try to change a general attitude
about conservation than to change attitudes towards each separate behaviour,
this is not the case. One fairly steady finding is that specific attitudes are the
best predictors of specific behaviours. Attitudes towards recycling are better
predictors of recycling than general environmental attitudes (Oskamp et al.,
1991; Vining and Ebreo, 1992); attitudes towards a particular contraceptive
are the best predictors of its use (Fishbein and Jaccard, 1973); and attitudes
towards using lead-free petrols are better predictors of that behaviour than
general environmental attitude (Heberlein and Black, 1976).

General measures of attitudes should show that people do have coherent,
integrated views about an array of environmental issues. One model gaining
increased interest is Dunlap and Van Liere’s (1978, 1984) ‘new environmental
paradigm’, which examines the extent to which people reject traditional
economic and political models in favour of a more environmentally centred
one. In describing this model, Stern et al. (1993) said: ‘Much of this work
has emphasized the emergence of a new world view, or paradigm, associated
with environmentalism ... [which] like other “new social movements”, aims
not at redistributing resources, but rather at a different and in many ways
more fundamental restructuring of society ...” ( Stern et al., 1993: 323). Most
of the research flowing from this new orientation uses self-reports or
behavioural intentions, so it is not clear that this new measure will be useful
for predicting actual behaviour.

In contrast to studies of attitude measurement are studies of persuasion
to effect attitude and behaviour change. Extensive analyses of energy con-
servation programmes indicate that advertising campaigns may influence
attitudes but have litde impact on behaviour (Condelli et al., 1984; Stern and
Aronson, 1984; L. T. White et al., 1984). A more promising approach is to
tailor the message to the individual. Howenstine (1993) made the intriguing
suggestion that researchers use surveys to identify people ‘on the verge’ of
recycling, determine what their particular impediments were, and use educa-
tion and persuasive campaigns to overcome the impediments. For people
interested in recycling but unaware of a drop-off point, increase information
about the programme; for people lacking role models, develop an advertising
and promotion campaign using relevant models (see also Kok and Siero,
1985; and Werner and Makela, 1998, for additional examples of overcoming
impediments).

A very effective persuasion strategy is to use a ‘block leader’ to deliver the
persuasive message (Burn, 1991; Everett and Peirce, 1991—92; Hopper and
Nielsen, 1991; Nielsen and Ellington, 1983). This approach is based on both
persuasion and normative influence theories. To enhance credibility, the
‘leader’ is a neighbour with some degree of similarity and familiarity to the
people being persuaded. The leader uses one-on-one persuasion and answers
questions. The leader also checks up on people to see if there are problems,
and acts as a neighbourhood ‘booster’ to develop group cohesion and
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enthusiasm for the project over the long term. This person can either be an
existing neighbourhood leader (Everett and Peirce, 1991—92; Katzev et al,,
1993) or someone chosen at random (Burn, 1991). The ‘block leader’ approach
is probably particularly effective with public behaviours, such as kerbside
recycling and office paper recycling, where each individual’s recycling container
is visible evidence of participation. Block leader approaches need to be
extended to other behaviours besides recycling,

Another encouraging example from the energy conservation literature is
a programme by Gonzales et al. (1988). They suggested that highly vivid
messages that allowed homeowners to visualize or vicariously experience
their home’s heat loss would be most effective at inducing heat conserving
behaviours (adding expensive insulation and caulking windows and doors).
Consultants were trained to talk about homes having ‘naked’ (and therefore
very cold) attics, and to speak visually about the total area needing caulking
(e.g. ‘the cracks add up to an area the size of a basketball’) instead of being
abstract (vague statements such as ‘you’re losing a lot of heat through these
cracks’). They also emphasized ‘loss’ (‘it’s like having a hole in your pocket)
rather than ‘saving’, on the grounds that people are more influenced by
thoughts of losing rather than saving money. These authors reported dramatic
improvements in homeowner follow-through compared with power com-
panies’ typical education programmes.

