
ORIGINAL ARTICLE

Environmental beliefs and their role in environmental behaviours
of undergraduate students

Robert Inkpen1
& Brian Baily1

# The Author(s) 2019

Abstract
A survey of the environmental world-views of undergraduate students found that their views of the environment could be
reduced, as had been found by Price et al. (J Environ Psychol, 37, 8–20 2014) into the ‘as elastic’ and the ‘environment as
ductile’. The ‘environment as elastic’ summarizes a range of views that focus on the unpredictable nature of the environment and
its ability to recover from the impact of human activities. Unlike Price et al. (J Environ Psychol, 37, 8–20 2014), however, the
basis of the ‘environment as elastic’ view is solidly based on a fatalistic/non-fatalistic world-view of this age group. The survey
suggests that the likelihood of individuals demonstrating environmentally aware behaviour was strongly correlated with their
environmental world-view and how their general ideological word views is conditioned by their political alignment. There was,
however, a limited range of behaviours that even environmentally aware undergraduates were prepared to take now and into the
future and these were correlated with their concern to adopt what might be considered to be conveniently successful life styles.
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Introduction

According to the United Kingdom 25-year environment plan
(HMGovernment 2018) the scale of human impact on the planet
has never been greater than it is now. The Living Planet Report
2018 states that since 1970, 60% of mammals, birds, fish and
reptile’s species have declined (WWF 2018). Climate change,
habitat loss, increases in natural hazards, over-consumption and
non-circular resource use are just a few of the many challenges
facing policymakers and the wider population. It is clear that any
solutions to these problems will require a significant amount of
actions by individuals, voluntary or otherwise, to change envi-
ronmental behaviours. The extent of this problem is illustrated in
the British Social Attitudes Survey (Philips et al., 2018) where
95% of people questioned think that climate change is probably
happening but where people gave an average score of 4.4 out of

10 for the chances that limiting their own energy use would
reduce climate change.

The nature and extent of the problems facing the environment
are relatively well known but it could be argued that there is a
disconnect between individual responsibility and environmental
behaviour, a separation that represents a significant challenge for
environmental management at all levels (Johnstone and Tan
2015). The expectation that increased environmental concern
should lead to an increase in environmental actions (e.g.
McCarty and Shrum 1994), grounded in the value-attitude be-
haviour perspective of such research has not necessarily been
confirmed by researchers. It can be argued that there is often a
clear gap between the level of environmental concern and the
subsequent actions implying that relationships between environ-
mental concerns and actions is more complex thanmight initially
appear (see for example Blake 1999; Kollmus and Agyeman
2002; Eilam and Trop 2012).

As pointed out by Rhead et al. (2015) understanding the
nature of environmental concerns is essential for understand-
ing how society engages with environmental problems.
Within the context of climate change, research has highlighted
clear differences in attitudes towards the environment based
on world-views as well as education levels, gender and age.
Previous research has shown that climate scepticism was
higher from respondents with a more traditional background,
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politically conservative views and lower socio-economic
groupings (Poortinga et al. 2011). Whitmarsh (2011) found
that scepticism in relation to climate change was strongly in-
fluenced more by environmental and political values rather
than by education or knowledge.

Barr (2007), within the realm of waste management, noted
that environmental behaviours are broadly attributed to three
groups of independent variables: situational variables; envi-
ronmental values and psychological factors.

Within this spectrum of attitudes, cultural values and be-
liefs can be seen to be a strongly influencing factor on people’s
concerns and actions. Cultural beliefs and values are essential
in understanding how people react to environmental chal-
lenges. Understanding the impact of cultural values and be-
liefs enables us at least in part to interpret why for example,
four in ten Americans say that climate change will have a little
or no impact on them personally (Jones et al. 2014). It can be
argued that cultural responses filter our attitudes to environ-
mental risk and associated actions. The measurement of cul-
tural values and beliefs is well established and according to
Taras et al. (2010) expanded significantly after Hofstede’s
“Culture’s Consequences” in 1980.

This research explores the environmental world-views of un-
dergraduate students and examines the likelihood of individuals
demonstrating environmentally aware behaviour and to what
extent this correlates with their environmental world-view. In
addition, this research examines how their general ideological
word-views is conditioned by their political alignment.
Importantly this is the first research that examines how the var-
ious elements influence the environmental behaviours of the
British students surveyed.

