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nvironmental problems represent one of the biggest
threats to the survival of humanity and numerous species.
These problems include contamination due to toxic agents

and climate change, deforestation, the extinction of biological
diversity, and the depletion of natural resources (IPCC, 2018). At
the base of these problems it is possible to identify psychological
determinants that explain, partially, the negative changes that the
terrestrial biosphere is experiencing since, ultimately, the human
inclinations, decisions, and behaviors that lead to ecological
degradation constitute psychological variables. These variables
can guide people towards a position of caring for the environment
(Clayton & Myers, 2015). Thus, the need becomes evident to
develop and/or apply psychological theories that explain why,
when, and how human beings act to destroy or, alternatively, to
take care of the resources of the planet, which could provide an
invaluable contribution to the solution of the serious environmental
problems that the planet is experiencing (Akintunde, 2017).

THEORIES OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOR
Environmental psychology is dedicated to studying the

reciprocal relationships between human behavior and the socio-
physical environment (Aragonés & Amérigo, 2010),
incorporating a number of theoretical frameworks to explain the
behavior that protects the environment, incorporating
ecological, social, and behavioral components.

Environmental psychology contains an aspect known as the
psychology of environmental conservation (Clayton & Sanders,
2012) or the psychology of sustainability (Corral-Verdugo,
Frías, & García, 2010). The central object of study of this aspect
is sustainable behavior (SB), defined as the set of actions aimed
at guaranteeing the integrity of present and future socio-physical
resources of the planet (Corral-Verdugo et al, 2010). Therefore,
to be sustainable, a person must take care of not only natural
resources and the biosphere, but also of other people and the
socio-cultural fabric of human civilization.

SB includes pro-ecological behaviors: actions aimed at
preserving natural resources; frugal behaviors: acts that avoid
consumerism and wasting resources; altruistic actions: behaviors
of caring for others without expecting anything in return; and
fair behavior: behaviors that guarantee a distribution of
resources and fair treatment of others (Tapia, Corral-Verdugo,
Fraijo, & Durón, 2013). Pro-ecological and frugal behaviors
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mainly affect the protection of the physical environment
(although they also impact on the care of the social
environment), whereas altruistic and equitable behaviors focus
more on the protection of the social environment whilst also
affecting the care of the physical environment (Corral-Verdugo
et al, 2010). Research has shown that these four types of
behaviors are significantly related to each other, suggesting that
a person with a pro-sustainability orientation practices these
four behaviors simultaneously (Tapia et al, 2013).

There are several psychological theories that explain the
appearance and maintenance of sustainable behaviors. In the
present work, we will consider those that, due to their frequent
use in research, have been shown to be the most important in
the psycho-environmental literature. We will make a division
between long-range theories, that is, conceptual frameworks
such as behaviorism, evolutionary psychology, and cognitivism,
which serve to explain any type of behavior, and specific
theories: those used to understand behavior with environmental
impact, among which are behavior settings, the theory of
affordances, and theories about the person-environment
relationship.

LONG-RANGE THEORIES 
Behaviorism

For behaviorism, the object of study of psychology is the
observable phenomena of behavior (Skinner, 1953): actions or
activities that can be registered with the naked eye. Behaviors
are explained mainly by contextual factors. This is reflected in
what is known as the triple-contingency relationship model,
which establishes that a behavior is contingent upon the
appearance of a discriminative stimulus (an environmental event
that indicates the occasion for a behavior to occur). The
behavior will be repeated, or it will be extinguished, depending
on the consequences: if the consequence is positive or
reinforcing, the behavior will be maintained and if it is punished
or not reinforced it will be extinguished. Usually the
consequences are also found in the context of individuals, as is
the case of monetary incentives, social reinforcement, or
punishment provided by agents external to behaviors that are
considered inappropriate (Lehman & Geller, 2004). According
to Cone and Hayes (1980), it is possible to identify in the
environment a large number of discriminative stimuli that lead to
the development of anti-environmental acts: cars that pollute the
atmosphere, foods whose production releases greenhouse
gases, unlimited water available for many individuals, et cetera.
The anti-environmental responses given to these discriminative
stimuli produce reinforcing consequences such as comfort,
pleasure, and a sense of status, which culminates in the
maintenance of actions that harm the environment, most likely
throughout people’s lives (Lehman & Geller, 2004). Given that
these reinforcing consequences are short-term— immediate—
they will have a more noticeable effect than the long-term
negative repercussions of anti-environmental behavior
(pollution, depletion of resources, climate change, etc.).