Self-concept, commitment and minimal justification The second internal motivator
that has received some attention in the environmental community is the goal
of positive self-regard. The general idea is that people endeavour to behave and
think about themselves in ways that highlight their positive qualities (Steele,
1988). In an early study, Steele (1975) illustrated the dynamic qualities of
self-regard. He called residents on the telephone and either insulted them or
made neutral comments. Then, in an ostensibly unrelated call approximately
one week later, residents were contacted again and asked to participate in 2
lengthy and tedious but community-oriented and helpful project. Those who
had been insulted were significantly more likely to participate than were
those who had not been insulted. Steele suggested that after hearing the
insult, people were motivated to restore their positive self-regard. Participating
in the tedious but pro-social activity enabled them to focus on positive
aspects of themselves. Steele pointed out that the second activity had not
been relevant to the original insult, so people were able to restore self-regard
without addressing that original message.

Environmental psychologists have taken advantage of the fact that people
maintain self-regard by living up to their promises. They have utilized positive
self-regard as a motivator, albeit not explicitly. Numerous studies use notions
of self-consistency to induce long-term environmental behaviour change.
The predominant strategy uses minimum justification techniques to elicit 2
behavioural commitment. In his comparison of persuasion strategies, Cialdini

PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES ON SUSTAINABILITY 231

(1993) argued that commitment is an effective behaviour-change agent because
it sets in motion desires to be consistent — to live up to one’s word.

Commitment has been the most effective behaviour change agent in the
environmental field, especially with respect to long-term behaviour change
(Dwyer et al., 1993; Katzev and Johnson, 1987). People who made commit-
ments were most likely to continue an environmental behaviour (energy
conservation, recycling, bus use) long after others had ceased. Commitment
must be manipulated; people must be induced to promise to engage in a be-
haviour rather than simply being asked how committed they are to the
behaviour (Katzev and Johnson, 1987). Cialdini (1993) stressed that not all
commitments would engage the self-image. He suggested that people using
this technique needed to make sure that commitments were ‘active, public,
effortful, and freely-chosen’ (p. 64) for maximum effectiveness. Indeed, there
is general agreement that it is the commitment that stimulates the drive for
consistency that leads to sustained behaviour (e.g: Cialdini, 1993; Steele, 1988).

Social incentives and normative bebaviowr: Social incentives and norms are a
third broad category of internal motivators. Norms are the socially defined
‘oughts” our beliefs about how we should behave. ‘Personal norms’ are
individuals’ internalized ‘oughts’ whereas ‘cultural norms’ are beliefs about
what behaviours are thought to be socially appropriate. (Self-concept and
commitment, discussed above, are one type of normative influence.) Social
incentives (public praise or recognition) and disincentives (public censure or
disapproval) can be more effective motivators than financial rewards.

These types of internal motivation are based on people’s desites to be
responsible citizens, to be accepted and respected by others, and generally to
behave in ways that are consistent with group/societal norms or that will
garner group/societal praise. This is a major source of the pressure for
conspicuous consumption — the desire to impress others. An advantage to
motivating sustainability via social concern is that all behaviour is grounded
in a social context: this context can be utilized to effect change and support
it over the long term. These pressures contribute to excessive consumption;
they can help reduce it.

Cook and Berrenberg (1981) proposed that conservation behaviour could
be increased with social incentives and disincentives, as long as people believed
that conservation was a desired group goal. In one study, families receiving
a ‘we are saving oil’ sticker along with feedback about their energy use did
indeed use less oil than feedback-only and control groups (Seaver and
Patterson, 1976, quoted in Cook and Berrenberg, 1981). In the other study,
social recognition (a public chart showing miles per gallon and verbal praise
from supervisors) was used to induce truck drivers to conserve fuel through
better driving (Runnion et al., 1978, reported in Cook and Berrenberg, 1981).

Hopper and Nielsen (1991) drew on Schwartz’s (1977) social-psychological
model of altruistic behaviour to understand environmental behaviours.
Schwartz’s model presumes that people must personalize norms before they
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influence behaviour. In addition, personal norms derive their ivati
properties from desires to maintain positive sclf—conccPts. ,Tomcftlvntm
pe.rsonal norm engenders guilt, and to uphold a personal n;>r violate
pride’ (Schwartz, 1977: 200). Personal norms will not guide bch:nn ious o ders
(a) pcoplc are aware that their action or inaction will result in cons:mur unless
the environment and (b) they accept responsibility for those con:l::::;z to
es,