Theoretical background

Views about the nature of evidence, the magnitude of environ-
mental issues and the acceptability of solutions are all affected by
the framework of values and beliefs held by individuals (Kahan
2010; Kahan et al. 2012). Individuals are deeply embeddedwith-
in the cultural frameworks which generate the environmental
issues that require actions to alleviate (Adger et al. 2013) and
so identification and positioning of individuals within these
frameworks is an essential aspect of the analysis of an individ-
ual’s perception of environmental risk (Kahan 2010). Identifying
and classifying an individual’s belief and value system in relation
to issues of environmental risk can then help in understanding
how individual’s interpret and react to evidence and solutions.
Similarly, the consistency of an individual’s world-view can be
analysed by comparing their response to different types of issues
relative to their belief and value systems. Inconsistency in atti-
tudes towards issues would imply that the belief and value sys-
tem of an individual can exhibit a degree of flexibility depending
on the nature of the issues being considered. This would imply

that strategies that are effective for encouraging actions on one
issue are not necessarily transferable to other issues.

This research project uses the ‘myths of physical reality’
framework developed in cultural theory by Douglas and
Wildavsky (1982) and extended to environmental risks by
Schwarz and Thompson (1990) to identify world-views of un-
dergraduates. Individuals will be classified and locatedwithin the
four ‘world-views’ (hierarchical, egalitarian, individualistic and
fatalistic; Table 1) along the grid/group axes developed by
Douglas (1978). Hierarchical world-views see nature as a robust
system ifmanaged correctly. Under thisworld-view environmen-
tal problems can be controlled it is argued by robust regulation
and expert knowledge. Egalitarian world-views believe that the
use of naturemust be balanced between ours needs and the needs
of future generations. Within this world-view limiting our own
behaviour is seen as the best way of reducing environmental
problems. People with individualistic world-views see nature as
a robust system. This group also tend to believe that environmen-
tal problems can be solved by technical solutions. The final cat-
egory is the fatalistic group who view nature as an unpredictable
system. This group as the name suggests are indifferent to envi-
ronmental problems and think little can be done to solve these
issues.

Recent evidence from Price et al. (2014) suggests that such
cultural biases associated with environmental issues may be
simplified in terms of individual’s position on the group axis
alone (hierarchical/egalitarian world-view). The problem of
relative lack of clarity in terms, however is something that
needs to be considered when interpreting the data below.
Milford and Duclitt (2010) and Schultz et al. (2005) noted that
key terms such as ‘environmental attitudes’ and ‘environmen-
tal concerns’ and environmental world-view are usually poor-
ly defined. Whilst some have viewed pro-environmental be-
haviour as altruistic (DeGroot and Steg 2009), such behaviour
can also have a pro-social aspect, where such behaviour is
seen by the individual as advancing or being indicative of their
social status. Within this research, we define environmental
concerns as an individual’s worries in relation to a range of
issues including resource depletion, habitat destruction and
global warming. Environmental attitudes influence environ-
mental behaviours and are as defined by (Milfont 2007) as a
psychological tendency expressed by evaluating the natural
environment with some degree of favour or disfavour.
Within this research, we focus on the environmental world-
view through the lens of a set of questions developed by Price
et al. (2014) and define environmental behaviour only within
the terms of the specific behaviours in the survey questions.

This research will assess if the simplification of world-
views into the two identified by Price et al. (2014) is present
within a United Kingdom (UK) based undergraduate student
population sampled in this research. The two views are the
‘environment as elastic’ where ‘the ecosystem is described as
resilient and able to bounce back from both damage and efforts
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to protect it’ (Price et al. 2014, p. 13). The other world-view is
‘environment as ductile’. Where ‘the ecosystem is described as
altered by human activity and unable to bounce back from
damage or efforts to protect it’ (Price et al. 2014, p. 13).

Additionally, we will assess if this simplification can be
used to explain any inconsistency between concerns about
the threats from environmental issues and their pro-
environmental behaviours. Consistency in world-views across
general social and political issues will also be explored as
recent evidence from (Coppock and Green 2017) suggests that
individuals tend to compartmentalize their attitudes to issues
meaning that concern and actions about environmental issues
will be limited to that issue alone. It is suggested that this
compartmentalization will result in what seem to be inconsis-
tency in the attitudes of individuals to a range of issues and
policies. From a policy perspective this would mean that a
‘one size fits all’ set of strategies for encouraging actions on
a range of issues would not be appropriate.

Research questions

This research focuses on three main research questions:

& Is there consistency in an individual’s environmental
world-view? Can it be adequately described by the ‘nature
as elastic’ and ‘nature as ductile’ classification proposed
by Price et al. (2014)?

& Are the environmental world-views of individuals associ-
ated with their level of environmental concern and with
the level of their environmental actions?

