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ENVIRONMENTAL ATTITUDES

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Environmental Psychology, Social Psychology, Environmental
Sociology

1. Core Definition

Environmental attitudes are defined as the beliefs, values, emotions, and behavioral
predispositions held by individuals or societies regarding the natural environment, ecological
systems, and issues concerning environmental quality and sustainability. These attitudes represent
a psychological readiness to respond favorably or unfavorably toward environmental objects,
problems, or policy initiatives. Unlike fleeting opinions, attitudes are relatively stable and enduring,
forming a crucial link between abstract personal values (such as biospheric or egoistic concerns)
and concrete observable behaviors (such as recycling, voting for green parties, or reducing
consumption). They fundamentally dictate the level of concern an individual expresses for
ecological welfare and the commitment they exhibit toward sustainable practices.

The core definition encompasses the complexity of human-nature relationships, acknowledging
that attitudes reflect not only knowledge about ecological facts but also deeply ingrained feelings
about the natural world. Therefore, environmental attitudes function as essential mediating
variables, helping researchers understand why some individuals are highly motivated to engage in
conservation while others remain indifferent or resistant to environmental change. Effective
environmental communication and policy design rely heavily on accurate assessment and
understanding of the public's existing environmental attitudes, as these attitudes predict the
acceptance and success of conservation measures and regulatory frameworks.

2. Theoretical Foundations

The study of environmental attitudes is firmly grounded in the classical Social Psychological

Theory of Attitudes, specifically utilizing the Tripartite Model, which suggests that attitudes

consist of three interconnected components: Cognition, Affect, and Conation (Behavioral Intention).
In the environmental context, the cognitive component relates to the knowledge and beliefs one
holds about ecological processes, environmental threats, and the impact of human actions (e.qg.,
understanding the mechanism of climate change or believing that pollution is harmful). The
affective component refers to the emotional response to environmental stimuli, such as feelings of
appreciation for nature, anxiety about ecological collapse, or distress over habitat loss.

The conative or behavioral component represents the individual's stated intentions or readiness to
act in a manner consistent with their beliefs and feelings. This might include intentions to purchase
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energy-efficient products, protest against environmental degradation, or adopt a vegetarian diet.

Crucially, established theoretical frameworks, such as Ajzen's Theory of Planned Behavior
(TPB), highlight that environmental attitudes, alongside subjective norms and perceived behavioral
control, are primary psychological determinants of an individual's intention to perform pro-
environmental behaviors. While attitudes are strong predictors of intent, the subsequent section
explores the complexities inherent in translating this intent into actual behavior.

Furthermore, environmental attitudes are deeply influenced by underlying worldviews. The work of

Dunlap and others established a conceptual divide between the Dominant Social Paradigm
(DSP)--characterized by anthropocentric views, faith in technology, and belief in unlimited
resources--and the rising New Ecological Paradigm (NEP), which embraces ecological limits, the
fragility of nature, and the rejection of human exceptionalism. This foundational theoretical
distinction helps categorize and measure broad environmental worldviews, which, in turn, shape
specific environmental attitudes.

3. Key Characteristics and Dimensionality

Environmental attitudes are rarely uniform; they vary along several important dimensions, making
them highly nuanced constructs for psychological study. Recognizing these characteristics is vital
for designing targeted interventions aimed at promoting sustainability.

Ecocentrism vs. Anthropocentrism: This is the defining dichotomy in environmental attitude
research. Ecocentric attitudes prioritize the intrinsic value of nature, recognizing that all living and
non-living elements of the ecosystem possess inherent worth, irrespective of their utility to humans.
In contrast, anthropocentric attitudes are utilitarian, valuing nature solely based on its capacity to
provide resources, services, or aesthetic benefits to humanity. Most people exhibit a mixture, but
the dominant orientation strongly predicts commitment to deep ecological actions versus resource
management.

Attitude Strength and Centrality: Attitudes differ in their strength, stability, and centrality to an
individual's self-concept. Stronger attitudes--often tied to fundamental moral values--are more
resistant to persuasion, more stable over time, and highly predictive of behavior. Attitudes central
to one's identity (e.g., identifying as an "environmentalist") are particularly powerful drivers of
consistent action, whereas weak or peripheral attitudes can be easily overridden by situational
factors or conflicting self-interest.

Specificity: Attitudes exist across a hierarchy of specificity. General attitudes, such as "concern
for the environment," are often widespread but weak predictors of specific actions. Conversely,
specific attitudes, such as "a favorable view toward the mandatory composting program in my city,"
are much stronger predictors of the corresponding specific behavior. Effective research often
requires measuring attitudes at a similar level of specificity as the target behavior being studied.