Norms and social approval have also figured strongly in how middle-]
pcpplc respo'nd‘ to energy conservation campaigns. In a fascinating 3 :;.Ic oy
Wilk and Wilhite (1987) conducted in-depth jnterviewss with middle daer
ho.mc?wncrs to ascertain their reasons for not ‘weatherizing’ (not wce;t(;::is

or cost is removed, behaviour ends,
N .
@ ot only do rewards and punishments not result in long-term behaviour
a:;ge, strong external rewards can actually undermine natural interest. Man
Studies on work tasks or play activities reveal that students who show im'tia?l,

.r;ceiye praise or other rewards for their performance (e.g. Deci 1992). This
idea is often c!xfﬁcult to accept, perhaps because using financial inccnti\.rcs to

contingencies are in place.
G . . .
hnd:ﬂ(tf}fa{mn among tb.e molsvators (attitudes, norms, and self-concepts): These three
s € mte:ma.l mouvators are very similar in that they represent cognitive
res with the ability to motivate action. They differ in the nature of
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that motivation, with definitions of attitudes emphasizing positive/negative
evaluations, norms emphasizing ‘oughts’, and self-concepts emphasizing ego-
involvement and positive self-regard. There is some overlap, especially where
positive self-regard is derived from adhering to norms.

MEMORY AND SITUATIONAL PROMPTS Memory enhancers, the third
factor, provide support for behaviour by reminding people of their attitudes
or intended behaviours. Habits are often difficult to break, so even if an
individual decides to conserve or recycle a resource, he or she will need
reminders until the new behaviour is well entrenched.

There is strong evidence for the role of ‘prompts’ and feedback in guiding
behaviour. For example, brochures and instructional signs (prompts) have
been used to increase newspaper recycling in neighbourhoods (Jacobs and
Bailey, 1982—83; Jacobs et al., 1984). Feedback about energy consumption has
been a primary way of reducing household energy use. The feedback some-
times reminds people to engage in a behaviour, such as a light that alerts
homeowners to turn off the air conditioning (Becker, 1978). And sometimes
feedback is 2 monthly report of energy consumption so people know how
much energy they have been using and can adjust down as needed.

For maximum effectiveness, feedback needs to be provided to people
who care about receiving it (i.e. have attitudes favouring conservation or
seek the economic advantage of saving money), and it needs to be provided
in 2 way that has clear behavioural implications (Kempton et al., 1992). For
example, Becker’s air-conditioning light provided effective feedback because
it signalled a simple behaviour at a particular point in time. In contrast,
monthly feedback about energy usage is less effective because the consumer
has so many possible behaviours, and the simplest to do (e.g. turn off the
lights) often have the least impact on conservation (e.g. compared with adding
insulation or buying energy-efficient appliances) (Condelli et al., 1984;
Kempton et al, 1992; Stern and Aronson, 1984).

With respect to maximizing the impact of prompts, Stern and Oskamp
(1987) reviewed numerous studies that used prompts. They concluded that
the best prompts would: (a) suggest behaviours that are easy or convenient;
(b) be highly specific and communicate exactly what should or should not be
done; and (c) be placed close to where the behaviour should occur. Thus,
both feedback and prompts can be used effectively as part of a total, holistic
intervention.

Except for feedback and prompts, there is not a lot of environmental
research on interventions that serve to activate attitudes. One promising area
is schema-theory, or the idea that an individual’s behaviour is guided by
integrated sets of information held in memory. Werner (1996) suggested that
environmental stimuli could evoke one schema instead of others. For example,
one could increase adherence to park signs (signs indicating acceptable and
unacceptable behaviours) by using multiple cues to elicit environment-



234 MEASURING AND ACHIEVING SUSTAINABILITY

protecting instead of environment-destroying cognitions. A sign that wel-
comes pcop!c to a park, emphasizes the specialness of the place, and explains
how regulations protect the setting should evoke more positive cognitions
and have more impact than a sign that simply states the rules.

Schema theory has also been used (implicitly) in family planning education
One‘ technique for empowering adolescents to use contraception is role:
playing, which has the long-term effect of strengthening attitudes and making
them more accessible. In health education settings, young people imagine
icmsclvcs In a romantic situation. They practise negotiating whether to engage
in sex and - if so — they practise different ways of convincing a partner that
contraception should be used (including barrier methods for protection against
AIPS and other sexually transmitted diseases). By role-playing these ex-
periences, adolescents build a repertoire of scripted behaviours that are evoked
by and can guide actions during their real-world sexual experiences. The
better education programmes include specific skills training, another significant
factor in a holistic approach (Barth et al., 1992; DeRidder, 1993).