& Are the environmental world-views of individuals distinct
and separate from the political views of individuals?

Methodology

Participants

This survey was conducted between January–February 2018
and involved university-wide recruitment of undergraduate

students (survey questions can be found in Appendix 1).
Students from the United Kingdom were selected as the group
for this case study as they were seen as the group of potential
‘young professionals’ who may go on to influence policy and
practice at all scales. In the United Kingdom, the Brexit refer-
endum has suggested clear differences of opinion between par-
ticular groups in relation to amongst other things generational
and educational lines (Hobolt 2016). Students are not necessar-
ily a homogenous population, just like the wider population of
young people. Within this sample there was a dominance of
Science-based students (64%), with a minority of Humanities-
based students (36%), but the overwhelming majority (80%)
had had some form of education in climate change at school
and virtually every course within the university considered
environmental change as part of its curriculum. In this sense
the student population selected is likely be, in theory, better
informed about the nature and impacts of environmental
change. The overwhelming majority of participants were from
southern England, London and the home counties (85%), with
a minority from the Midlands or eastern England (20%). This
relatively narrow spatial distributionmeant that there were like-
ly to be little variation in perceptions due to regional influences.

Recruitment was voluntary and involved students
responding to an inter-departmental email (with a total
pool of approximately 1500 students) and then comple-
tion of an online survey. A total of 152 undergraduates
replied (about a 10% response rate). Undergraduate stu-
dents were selected as this restricted the variation in age
and education level of respondents removing these as
potential explanatory factors. Instead, the limited age
and educational range meant that the respondents
reflected the environmental world-views of individuals
that were relatively well educated and, given the envi-
ronmental awareness embedded in the national curricu-
lum as noted above, should be relatively interested in
responding to and undertake environmental friendly be-
haviour in the future. This survey, therefore, addressed
the environmental world-views of a section of the pop-
ulation likely to be influential in the success or failure
of environmental policies in the future. The breakdown
of the respondents provided a good coverage of gender

Table 1 Four world views of
Price et al. 2014 Myth of nature Characteristics

Egalitarian Use of nature must be balanced between ours needs and the needs of future generations.

Attempts to control environmental problems by limiting own behaviour.

Hierarchist Nature as robust system if managed correctly.

Environmental problems can be controlled by robust regulation and expert knowledge.

Individualist Nature seen as a robust system.

Environmental problems can be solved by technical solutions.

Fatalist Nature as unpredictable.

Indifference to environmental problems.
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(52.8% female and 47.2% male) and different stages of
their university education (Year 1–36.4%, Year 2–
33.6%, Year 3–30%).

The results from the questionnaire data were then deferen-
tially tested through factor analysis, Cronbach Alpha and
Kruskal Wallis.

Quantifying environmental world-views

As in Price et al. (2014) a pool of 40 items were used to quantify
cultural environmental world-views (Appendix 1). We gratefully
acknowledge both the detailed testing and critical discussion of
the questions undertaken by these authors as well as the authors
uponwhosework they built their series of questions (Kahan et al.
2010; Dake 1992; Triandis 1996; Dunlap et al. 2000, and Steg
and Sievers 2000). For each world-view there were five items
that described the beliefs about human relationships to the natural
environment and five items that described policy solutions for
managing the natural environment. The individualistic world-
view, for example, frames the environment as able to cope with
disturbances and able to recover reflected in the question ‘The
natural environment is strong and can easily adapt to human
activity’ for which a strongly agree response would equate to a
highly individualistic world-view and so score a 5. Likewise,
such a world-view is aligned to view certain policies as appro-
priatewhen dealingwith the environment, so responding ‘strong-
ly agree’ to the question ‘Economic markets are more than ca-
pable of managing the natural environment sustainably’ reflects
such an individualistic world-views and would be scored as 5.

Participants were asked to indicate their level of agreement
with each on a 5-point scale. The coding was designed so that
the four world-views were scored 5 on the relevant beliefs and
policy questions associated with each. This shouldmean that a
consistent hierarchical world-view scored a total of 50 on the
two questions associated with hierarchal beliefs and policies,
but only 10 on the two questions focused on the individualistic
world-view. The scores for each answer were then used in a
factor analysis of the responses of all those surveyed enabling
each individual to be located within factor analysis space.

Quantifying environmental behaviour

Questions on environmental behaviour mirrored those used by
Lynn (2014) in an analysis of determinates of pro-
environmental behaviour. Questions about environmental be-
haviour focus on simple actions that individuals could take
now to alleviate environment issues and on how individuals
expect their future behaviours to impact the environment.