PSYCHOLOGICAL SCALES scales.arabpsychology.com



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theory_of_planned_behavior
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theory_of_planned_behavior
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dominant_Social_Paradigm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dominant_Social_Paradigm
https://scales.arabpsychology.com/?p=49020
https://scales.arabpsychology.com
https://scales.arabpsychology.com

ENVIRONMENTAL ATTITUDES

4. Measurement Scales and Instrumentation

Quantifying environmental attitudes requires sophisticated psychometric scales to capture the
complex dimensionality described above. The development of robust measurement instruments
has been central to the field of environmental psychology since the 1970s.

The most seminal and globally recognized instrument is the New Ecological Paradigm (NEP)

Scale, initially developed by Dunlap and Van Liere in 1978 and refined over subsequent decades.
The NEP is a 15-item scale designed to measure adherence to an ecocentric worldview, assessing
five facets of belief: limits to growth (belief that the Earth has finite resources), anti-
anthropocentrism (rejection of the notion that humans are superior to nature), fragility of nature's
balance (belief that nature is easily upset), rejection of human exemptionalism (rejection of the idea
that human ingenuity will solve all environmental problems), and the possibility of an impending
ecological crisis. The scale is widely used due to its reliability and proven ability to differentiate
between environmentally concerned and non-concerned populations across various cultures.

Beyond the NEP, numerous specialized scales exist to measure specific aspects of environmental
attitudes, tailored to research on particular issues. Examples include the Environmental Identity
Scale (EIS), which measures the degree to which environmental concern is integrated into an
individual's personal identity; scales measuring specific pro-environmental behaviors (e.g.,
recycling attitudes, conservation commitment); and measures of environmental risk perception.
Methodological advancements have also led to increased exploration of Implicit Environmental
Attitudes, using tools like the Implicit Association Test (IAT) to uncover subconscious preferences
or biases toward nature that may influence spontaneous decision-making, offering a contrast to
traditional explicit, self-report measures.

5. The Attitude-Behavior Gap

A persistent and critical issue in the study of environmental attitudes is the attitude-behavior gap
(sometimes called the value-action gap), which refers to the discrepancy between stated
environmental concern (a positive attitude) and actual engagement in pro-environmental behavior.
Research consistently finds that while a majority of the population often expresses concern about
issues like climate change or pollution, only a smaller segment consistently translates these
attitudes into high-cost, frequent, or sustained behavioral changes.

This gap is attributed to a complex interplay of external and internal constraints. External barriers
include economic factors (e.g., the high cost of sustainable goods, lack of incentives),
infrastructure limitations (e.g., absence of recycling facilities or public transport), and restrictive
social norms (e.g., fear of social stigma for non-conforming behavior). Internal psychological
barriers are equally significant, encompassing perceived lack of efficacy (the belief that one's
individual action won't make a difference), cognitive dissonance (the mental discomfort
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experienced when attitudes and behaviors conflict), and temporal discounting (prioritizing
immediate gratification over long-term environmental benefits). Addressing the attitude-behavior
gap requires not just changing beliefs, but actively removing structural and psychological barriers
to action, often through policy interventions, behavioral economics (nudges), and fostering a strong
sense of personal responsibility and control.

6. Significance and Policy Impact

The study of environmental attitudes carries profound significance for effective environmental
governance, policy design, and the successful transition toward sustainable societies. Attitudes
serve as the primary psychological levers for inducing large-scale behavioral change, whether
through market mechanisms or regulatory means.

For policymakers, understanding public attitudes is crucial for gauging the political feasibility of
environmental regulations. Policies perceived as compatible with existing strong attitudes--
particularly ecocentric values--tend to gain broader public acceptance and compliance, whereas
policies that clash with dominant anthropocentric or economic attitudes often face significant
resistance. For instance, public support for carbon pricing mechanisms or habitat protection laws is
directly correlated with the strength of positive environmental attitudes within the electorate.
Furthermore, attitude research helps tailor communication strategies, ensuring that environmental
messaging resonates with the public's current concerns and values, thereby maximizing
effectiveness in areas like public health campaigns, energy conservation drives, and biodiversity
protection.

7. Further Reading

Environmental psychology (General overview of the field)

New Ecological Paradigm (NEP) Scale (Detailed information on the primary measurement

instrument)
ScienceDirect: Environmental Attitudes Overview (Academic review of key concepts and research

directions)
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