Behaviorism establishes that this differential effect of the greater
influence of reinforcing consequences in the short term, than
negative long-term ones, determines that people are more likely
to behave anti-environmentally than pro-ecologically (Cone &
Hayes, 1980). For the above reasons, behaviorists suggest
intervention programs aimed at increasing conservationist
behaviors and minimizing behaviors that harm the environment
(Geller, Abrahamse, Guan, & Sussman, 2016). The increase of
conservationist actions is produced using, mainly, positive
reinforcement, modeling, and feedback and the decrease in
destructive behaviors is achieved through punishment and the
extinction or withdrawal of reinforcers (Lehman & Geller, 2004).
The literature shows the relative success of these techniques and
their potential to address environmental problems in social and
natural settings (see Geller et al, 2016, for a review).

Evolutionary psychology
Evolutionary psychology conceives behavior and

psychological processes as adaptations, that is, products of
natural selection. These psychological adaptations evolved to
face and solve recurrent problems in primitive environments
(Barkow, Cosmides, & Tooby, 1992). The environments of today
have radically changed but the perceptions and inclinations of
the human mind have not and, according to evolutionary
psychologists, the basis of ecological problems lies in this
disparity. For example, we have a marked appetite for meat,
which served the purpose of promoting the survival of the
species, but now this appetite not only leads to health problems:
it is also one of the biggest causes of greenhouse gas emissions,
responsible for climate change (Fiala, 2008). The same can be
said of the taste evolved by the exploitation of natural resources,
sexual desire, ostentation of social status, and the accumulation
of material goods (Tybur & Griskevicius, 2013). The things that
in ancestral times were adaptive, in modern times often turn
against the species and the environment, because the
environment has changed quickly but the mental structure
changes more slowly. The result is the pollution of the planet, the
massive extinction of species, overpopulation, and climate
change, among other environmental problems.

If the primitive mental structure of the human species
propitiates anti-environmental behaviors, we should ask
ourselves whether there is also some basis for environmental
protection behavior in that same structure. According to the
psycho-evolutionist literature, the answer is affirmative. We
know that people exhibit psychological mechanisms that work
by supporting pro-sociality, including altruism and equity
(Dickinson, Crain, Reeve, & Schuldt, 2013). There is, for
example, evidence that shows how altruism and equity are
intrinsically rewarded through the activation of certain brain
areas characterized as “pleasure centers” (Moll, Krueger, et al,
2006). A similar thing happens with equity: making equitable
decisions and showing aversion to the inequity experienced by
others, produces this same brain activity (Zaki & Mitchell,
2011). We should determine whether that reinforcing effect, or
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a similar one, is associated to the practice of actions of caring
for the natural environment. There is evidence that seems to
show that this is the case.

To cite one case, the increase in social status, which very often
leads to anti-environmental actions (Tybur & Griskevicius,
2013), can also work in a pro-ecological way. For example, if
a community becomes “green”, pro-environmental actions
become the norm and, the economic investment in pro-
sustainable behaviors begins to function as a status signal,
multiplying the sustainable behaviors (Sexton & Sexton, 2014).

Cognitive theories             
The Moral Norm Activation Model

Research shows that sustainable behaviors are related, among
other things, to aspects of a prosocial or moral nature present in
people. Given that prosocial or altruistic behavior is understood
as that which, although it is individual, benefits the community
(Aronson, Wilson, & Akert, 2010), it is not surprising that
numerous works have analyzed environmental behaviors based
on theoretical approaches that classically have studied altruism
(Stern, 1992). For example, the normative influence model on
altruism or moral norm activation model (MNA-Schwartz,
1968). This model studies how people perceive and define a
situation that requires facing up to a moral decision, in our case,
regarding how to behave in relation to the environment. The
activation of the moral norm occurs based on two cognitive
requirements: a) that the person is aware that their behavior
may have consequences on the well-being of other people
(awareness of consequences); and b) that the person admits to
having a certain degree of responsibility for the consequences
that may be produced by their acts (adscription  of
responsibility). Both requirements are fundamental for altruistic
behavior to occur, since they act preceding the activation of
moral or personal norms (PN). Since the adoption of this model,
environmental behavior is explained based on the interest
shown by people regarding how environmental degradation
can affect other significant people in their lives. Authors such as
Berenguer and Martín (2003), considered environmental
behavior, under this perspective, as an “anthropocentric
altruism”, since environmental behavior is understood as the
result of the activation of the personal norm in response to values
of an altruistic kind, that is, it responds to the concern that
people may have for the welfare of others.