Consistency of environmental world-views

The 40 world-view questions were subject to exploratory fac-
tor analyses (maximization of the sum of variance squared on

the loadings) usingMinitab 17.0 and SPSS 23.0 to identify the
underlying structure of the responses. The responses were
coded from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) with
the view expressed in the question. This means that a high
score on questions related to hierarchical and egalitarian views
reflects agreement with these views, whilst a high score on the
individualist and fatalist questions reflects agreement with
these views. It might be expected that a committed environ-
mentalist would tend to score high on the hierarchical and
egalitarian questions and low on the individualist and fatalist
questions.

Before undertaking factor analysis of the responses a series of
Cronbach alpha tests were run of each of the sets of questions
designed to assess hierarchical, egalitarian, individualist and fa-
talist world-views (Table 2). The Cronbach alpha quantifies the
reliability or internal consistency of a set of test items. It is not a
measure of the dimensionality of these items but rather provides
an indication ofwhether the items provide a consistent and strong
measure of the underlying concept the items are meant to assess.
The scale can vary from 0 to 1 with 1 indicating perfect
covariation amongst all the test items and 0 indicating total
independence of the test items. The closer to 1 the Cronbach
alpha is then the more this suggests that the test items used are
likely to be measuring the same concept. Although there is no
agreed standard for what is an acceptable Cronbach alpha value,
values as 0.5 can be considered acceptable, although Tavakol and
Dennick (2011) suggest it may be more appropriate to suggest
values in the range 0.75–0.90 fit this category. Low Cronbach
alpha values can be associated with having a limited number of
questions or poor interrelatedness between the items used.
Although all values in Table 2 are above 0.5, the values in the
table suggest that the division of questions into 5 question blocks
to identify specific aspects of environmental world-views, e.g.
hierarchical-environmental and hierarchical-political may be too

Table 2 Cronbach alpha values for world view questions

World View Cronbach Alpha

Hierarchical Environment 0.61

Hierarchical Political 0.62

Egalitarian Environment 0.59

Egalitarian Political 0.58

Individualist Environment 0.69

Individualist Political 0.59

Fatalist Environment 0.76

Fatalist Political 0.80

Hierarchical 0.69

Egalitarian 0.69

Individualist 0.74

Fatalist 0.79

Hierarchical/Egalitarian 0.79

Individualist/Fatalist 0.85
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fine a division to provide a consistent measure of that underlying
concept. Combing sets of questions to identify more general
world-views such as hierarchical or individualistic, produce
higher values suggesting that more questions may refine and
improve the consistency of the measure.

Having assessed the internal consistency of the response to
questions about environmental world-views, the underlying
structuring or dimensionality of these views was explored
using factor analysis. Exploratory factor analysis (maximum
likelihood extraction with oblimin rotation) identified the un-
derlying structure in the data. Twelve components have eigen-
values above 1 that explained18.2%, 8.8%, 6.3%, 5.0%,
4.8%, 4.1%, 4.0%, 3.8%, 3.5%, 2.9%, 2.6% and 2.5% of the
variance respectively. Appendix 1 provides details of this ini-
tial exploratory analysis. As in Price et al. (2014), this initial
analysis provided no clear set of patterns with many item
loading on several factors. Inspection of the scree-plot and
applying Cattell’s (1966) and Ledesma et al. (2015) criteria,
the plot clearly flattens after Factor 3 although the clear break
may be associated with Factors 2 or 3. A further exploration of
a three and two component solution was undertaken. The re-
sults of the three component solution showed no clear patterns
except for some items relevant to fatalistic world-views hav-
ing scores of 0.5 or greater. The pattern and structure factor
loadings of two component solution, as presented in Table 3,
did produce a relatively simple structure with most of the
items substantially loading on only one axis. Identification
of this simple pattern meant that the two component solution
was used for analysis. Fatalistic items loaded positively on
Factor 1, whilst hierarchical and egalitarian items loaded pos-
itively on Factor 2. There is a moderate negative correlation
between the factors (r = −0.200, n = 40).

Factor analysis was used on the responses of individuals in
perceptions survey to determine the presence of any underly-
ing factors within the data. Factors scores for Factors 1 and 2
were then assigned to each individual l participant based on
their responses to the survey. The relationship between an
individual’s factor scores and their environmental concerns
and behaviour was then assessed using the non-parametric
Kruskal-Wallis test. This test was used, rather than correlation
analysis, as an individual’s environmental concerns and be-
haviours were scored on a Likert 5-point scale and correlation
analysis would have resulted in a large number of ties.