OPPORTUNITY Providing behavioural opportunities is an essential com-
ponent of a holistic, long-term behaviour change programme. Psychological
programmes often focus on attitude or behaviour change without providing
a supportive context which can help sustain the change. There are several
ways of providing a supportive context, such as convenience and ease of
action (e.g. Geller et al., 1982). Convincing employees that they should recycle
ofﬁcc paper does little good if the task of recycling is made extremely difficult.
C}ty-wndc‘ recycling programmes are typically more successful when kerbside
plck-uP is provided (compared with distant neighbourhood dumpsters).
Recycling is more successful when it is made an integral part of cooking and
clean-up (Hormuth et al,, 1991). Effective family planning clinics in high
schf)ols Provide students with convenient access to contraceptive and sexual
hygiene information (DeRidder, 1993). The key idea is that at both individual
and societal levels, we need to put in place clear behavioural opportunities.

SKILLS The final factor in this holistic approach refers to whether people
have — or believe they have — the necessary skills for the environmental task.
Lack of skill is a frequent explanation for failures of conservation pro-
grammes. For example, with respect to recycling, common impediments have
been too many containers, so that recycling is confusing (Katzev et al., 1993),
and lack of space to organize recyclables in the home (Werner and Makela,
1998). In the domain of energy conservation, energy researchers argue that
persuasive messages should emphasize behavioural skills, not abstractions
_(Kcmpton et al,, 1992; Stern and Aronson, 1984). Wilk and Wilhite (1987)
interviewed homeowners who had failed to follow an energy auditor’s advice
to weatherize. They found that a perceived lack of ‘handyman’ skills was the
key to many residents’ lack of follow-through.
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Similarly, with respect to contraception and family planning, both lack of
knowledge and lack of skills contribute to at-risk behaviours. Key problems
are uncertainty about how the partner will feel about condom use and the
lack of skills to negotiate acceptance (Barth et al., 1992; Boyd and Wanders-
man, 1991; Jaccard et al., 1990a; Pleck et al.,, 1990), concerns about being
embarrassed when buying condoms (Pleck et al. 1990), and general fears that
awkwardness with contraception will reduce romance or sexual pleasure (Boyd
and Wandersman, 1991; Pleck et al, 1990). All of these are skill-related
problems that can be addressed in interventions. For example, Barth et al.
(1992) developed graduated role-playing activities to enable students to gain
interpersonal skills step by step. At first, students read prepared scripts in
which they negotiated abstinence or convinced a partner to use a condom.
These experiences were designed to give practice in effective interpersonal
skills. The. next role-play activities were unscripted and required innovations
by students. The scenatios became more and more specific and contained
more and more pressure for unprotected intercourse. Students developed
skills for dealing with these situations gradually, in a structured safe setting,
with support from peers. This level of structure is probably not needed in
neighbourhood resource conservation programmes, but the general ideas of
role-playing, skill development and peer support are worth considering in
any behaviour change intervention. Some support for the importance of
perceived skills comes from work on Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behaviour,
which includes questions about respondents’ ability to perform intended
actions {e.g. see Godin et al., 1996, on condom use).

How do people develop skills? And what maintains their ongoing interest
in continuing their new behaviours? First, we assume that people want to
feel competent and successful ~ to have ‘agency’. Indeed, competency motiva-
tion has been described as a fundamental human need (White, 1959), and it
is central in Bandura’s (1986) self-efficacy model of psychological well-being,
and in educators’ research on eagerness to learn (e.g. see Deci, 1992; Lepper
and Greene, 1978; Renninger et al., 1992). A promising application of this
idea comes from research by Sansone and Harackiewicz (1996), who suggested
that if people have a reason to persist at a behaviour, they can figure out
how to do it effectively and how to make it interesting or fun. Consistent
with this view, Werner and Makela (1998) found that people who had pro-
recycling attitudes (reason to persist) were more likely to find interesting
features in recycling and to manage it well.

