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Summary

Environmental problems are the result of human behaviors. Their solution therefore
rests on changing these behaviors. One way of changing behaviors consists of changing
attitudes. In this respect, general environmental attitudes should be distinguished from
more specific attitudes that are expressed in behaviors like recycling or family planning.
There are different attitude scales that measure general environmental attitudes. The
results obtained from these scales as well as from public opinion polls show that, in
general, environmental attitudes are very positive. How come, then, the behaviors
expressed are not more congruent with the underlying attitudes? Three types of reasons
can explain this discrepancy: the way attitudes are measured, and personal and
situational factors. This does not mean that efforts made to change attitudes are in vain.
On the one hand, general environmental attitudes must be reinforced both from an intra-
and from an inter-attitudinal point of view. On the other hand, new behavioral attitudes
must be created. In both cases, there are approaches and strategies to attitude change
that have proven value. But for the intervention to be successful, one must well identify
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the social actors to whom they must be applied and the behaviors that should be
targeted.

1. Introduction

By their behavior, humans are responsible for environmental problems. A solution to
these problems needs to rest on changing human behaviors. But certain humans are
more responsible than others and certain actions are more detrimental than others.
Having identified those persons and actions, we have to ask ourselves how it is possible
to change the behaviors in question and to intervene accordingly.

There are relatively few solutions available. Among them is the possibility of changing
attitudes. In fact, two-thirds of all the publications on environmental psychology rely on
the notion of environmental attitude. We shall therefore successively define the concept
of attitude, indicate how environmental attitude has been measured up to now, report the
results obtained from such measurements, examine the question of a possible link
between attitude and behavior, present various models that illustrate this attitude-
behavior link in relation to other variables, and, finally, discuss the question of how
attitudes can be changed.

2. Attitude
2.1. Concept

From early on, social psychologists have shown an interest in attitudes. They first
invented ways to measure attitudes before testing numerous theories about the
development and changing of attitudes. The reason they found attitudes so interesting to
study is that they were convinced of a causal relationship between attitudes and
behavior. That is understandable if we consider that an attitude is an explicit or implicit
favorable or unfavorable evaluation of an entity, the attitude object, that is, any entity
towards which a person formulates a judgment. In the case of environmental resources,
water conservation, pollution of the environment, conservation of energy, recycling, etc.
are all attitude objects. An attitude need not be conscious to influence behavior. An
attitude can give rise to cognitive, affective, or behavioral responses. The cognitive
responses of an attitude are “beliefs.”

A belief is made up of the attitude object, an attribute, and the link between the two
whose strength and tense is variable. Thus, one could at different times entertain the
following belief: “Recycling is costly” or “Recycling will be costly” or “Recycling
could be costly.” Knowledge is a particular kind of belief, a belief recognized as true by
virtue of an established criterion.

The affective component of an attitude refers to feelings, moods, or emotions
experienced in relation to the attitude object. An attitude being an evaluation, we must
not confuse evaluation with affect. An attitude is not always accompanied or not by an
affect, or by beliefs. The same goes for the behavioral response that refers to an overt
action toward the attitude object as well as intentions to act. Attitudes are not innate;
they are learned and, with time, tend to become relatively stable and difficult to change.
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2.2. Measurement

Attitudes cannot be observed directly. They are known by one or by a combination of
the three classes of response described above: cognitive, affective, or behavioral. Most
of the time, the measurement of attitudes rests on verbal reports given by individuals
asked to indicate in one way or another if they agree with a number of statements of an
attitude scale. This means that researchers have essentially relied on beliefs to measure
attitudes. One of the drawbacks of relying on attitude scales is the possibility of
inducing individuals to make up answers on the spot to questions that are not really
important to them. Relying on open questions circumvents this problem and makes sure
the attitude is authentic. In this way, it is possible to know the number and content of
beliefs an individual has.

2.3. Measurement of Environmental Attitudes

Environmental attitudes have been obtained either by the use of questionnaires
especially devised for public opinion polls or by using standardized measurement that
allows an easier comparison of different studies. Maloney and Ward gave us the first
measurement scale, the Ecological Attitude Scale. In order to change behavior, it is
important, according to these authors, to know what the public knows about ecology,
the environment, and pollution, what their attitude is regarding these, which
commitments they are ready to make, and which commitments they do make. Their
scale is therefore composed of four sub-scales whose object is the measure of these
different aspects. The “verbal commitment” (V.C.) sub-scale measures what individuals
indicate they are ready to do with regard to environmental questions. For example,
using their bicycle or public transport instead of the family car in order to reduce air
pollution. The “actual commitment” (A.C.) sub-scale measures what the individuals
actually do; for example, write to one’s member of parliament to communicate personal
worries about a specific pollution problem. The “affect” (A) sub-scale measures the
degree of individuals’ emotionality related to ecological issues. A typical item of this
sub-scale reads: “When 1 think of the way industries are polluting, | get frustrated and
angry.” Finally, the “knowledge” (K) sub-scale measures specific factual knowledge
related to ecological issues. For example, an item of this sub-scale aims to verify if
individuals can correctly find the right answers among those proposed as the most
common pollutants of water.