Quantifying contextual information

Additional contextual information about an individual was
collected using the same questions as used in the British
Election Study (http://www.britishelectionstudy.com/) which
meant that the nature of the student population could be
compared nationally to assess how representative the
political views of this sample were of the UK population of
this age range as a whole.

Results

Consistency of environmental world-views

Comparison of the items with loadings on components 1 and 2
above 0.5 (Table 3) with the items identified by Price et al.
(2014) as significant items (Table 4) suggests that the different
items construct the factors in this study. In particular, the dom-
inance of fatalistic items in Factor 1 differs greatly from the
factors found by Price et al. (2014). In their analysis the sam-
ple of 290 individuals from across Australia represented the
general population and there was a much greater importance
attached to individualistic items for Factor 1 and for a greater
range of hierarchical and egalitarian items contributing to
Factor 2. This research suggests that for the age group sur-
veyed there is certainly still merit in dividing environmental
world-views into the ‘environment as elastic’ and the ‘envi-
ronment as ductile’ but that the basis of these world-views
may be subtly different from that of the general population
as identified by Price et al. For Factor 1 the fatalistic items and
single individualistic item all refer to policy for managing the
environment rather than beliefs about human relationships to
the environment. For Factor 2 all the key items refer to beliefs
about human relationships to the environment and recognize
that the environment is in a delicate balance that requires care-
ful management. This suggests that the two axes represent two
distinct aspect of an individual’s beliefs about the environ-
ment, Factor 1 what can be done (or not) about the environ-
ment and Factor 2 what the nature of the environment is.

Factor 1 can still be described as the ‘environment as elas-
tic’ as it is firmly based on the right of the individual to choice,
but this is within a context of the environment itself being seen
as fragile with any one individual unable to alter the trajectory
of environmental degradation. Factor 2 can still be described
as the ‘environment as ductile’ as there is still a focus on the
environment as requiring human protection because of its fra-
gility through organizations and expert knowledge.

Relationship between environmental
world-views and environmental concerns
and behaviour

Each individual respondent was assigned loading values for
both Factors 1 and 2 based on their survey responses to their
world-view questions. A correlation between individual factor
scores of −0.254 (statistically significant at α = 0.01) suggests
that individuals have consistent and divergent sets of beliefs
about the environment and its management that the items in
the survey have identified. Figure 1 plots individual factor
scores for each factor which suggests that although generally
individuals who score high on Factor 1 score low on Factor 2
and vice versa there are a number of individuals who score
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high on both factors producing a curvilinear trend in the data.
Reconciling these views is difficult but it may reflect an ac-
ceptance of the unpredictability and uncertainty involved in
trying to manage the environment but with a belief that the
environment itself is inherently unstable and only understood
through expert analysis. In general, however, the two factors

do seem to characterize two distinct sets of environmental
views, that could be caricatured as one where the environment
is unmanageable and likely to recover anyway and so we do
not need experts to manage it as they cannot (high scores on
Factor 1 and low scores on Factor 2). Opposed to this is the
environment view that the environment can be managed,

Table 3 Pattern and structure
matrix for maximum likelihood
factor analysis with direct oblimin
rotation of two factor solution for
surrey items on world views
following the method of Price
et al. (2014)