SUMMARY This section called for intervention programmes that draw on
the five factors of social milien, internal motivations, memory, opportunity
and skills. Each factor was examined separately primarily because that is how
psychologists study them. Unfortunately, interventions that use only one
aspect of the total system have yielded limited success. It is time to begin
using more holistic interventions so that behaviour change at the individual
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active. And behavioural skills were often taught through role-playing and other
means of ensuring that partners would discuss and act on contraception.
These programmes were designed to span several years so that students could
acquire information at appropriate stages in their cognitive and social develop-
mente The programmes are very comprehensive, costly and time-consuming,
but they work. One feature that might be added is to ground the new attitudes
and behaviours in the student’s family relationships (Barth et al., 1992).

The next holistic interventions involve wildlife and wildlife habitat protec-

tion. The first is an ongoing, almost twenty-year-old project on Canada’s
Eastern Coast (Blanchard, 1994; Blanchard and Nettleship, 1992). The pro-
gramme was developed for cases in which local groups overharvest a resource
and use of the resource is integral to local traditions and cultural values.
These cultural values ~ i.e. the social milieu — must be addressed for successful
long-term attitude and behaviour change. Resource management plans that
emphasize enforcement without changing underlying values will meet only
hostility from the local people. A second assumption is that the local system
needs to be addressed at multiple levels of functioning and at different
points in time. Doomed to fail are isolated interventions or interventions
undertaken before the people are ready to consider and accept them (in the
present case, ‘readiness’ included access to commercially produced meats).
Blanchard and her colleagues recommend developing campaigns that are
specific to the local group in terms of what the behavioural goals are, how
the group communicates, who the leaders are, what values drive resource
consumption, which values can be incorporated into the intervention, and
how the programme’s effectiveness can be demonstrated and evaluated.

In the particular intervention utilized in the Gulf of St Lawrence, Blan-
chard and colleagues capitalized on local norms that one should not harvest
more birds than one needed. Thus, they endeavoured to reduce rather than
eliminate the take, and they endeavoured to reduce harvesting during the
breeding season. Key aspects of the twenty-year programme were (a) educa-
tion programmes for elementary and older children that involved visits to
wildlife sanctuaries; (b) group meetings to discuss seabird population declines
and the role of out-of-season hagvesting in this decline (these meetings were
often run and organized by local residents); (c) plays performed by children
that served as devices for educating them about seabird natural history and
conservation (children were encouraged to practise their roles at home,
thereby involving parents in learning about conservation needs); and (d) hiring
local residents (often with a history of poaching) to work as conservation
officers; this served simultaneously to re-educate them about seabird con-
servation and to provide them with a viable income which reduced their
need to poach. Face-to-face interviews indicated dramatic changes in attitudes
towards hunting of targeted seabird species, changes in perceptions of what
percentage of their neighbours were hunting these species, and changes in
the numbers of birds individuals expected to harvest.
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A similar holistic approach has been developed by another conservation
organi?ation. RARE, which is active in the Caribbean, uses eco-marketing
stratcgles.to sensitize local citizens to declines in wildlife populations, invoke
a Protccuve orientation towards a particular species, and thereby activate
citizens to protect that species and its habitat. Protection for that species
typically signals protection for the entire ecosystem, so the change in attitude
and behaviour has widespread impact.

RARE’ strategy emphasizes grass-roots support. First, local citizens select
the key species to be protected. That species — typically a particularly beautiful
bird — becomes a national symbol, underscoring national pride and uniqueness
(the chosen species is always a unique native). Local musicians compose and
perform songs about the bird, schoolchildren perform plays about the bird
and its natural history, local businesses use that bird in their logos, and local
entreprenceurs sell T-shirts displaying their national bird with pride. A totally
new social milieu is created in which people take pride in and protect the
bird and its habitat. These programmes are introduced only in settings where
the government provides a supportive context with opportunities to conserve
(such as conservation officers to help with education, and willingness to set
aside forest preserves). Memory prompts are provided by the popular songs
and through visibility of the species on billboards, bumper stickers and
products; national pride motivates people to seek alternative sources of
income and food (ideally, employment programmes would provide people
with skills needed for alternative life-styles). These programmes are developed
slowly, over a two- to five-year petiod, and are maintained by local efforts.
In sum, the RARE programme addresses the system at many levels, over
long periods of time and leaves mechanisms in place to sustain the changes.