The Value-Belief-Norm Model (VBN) of Environmentalism
Considering that the attitude toward the environment and

towards others is a process in which personal values play an
important role in the cognitive analysis of the costs and benefits
of the action (Payne, Bettman, & Johnson, 1992), and based on
the criterion to consider that values “act to guide the action and
the development of attitudes towards objects and situations”
(Rokeach, 1968 p.160), Stern (2000) has proposed the Value-
Belief-Norm model of environmentalism (VNB).

The orientation of values that the individual has will have a

direct influence on their beliefs, and, therefore, on their attitude
and behavior, since these act as a filter that modulates the
information that the person will evaluate, such that, if the
information available about the situation, object or behavior
itself is congruent with individual values, the person will develop
more positive beliefs towards that situation, object or action.
Another variable that this model includes is the activation of the
personal norm dependent on the values of the individual.
Therefore, it will be activated if the individual believes
themselves to be in an environmental situation with
consequences for him- or herself (values of egoistic orientation),
for other people (social values), or for the whole biosphere
(biospheric values) and when the person is attributed some
degree of responsibility regarding the possible consequences of
their behavior. This model establishes a causal relationship
between its variables that determines the implementation of
ecologically responsible behaviors, for example, the recycling of
glass (Aguilar-Luzón, García, Calvo, & Salinas, 2012) or those
related to energy efficiency (Jakovcevic & Reyna, 2016).
Corraliza and Berenguer (2000) support the results of this
model, identifying two determinants of environmental behavior:
environmental values (derived in the activation of the personal
norm, feelings of moral obligation, and altruism) and beliefs
(which arise as a function of the cost-benefit analysis that the
person makes about the consequences of the behavior).

The Focus Theory of Normative Conduct
The influence of the social group on pro-environmental

behavior has been studied by the focus theory of normative
conduct (Cialdini, Reno, & Kallgren, 1990), built on the concept
of social norms to explain and predict social behavior. Cialdini
et al, (2006) suggest that the individual has two normative
reference groups: what most people do in their environment (the
descriptive norm) and what is valued by significant individuals
(the prescriptive norm or injunctive norm).

The descriptive social influence, or descriptive norm, is
generated based on the perception of the behaviors that most
people perform, and the behaviors that can be observed in other
people. Compliance with these standards is motivated by the
fact that they have been proven to be effective and adaptive.

The normative social influence, or prescriptive norm, is
produced based on what an individual believes that group
members expect from him, based on perceptions about what
behaviors are typically approved or disapproved of. The
acceptance of these types of rules is based on the anticipation of
rewards or punishments.

The theory predicts that the activation of both types of norms
generates different behaviors and that norms do not influence
behavior in the same way every time and in all situations: if only
one of the two types of norms (descriptive or prescriptive) is
prominent in the mind of an individual, it will exert the strongest
influence on behavior. Cialdini, Reno, and Kallgreen (1990)
showed that people throw away more garbage in dirty places
(descriptive norm). Lima and Branco (2018) observed that the
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intention to recycle was more intense when the descriptive norm
was greater and that the salience of social identity was effective
when the descriptive social norm was low, and the salience of
personal identity favored recycling when the descriptive social
norm was high.

The focus theory of normative conduct has also been used to
explain anti-environmental behavior: the descriptive and
prescriptive norms contribute significantly to explain why people
decide not to perform illegal anti-environmental behaviors
(Martín, Hernández, Frías-Armenta, & Hess, 2014; Hernández,
Martín, Ruiz, & Hidalgo, 2010).