Pattern Coefficients Structure Coefficients Communalities

Item 1 2 1 2 Initial Extracted

HIER-ENV1 −0.05 0.60 −0.17 0.61 0.56 0.38

HIER-ENV2 0.19 0.08 0.17 0.04 0.33 0.04

HIER-ENV3 −0.19 0.60 −0.14 0.61 0.68 0.37

HIER-ENV4 0.03 0.69 −0.11 0.68 0.65 0.47

HIER-ENV5 0.19 0.17 0.16 0.13 0.36 0.05

HEIR-POL1 −0.29 0.42 −0.37 0.48 0.47 0.31

HIER-POL2 −0.42 0.37 −0.12 0.38 0.37 0.14

HIER-POL3 −0.21 0.32 −0.27 0.36 0.43 0.17

HIER-POL4 0.13 0.38 −0.21 0.41 0.46 0.18

HIER-POL5 0.09 0.33 0.02 0.32 0.55 0.11

EGAL-ENV1 0.19 0.13 0.16 0.09 0.30 0.04

EGAL-ENV2 0.04 0.57 −0.08 0.56 0.52 0.32

EGAL-ENV3 0.06 0.21 0.15 0.20 0.42 0.04

EGAL-ENV4 −0.06 0.46 −0.15 0.47 0.49 0.22

EGAL-ENV5 0.06 0.58 −0.06 0.57 0.50 0.33

EGAL-POL1 −0.09 0.47 −0.18 0.49 0.50 0.25

EGAL-POL2 −0.21 0.39 −0.29 0.43 0.53 0.23

EGAL-POL3 −0.23 0.36 −0.30 0.40 0.40 0.21

EGAL-POL4 0.09 0.25 0.04 0.20 0.55 0.06

EGAL-POL5 −0.02 0.22 −0.07 0.22 0.49 0.05

IND-ENV1 0.33 −0.41 0.41 −0.35 0.59 0.32

IND-ENV2 0.34 −0.37 0.42 −0.47 0.54 0.30

IND-ENV3 0.25 −0.31 0.31 −0.36 0.52 0.19

IND-ENV4 0.40 −0.20 0.44 −0.28 0.51 0.23

IND-ENV5 0.33 −0.31 0.39 −0.38 0.58 0.25

IND-POL1 0.03 −0.13 −0.01 −0.12 0.46 0.02

IND-POL2 0.50 −0.23 0.55 −0.33 0.58 0.35

IND-POL3 0.29 −0.14 0.32 −0.20 0.50 0.12

IND-POL4 0.46 −0.13 0.49 −0.22 0.49 0.25

IND-POL5 0.45 −0.01 0.46 −0.10 0.46 0.21

FAT-ENV1 0.29 −0.01 0.29 −.06 0.51 0.09

FAT-ENV2 0.27 −0.17 0.30 −0.17 0.37 0.12

FAT-ENV3 0.46 0.04 0.45 −.05 0.66 0.21

FAT-ENV4 0.35 −0.15 0.38 −0.05 0.64 0.15

FAT-ENV5 0.48 −0.02 0.38 −0.22 0.48 0.17

FAT-POL1 0.65 −0.12 0.67 −0.25 0.69 0.47

FAT-POL2 0.79 0.07 0.78 −0.09 0.71 0.61

FAT-POL3 0.50 0.05 0.49 −0.05 0.55 0.24

FAT-POL4 0.70 −0.11 0.70 −0.15 0.63 0.49

FAT-POL5 0.69 0.09 0.67 −0.05 0.67 0.46

bold indicates values over +/- 0.5, consistent with the Price et al (2014)
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particularly through appropriate experts, and that a key reason
effective management is possible is because the environment
is in a delicate balance (scores low on Factor 1 and high on
Factor 2). Using individual scores on these two factors it is
possible to analyse how these environmental views affect en-
vironmental behaviours, lifestyles and if they reflect broader
political views of individuals.

Although the scores could be correlated with the re-
sponds to specific questions about environmental behav-
iour, it should be remembered that the questions tended to
use a Likert 5-point scale in asking for responses.
Although the resultant large number of ties for correlation
analysis can be accounted for within the statistical calcu-
lation, this study compared medians scores using the non-

Table 4 Pattern loadings and associated questions

Pattern Loadings Question

Factor 1 Factor 2

IND-POL2 Individuals should have freedom of choice regardless of the environmental impacts

FAT-POL1 Ultimately, there is nothing individuals can do to manage or change the natural environment

FAT-POL2 Doing nothing is the most rational strategy for managing the natural environment

FAT-POL3 Attempts to manage the natural environment usually end in failure

FAT-POL4 Environmental rules and regulations are just ways for authorities and environmentalist to control individuals

FAT-POL5 There is no point in wasting time, energy and resources on trying to manage the natural environment

EGAL-ENV2 If the balance of the natural environment is upset the whole system will collapse

EGAL-ENV5 The natural environment is fragile and the balance can be easily upset

Structure Loadings

IND-POL2 Individuals should have freedom of choice regardless of the environmental impacts

FAT-POL1 Ultimately, there is nothing individuals can do to manage or change the natural environment

FAT-POL2 Doing nothing is the most rational strategy for managing the natural environment

FAT-POL4 Environmental rules and regulations are just ways for authorities and environmentalist to control individuals

FAT-POL5 There is no point in wasting time, energy and resources on trying to manage the natural environment

HIER-ENV1 The natural environment will become unstable if humans exceed the limits identified by experts

HIER-ENV3 If we push the natural environment beyond what it can cope with there will be no turning back

HIER-ENV4 When pushed beyond the limits identified by experts the natural environment will not recover

EGAL-ENV2 If the balance of the natural environment is upset the whole system will collapse

EGAL-ENV5 The natural environment is fragile and the balance can be easily upset

Fig. 1 Scatter plot showing Factor 1 and Factor 2
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parametric Kruskal Wallis test, a non-parametric equiva-
lent of analysis of variance, to analyse if the median value
for each factor changed with change in the likelihood of
specific behaviours, lifestyles or political views (Table 5).
This enabled the direction of change in median values
with changing response to be analysed.