Community Activism and Empowerment

‘Environmental empowerment’ occurs when people have ‘agency’, when they
feel effective and take control over environmental events in their community.
I.’sychological research on citizen empowerment has been fuelled by realiza-
tions that when authorities make decisions for citizens, the citizens can become
psychologically ‘helpless’ — dependent on others instead of autonomous and
sclf—sufﬁcicnt (Zimmerman and Perkins, 1995). There are many domains in
which citizen empowerment has been studied (fair and decent housing,
employment, mental health); it has become a useful framework for under-
standing effective citizen reactions to environmental hazards (Rich et al., 1995)-
In thc US, there have been numerous examples of environmental hazards
fequiring citizen activism. Place names such as Love Canal, NY (Gibbs, 1982),
Times Beach, MO, Legler, NJ (Edelstein and Wandersman, 1987), Orange
County, NY (Rich et al., 1995), Woburn, MA (Brown and Mikkelsen, 1990),
and Three Mile Island, NJ (Baum et al., 1983), are symbols of communities
disrupted or destroyed by hazardous wastes in the ground, air and/or watet.
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Ethnographic analyses and case studies have yielded richly detailed informa-
tion about how these communities organized themselves and the conditions
that led to more or less successful outcomes. In Love Canal and Times
Beach, citizens successfully campaigned over a petiod of years to have their
neighbourhoods declared disaster areas and their homes bought by the
government. Citizens in Woburn brought water problems to the city’s atten-
tion, shut down that water supply, and mounted a suit against the tanning
and chemical firms that had polluted the underground water supply. Citizens
in Legler were able to convince the city to shift from individual wells to a
city-provided water system. With respect to prevention, citizens in California
were successful at preventing offshore oil drilling and its accompanying
(potential for) oilspills (Freudenburg and Gramling, 1994; Gramling, 1996).

In a holistic analysis, Rich et al. (1995) suggested that three setting
characteristics combine to determine success and community empowerment:
(1) citizen characteristics (e.g. knowledge, skill, norms); (2) social institutions
(e.g- civic organizations that cultivated organizational skills); and (3) formal
institutions (e.g. regulatory agencies and their processes). The authors argued
that it is difficult to create the first two components, so it should be
incumbent upon the third — government institutions — to create empowering
environments. As illustration, they told about citizens in Orange County
(New York, USA) who could not stop a proposal for a sod farm to use
sludge (including human waste) as fertilizer. The appeals system was designed
for expert testimony at the expense of citizen testimony. Rich et al. described
the farmers as being demeaned and ignored while the experts were revered
and coddled. After the permit was approved, the farmers’ concerns were
validated. The sludge contained hazards, and the farmers’ predictions about
flooding and ground water contamination were confirmed. Eventually, after
much environmental damage, the permit was revoked. Rich et al. argued that
if the system had been designed to weight local input adequately, the problem
would never have occurred. Furthermore, with the right combination of
circumstances, the citizens would have felt empowered, not disempowered.

Although we need system changes of the sort recommended by Rich et
al., we should also develop ways of increasing individual skills so that citizens
can function effectively even if the system is flawed. For example, there is
a consistent pattern in how corporations and government officials deal with
citizens who raise questions about environmental hazards. Citizens are typically
ridiculed for over-reacting or being uninformed, and they are often blamed