For Dunlap and Van Liere, the traditional and dominant vision of the world that rests on
individualism, - laissez-faire, progress, and growth belongs to a paradigm that is in
contradiction with the “new environmental paradigm” (NEP), which is more sound,
human, and ecological. It is a paradigm that emphasizes a necessary harmony between
humans and their planet. They have built a 12-item scale measuring this new
environmental paradigm; it contains items like “We are approaching the limit of the
number of people the Earth can support” or “Mankind is severely abusing the
environment.” Dunlap and Van Liere have also built a scale to measure the dominant
social paradigm (DSP) with the goal of checking out the opposition between the DSP
and the NEP. This new scale has eight dimensions: (1) commitment to limited
government, (2) support for free enterprise, (3) devotion to private property rights, (4)
emphasis upon individualism, (5) fear of planning and support for the status quo, (6)
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faith in the efficiency of science and technology, (7) support for economic growth, and
(8) faith in future abundance.

Weigel and Weigel have proposed another scale, the Environmental Concern Scale,
composed of 16 statements that respondents must evaluate using a five-point Likert
scale. Here are a few examples of these items: “Pollution is not personally affecting my
life”; “Courses focusing on the conservation of natural resources should be taught in
public schools”; “Even if public transportation was more efficient than it is, | would
prefer to drive my car to work.”

Do the scales that seek to measure environmental concern actually measure the same
thing? What emerges when we consider them in light of the definition given previously
of the concept of attitude? Concerning the three classes of attitudinal expression
mentioned previously (cognitive, affective, and behavioral), we notice that these
different expressions of an attitude are present in the scales described above. However,
this is not the case with other measurement where one or other of these different
expressions is lost. Moreover, certain expressions can take more importance, even if all
of them are present. With regard to behavioral expression (behavior intent and
behavior), when the goal is to measure behavior these scales, because of the way they
are built, only allow us to apprehend behavior as it is reported.

The intra-attitudinal structure of the existing scales is rather weak. Even when the scale
comprises many items, few dimensions are retained. Consequently, these scales do not
inform us properly on the dimensional complexity of the attitude and the degree of
integration of different dimensions (e.g. importance, probability, eminence). As for the
inter-attitudinal structure, it can be considered from a horizontal or vertical point of
view. In the first case, we would like to know which same-level attitudes are related.
For instance, it has been shown that although there is an important correlation between
attitudes concerning natural resources and pollution the attitude to population issues is
not related to them. The question of the vertical inter-attitudinal structure refers to the
problem of the specificity of attitudes and the interrogations it can elicit. For example, is
there a logical relation between general attitudes and specific attitudes so much so that
the former could generate the latter by simple deduction? Are more specific attitudes
necessarily more consistent with general attitudes? What are the determining values in
the case of the environment? To the first two questions, we can answer that research
shows that it is risky, to say the least, to infer the existence of more specific attitudes on
the basis of a general attitude of environmental concern.

The relation between environmental concerns and values has been studied in particular
by Stern and his associates. They find that three values are associated with
environmental concern: egoistic, altruistic, and biospheric. The goal of the first value is
to maximize personal well-being, the second value expresses worry for what might
happen to others, while from the third value stems a preoccupation for the future of our
ecosystem broadly speaking. Bunting and Cousins identify three other values: (1)
pastoralism, which is “a positive response to natural environments,” (2) urbanism,
which is “a broad attraction to the human-made environment and to complexity and
diversity of city living,” and (3) environmental adaptation, which is “an optimistic lack
of concern about human intervention in the natural environment along with a belief in
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the right of humans to use technology to adapt and dominate nature.” In the framework
of research on values in general, Schwartz and his associates have found that values can
be regrouped in 10 broad categories, some, like universalism and benevolence, being
more compatible with environmental concern than others, like power and achievement,
which are particularly evident in Western cultures.

The data gathered by the different scales and by public opinion polls have been able to
demonstrate, especially in the United States, that there is a strong environmental
concern. The population, in general, has a favorable attitude toward the protection of the
environment, although this attitude has fluctuated since the end of the 1960s. By
comparing data obtained in 1972 and 1990, it was found that a higher degree of concern
for problems of the environment was present in 1990. Although this question was not
perceived as the most important, the data show that the number of those who, from 1972
to 1990, perceived these problems as serious increased continually. They also felt more
and more threatened by this situation. This was also expressed in the support given to
the action of the government. When having to choose between the protection of the
environment and economic growth, respondents did not hesitate to show their
preference for the first option. They also indicated that they were more ready to pay the
costs associated with the different measures taken to protect the environment. Thus, in
an opinion poll carried out in 1992 two-thirds of the Americans interviewed indicated
that they believed that “environmental problems are so important that solutions must be
found regardless of the cost.” Environmental concern, whichever way we look at it,
seems to be an attitude that has taken hold. Some studies find demographic differences
while others don’t.

3. Attitude and Behavior

Are those favorable environmental attitudes accompanied by consistent behavior? In the
case of the environment, as with other attitude objects, we often find that the answer to
that question is no. Many reasons have been put forward to explain the often weak
relationship observed between attitudes and behavior. These can be classified into three
categories: (1) the measurement, (2) the person, and (3) the situation.
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