Environmental behaviours and lifestyles

Exploring the responses using the Kruskal Wallis test, there
are only a limited number of environmental behaviours where
the median value varies significantly as responses change.
Simple behaviours such as turning lights and taps off do vary
with response on Factor 1 with the median decreasing as the
environmentally friendly behaviour becomes less frequent.
On Factor 2 the median values for considering packaging
before purchase and car sharing increase as the likelihood of
the behaviour increases. This suggests that simple environ-
mental behaviours are related to environmental world-views
but associated with Factor 1 and an individual’s non-fatalistic
view of management of the environment. The relative lack of
significance changes in median values associated with envi-
ronmental behaviours for Factor 2 suggests that the individ-
ual’s belief about the stability of the environment does not
affect their behaviour. For lifestyle questions, the Krusakl
Wallis test identifies the intention to educate children to be
environmentally friendly and the intention to lead a green life
as future intentions that increase in likelihood as Factor 2
scores increase.

Environmental world-views and political views

Table 5 highlights that there is a relatively small number of
statistically significant changes in median values for each fac-
tor as responses change in reply to political questions. In terms
of likelihood of voting Green there is a clear and consistent
change in median values, Factor 1 values decreasing with
increasingly likelihood to vote Green and Factor 2 values
increasing. A similar trend for Factor 2 median values can
be identified with the likelihood of voting Labour, but for
Factor 1 there is statistically significant variability in the me-
dian values but it does not change consistently with likelihood
of voting Labour. Interestingly, there is no significant variation
in median values for each factor with likelihood of voting
Conservative.

For wider policies that reflect political positions, Factor 2
has statistically significant trends in increasing median values
as responses change for increasing belief that NHS cuts have
gone too far and for an increasing belief in environmental
protection having not gone far enough, Similarly, the median
values for Factor 2 show a statistically significant decrease as
the belief that big business does not exploit people increases
and as the belief that it is not government’s responsibility to
redistribute income increases. For Factor 1, the pattern of sta-
tistically significant trends in median values is more difficult
to discern. There is variability in the medians for responses to
big business and exploitation and to the tax or spending ques-
tion but they have no consistent direction. For environmental
protection there is a decrease in the median value as the belief
in environmental protection having not gone far enough

Table 5 Environmental behaviours, lifestyle and political views with
the relevant factor scores

Factor 1 Factor 2

Environmental Behaviours

Climate Change Education 15.52 8.98

TV On 2.08 1.30

Lights On 7.33 3.80

Tap On 9.57 2.39

Clothes On 0.74 3.44

Packing 4.55 10.65

Recycle Paper 3.34 7.26

Own ag 5.94 3.31

Bus 3.75 1.90

Walk 0.40 1.70

Car Share 4.55 10.53

Lifestyle

Green Life 4.83 13.21

Public Transport 3.58 4.41

Children Green Education 16.78 11.67

Environmental Products 7.75 7.63

Governments Cooperate 3.63 3.92

Political Views

Voting Conservative 5.38 7.52

Voting Labour 9.84 12.04

Voting Liberal Democrat 2.24 7.16

Voting Green 18.34 14.04

Voting Others 0.35 5.56

Public Cuts 5.97 9.17

NHS Cuts 1.96 11.86

Education Cuts 1.17 3.59

Budget Deficit 2.99 5.33

Tax and Spend 12.30 5.04

Welfare Benefits 2.97 5.90

Private Companies 0.69 4.39

Environmental Protection 23.16 26.90

Attention to Politics 4.06 2.10

Equality of Minorities 10.48 6.02

Stiff Sentences 5.64 6.64

Big Business 11.31 7.92

Income Redistribution 0.89 10.14

Fair Share 2.31 4.46

Obey 1.62 0.46

In italics indicates significant at 95% level and bold indicates significant
at 99% level
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increases, a pattern consistent with changes in the median
values for Factor 2. The only other statistically significant
trend is the decrease in median value for Factor 1 as the belief
increases that equality of opportunities for minorities has not
gone far enough. Overall, despite a few clear trend in re-
sponses to these political questions, there is no consistent
pattern.