Theories of Reasoned Action and Planned Behavior (TRA and
TPB)

According to the model, people are rational beings that act
based on the knowledge we may have about a situation or
object. This is a general model for the prediction of human
behavior (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980),
which was designed to predict and explain behavior based on
two basic premises: a) people behave in a rational way, that is,
we take into account the information available and,
consequently, we evaluate the results that the realization or not
of an action will have; b) the actions will be determined by the
intention to carry them out or not as they are under the voluntary
control of the individual. Fishbein and Ajzen, postulated that
people’s attitude towards a certain situation or object would be
associated with the beliefs that the person has at that particular
moment. But based on TRA, it is not the attitude or assessment
that the person makes about an action that will lead him to
realize it or not, but rather it is the intention that mediates
between the attitude and the behavior. The authors have
identified two main factors that influence the intention: a
personal factor (the attitude towards behavior) and a normative
factor (subjective norm) that is formed from the beliefs that refer
to the social norm. The subjective norm has been defined as “the
perception of what the people who are important to the person
think about whether or not they should perform the behavior”
(Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980, p.57). TRA is one of the most used
models in psychosocial research. However, it has also received
some criticism, for example, that it is a useful model to explain
the preceding causes of volitional behavior, restricting its
application to this type of behavior, and also criticisms referring
to the absence of other variables that could influence intention
and behavior (Durán, Ferraces, Rodríguez, & Sabucedo, 2016).
To overcome these limitations, Ajzen (1985) and Ajzen and
Madden (1986), added a third predictor of behavioral intention
and behavior to TRA, and it was renamed the Theory of Planned
Behavior (TPB). This third predictor, perceived behavioral
control (PBC), is incorporated to predict and explain the other
behaviors that escape the voluntary control of the person. PBC
and intentions interact in predicting behavior, increasing the
predictive power of intention, as the control the person has on
their behavior increases (Ajzen, 1985).  Both approaches seem
to be effective in predicting different behaviors and, in

particular, responsible ecological behaviors (Aguilar-Luzón,
García, Calvo, & Salinas, 2012; Oom Do Valle, Rebelo, Reis, &
Menezes, 2005).

Motivational theories: Self-efficacy and Self-regulation
Maintaining the presumption of pro-environmental behavior

as a set of deliberate and competent actions, it is feasible to
consider that they are oriented by the interpretation of the
situation, the time, and the context in which they are executed
(Suárez & Hernández, 2008). An approach that considers these
specificities in the explanation of pro-environmental action is
found in the self-regulatory processes included in social
cognitive theory, particularly in self-efficacy and its group
parallel, collective efficacy. According to this conceptualization,
people who attribute to themselves high control skills tend to rely
on their abilities to respond to environmental stimuli. Of the self-
regulatory mechanisms, self-efficacy is the one that has received
the most attention.

Self-efficacy refers to the individual’s confidence in their ability
to cope with a certain situation (Bandura, 1977), reflecting the
control that the person believes they have over the circumstances
that affect their lives. Self-efficacy influences thinking and
behavior, goals and aspirations, resilience to adversity,
commitment, effort, results, and perseverance. Also, a high level
of self-efficacy influences how environmental demands are
perceived and processed: demands and problems are
interpreted not as threats but as challenges. Self-efficacy acts as
an optimal predictor of the actions in which people decide to get
involved and for which they need to exercise a greater level of
personal effort (Bandura, 1997).

Recently, self-efficacy has been incorporated into the
explanation of pro-environmental behavior. Self-regulated and
self-determined behaviors provide the individual with automatic
motivation that guarantees the maintenance of their sustainable
behaviors. The link between self-efficacy in waste reduction and
energy consumption with the satisfaction and intrinsic motivation
associated with the execution of these behaviors has been
explored in several studies. For example, Tabernero and
Hernández (2011) attempted to confirm that people with high
self-efficacy develop more environmental behaviors and feel
more satisfied with environmental actions than people with a
lower perception of efficacy. The results indicated that the
degree to which the individual trusts in their ability to recycle
determines their level of satisfaction with the recycling behavior
and the goals that he or she sets. In turn, the level of self-efficacy
and the level of goals determine the intrinsic motivation that the
individual manifests when performing this behavior. Similar
results are found with respect to the separation of waste (glass,
packaging, and paper-cardboard) and with the reduction of
purchases and consumption (Hernández, Tabernero, & Suárez,
2010). In a complementary direction are the results obtained by
Muiños, et al, (2015), which relate self-efficacy, understood as
the perceived ability to carry out a voluntary control of
consumption, with the performance of frugal behavior.
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Community effectiveness, on the other hand, refers to the
perceptions of people regarding the degree of competence of
the collective or community to which they belong with respect to
the performance of a certain behavior. Sampson, Raudenbush,
and Earls (1997) point out that the communities with the highest
perception of community effectiveness achieve a greater number
of changes in their surrounding urban areas. In the same vein,
Tabernero et al, (2015), showed how in communities where
citizens shared strong beliefs about their ability to recycle, they
generated a greater number of recycling behaviors in their
communities, compared to those in the communities where
collective efficacy was lower.