for their situation (Berger, 1985; Edelstein and Wandersman, 1987). Knowing
this is a common issue and knowing they can develop social support among
their neighbours can help citizens deal effectively to offset such attacks.
Edelstein (1988) noted that experts developed the term NIMBY (Not In My
Backyard) as a way of shaming people into accepting society’s waste. He
reviewed alternative terms such as LULU (Locally Unacceptable Land Use)
and YIYBY (Yes, In Your Backyard) which give a different ‘spin’ to the issue
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Identifying counterproductive policies. Psychology can help to identify
and avoid policies that will have unwanted consequences (such as
erroneously using financial incentives) (see p. 232, above).
Measuring quality of life. We can contribute additional methodologies and
conceptual frameworks for defining and measuring quality of life. Becker
et al. (1997) provide an excellent list of possible indicators; psychologists
can enhance and add to these.
Motivating with both negative concerns and positive inspirations. Psycho-
logy can help construct a better vision of a sustainable future. The present
chapter tends to take a ‘we must change’ approach (albeit in psychologically
cffective ways) which can engender reactance and fears about quality of
life under sustainable practices. Psychologists (and our colleagues in market-
ing) can help build a better vision of a sustainable life-style.
An emphasis on value change. There is an urgent need — world-wide — for
a change in fundamental values about consumption and reproduction.
Any attempt to address the issue of globally sustainable development
must address the fundamental questions of why people have children,
why we consume resources at often non-sustainable levels, and why we
decide to use unsafe technology. Many writers take these as ‘givens’, stating
that people naturally desire children, and people naturally want to achieve
and consume. In contrast, social psychologists point to social pressures,
mores and values that drive these behaviours. Unless these are changed,
it will be very difficult to change birth and consumption rates. Providing
women with access to birth control, providing incentives for their use, or
couching their use as 2 way to improve a woman’s overall health has little
impact if the woman believes that having many children is a sign of
God’s blessing, or, as many (e.g Cleland, 1985; Sen, 1994; Sen et al., 1994,
especially Section III) have suggested, the woman who desires few or no
children is powetless in relation to a strongly pronatal husband or his
family. Similarly, trying to persuade people that they should change their
consumption style is likely to fail unless we simultaneously change their
reasons for consumption, such as the belief that conspicuous consumption
is a way of establishing status in society or that high consumption is
necessary (Veblen, 1899/1908).
Changing social systems. A fundamental question is how humans will
organize themselves as political, decision-making groups; another is what
economic systems will evolve (Beck, 1994). How can people be involved
in political and economic decisions that affect themselves, nature and
future generations? One way to consider this question is to look at the
research on community empowerment summarized above. These show, at
a grass-roots level, how people cope with larger social systems. As Blan-
chard (1994) noted, citizen involvement is more than just holding a hearing
and then telling citizens what the government intends to do. It is more
than letting people complain about current ot proposed conditions. It is
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involving them in meaningful ways in the decisions that will affect their
lives and the lives of future generations.

Psychological findings mesh nicely with recent work by political scientists
and social philosophers on ‘social capital’ (Putnam, 1993) and ‘reflexive
modernization’ (Beck et al., 1994). There is extensive research on co-operation
and competition, on autonomy, conformity and interpetsonal influence, and
studies of leadership and group relations. Hardin’s (1968) Commons Tragedy
is often used to frame psychological analyses of sustainability, but this is a
mistake because he ignores group processes. In addition, such analyses do
not acknowledge the dialectic relatedness of people and groups. A dialectical
approach (Werner et al., 1997) presumes that both individual and group
goals are equally important and must be satisfied by the social/economic/
political system. Historical and anthropological analyses show that societies
do provide for individual and group goals by developing holistic systems for
commons management (Cox, 198s; Feeny et al., 1990; McCabe, 1990; McCay
and Acheson, 1987; Werner et al,, 1997). Similarly, laboratory research on
commons dilemmas and social traps indicates that people respond quickly to
situational pressures to sustain a commons. When people understand that
they are interdependent with society and nature, they conserve appropriately.

What Can Psychology Learn?

* Continue benefiting from collaboration with other disciplines.

* Bigger impact for our efforts: A significant problem with psychological
research is targeting relatively trivial behaviours. In the US, the National
Research Council has been the leader in identifying significant targets for
behaviour change (Stern and Fineberg, 1996; Stern et al., 1992). They use
multiple disciplines and methods to identify who the major users, wasters
and decision-makers are, and how to effect changes in those target areas.
Many purchase decisions are made by builders interested in saving money
at the expense of long-term energy conservation. Built-in conservation
saves resources for the long term and must be encouraged (Barnett, 1995;
Calthorpe, 1993; National Audubon Society, 1995).

Conclusion

Many authors are concerned about our environmental future. Can we evolve
a world society that treats humans and ecosystems fairly? Have we done
irreparable harm already? Where do we want to go and how can we get there
safely? Events, such as the MOST workshop on sustainability, provide
opportunities to decide what kind of people we want to be. With effort, we
may be able to create situations that optimize our chances of realizing
sustainability.