Discussion

Although changes in the frequency individuals undertake spe-
cific environmental behaviours can be related to their environ-
mental world-view, it seems that a non-fatalist view of envi-
ronment and its management is the key driver to carry out
simple individual actions such as switching lights off. Factor
2 seems to be more important in prompting actions related to
interacting with others be they companies producing pack-
aged goods or to car share. Factor 2, the factor related to
beliefs about the nature of our relationship to the environment,
are stronger determinants of lifestyle intentions. Even so, the
number of specific behaviours whose frequency or likelihood
increases or decreases significantly with changes in individual
factor scores is relatively limited. For environmental behav-
iours only four out of the ten behaviours show significant
changes in factor scores with frequency or with likelihood
and only two out of the five lifestyle intention show any sig-
nificant pattern. Despite the beliefs about the nature of the
environment and humanity, actual concrete actions to prevent
environmental degradation are very limited. Simple individual
acts such as switching lights off are more likely if an individ-
ual has a non-fatalistic view of environmental management
but this does not extend consistently to other individual acts
such has wearing more clothes when it is cold. Likewise,
although there is a significant attempt to ensure packaging is
considered before purchasing products the same acts of con-
sideration are not made in relation to taking your own bag
shopping, to walking or taking a bus or even to recycling
paper. It seems that concerns about the environment are not
sufficient in themselves to result in consistent actions to pre-
vent environmental damage. This would suggest that other
incentives or drivers are required to convert concerns into
actions.

Turning to the wider context of political beliefs, there does
seem to be some relationship between political world-views
and the factor scores of individuals, but once again the pattern
is not consistent. Increased intention to vote Labour are clearly
associated with increasing Factor 2 scores and with what
would be seen as key progressive political policies of believ-
ing NHS cuts had gone too far and with a belief in the need for
income redistribution as well as a suspicion of big business.
The belief in the need to manage the environment, to maintain
it within identifiable limits to maintain its balance, is

associated with these progressive policies. The relationship
is not consistent, however, across all progressive policies.
Belief that cuts in spending on education and public services
in general have gone too far are not associated with increasing
Factor 2 scores. Likewise, on issues such as welfare benefits,
the fair share of rewards in society and the role of private
companies there is no association between progressive politi-
cal beliefs and increasing Factor 2 scores.

Increases in Factor 1 scores are associated with more con-
servative views but only in relation to the opportunities avail-
able to minorities having gone too far. For most other policies
there is little change in Factor 1 scores with increasing or
decreasing agreement with the statement presented. The key
exception is to the question as to whether environmental pro-
tection has gone too far. Factor 1 scores decrease as responses
to this question move towards the view that they have gone
too far with Factor 2 scores increasing as responses move in
this direction.

The results highlight the significance of viewing environ-
mental concerns and environment actions as well as the gap
between these, within the context of the individual and the
wider society of which they are a part. The two views of the
environment derived from factor analysis emphasize that even
if individuals experience the same educational system where
climate change is taught, their perception of the nature and
magnitude of environmental issues is still mediated through
their own filters formed by their political and socio-economic
conditions. Concern for the environment is commonplace
amongst this sample of undergraduates but their willingness
to act on these concerns is rather less than universal. Even
simple actions to prevent environmental damage are not un-
dertaken and key lifestyle changes required now and in the
future seem to be continually weighed against their own ex-
pectations for a successful life. Whilst the cultural beliefs
framework used to derive factors is a useful device to classify
views, the significance of the political filter on beliefs, as well
as the complex and seemingly inconsistent nature of this filter
is an area that could improve our understanding of the gap
between environmental concerns and actions.

Conclusion

This research examined the environmental world-views of
undergraduate students. In part it supports the research by
Price et al. (2014) that simplified views of the environment
could be classified into the environment as elastic and the
environment as ductile. However, in contrast to Price et al.
(2014) this research has found that the environment as elastic
views are based on the fatalistic/non-fatalistic world-view of
the group under investigation. It is therefore worthwhile di-
viding environmental groups into ‘the environment as ductile
or elastic’ but as shown the basis of these world-views may be
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subtly different to previous research. In addition, this research
has shown that there does not appear to be a clear-cut relation-
ship between political allegiance and environmental actions.

This research has also shown that evenwith individuals with a
non-fatalistic view of the environment that behaviours often do
notmove beyond the simplest of environmental actions. There as
with other research appears to an inconsistency with environ-
mental concerns and environmental actions. From a policy per-
spective, the findings of the research suggest that a one size fits
all to influence environmental behaviour may be inappropriate
and indeed ineffective. There is a need for further research not to
further assess the inconsistency between views and actions but
also to examine ways in how, if at all, this gap can be reduced.
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