SPECIFIC THEORIES
Behavior settings             

The framework of behavior settings (BS), developed by Barker
(1968) fits within transactional theories, a type of explanatory
framework that conceives the person-environment relationship
as an indivisible entity. For the transactional approach, the
relationship is more important than the elements involved in it,
which makes this approach an ecological perspective. In
addition, transaction theory addresses the person-environment
relationship as associations of interdependence and not as
unidirectional cause and effect relationships (Heft, 2012). For
Barker, the object of study of psychology should be the interface
between a permanent pattern of behavior (for example,
activities in a soccer game, an environmental education class, or
a field trip) and the environment in which that behavioral pattern
occurs (the stadium, classroom, or field). The behavior setting
manifests when the setting and the behavioral pattern are
present simultaneously and disappears when one of the two
elements is absent. Behavioral settings inhibit more behavior
than they allow: for example, in a psychology class only actions
such as presenting, discussing, doing exercises, or asking are
allowed, and the vast majority of other behaviors that constitute
the human repertoire of actions are proscribed in that scenario
of action. The above generates a very high explanatory power
of behavior settings (Heft, 2012). Authors such as Maki and
Rothman (2017) discuss the importance of considering the
behavioral setting to understand pro-environmental behaviors
and intentions. Considering that a large number of behavioral
settings (celebrations and festivities, barbecues, convenience
stores, just to name a few) contain patterns of anti-
environmental behavior, it is necessary to design BS that outlaw
these behaviors and generate pro-environmental behavior
patterns. 

The theory of affordances
The theory of affordances (Gibson, 1979) is also of a

transactional nature, and is aimed at studying stimulating
patterns in the environment that induce effective responses (those
that generate a positive result for the individual). Gibson
established that there is a correspondence between certain
environmental stimuli and the responses of organisms to these

stimuli, which he interpreted as offers or “affordances”, that is,
the possibilities of action that arise from these stimuli, since they
“afford” (or offer) these effective behaviors. The stimulus-
response correspondence in these action possibilities is of a
transactional nature, since it requires stimuli and responses to
act simultaneously. The different possibilities of action would be
an emergent product of the transaction. Natural resources
contain a wide range of possibilities that encourage responses
to exploit these resources (Corral et al, 2017), and it is highly
probable that a large part of anti-environmental behaviors will
be provoked by action option responses related to the
environment since these offer the possibility of enjoying—and
squandering—those resources. The question is whether, as there
are options for these anti-environmental behaviors, it is also
possible to find or design possibilities or opportunities for the
generation of effective environmental care behaviors. Kaaronen
(2017) proposes a guide to investigate these pro-environmental
possibilities of action, providing specific examples for specific
settings.

Beliefs about the environment-person relationship
Conceptions about what is the role of humanity in relation to

nature are recognized as environmental or ecological beliefs
(Dunlap, Van Liere, Mertig, & Jones, 2000; Hernández, Suárez,
Martínez-Torvisco, & Hess, 2000). When the beliefs about the
person-environment relationship have been analyzed, a
dichotomous vision has dominated, which considers the (pro)
environment interest and interest in human development as
opposing poles. Thus, the analysis of the belief systems on the
relations between the human being and the environment finds in
the contrast between the dominant social paradigm (DSP) and
the new environmental paradigm (NEP) its main core theme of
discussion and debate (Dunlap & Van Liere, 1978).

The DSP concept refers to a worldview that emphasizes beliefs
in material progress, confidence in the effectiveness of science
and technology, and a vision of nature as something to be used
for the satisfaction of human needs. On the contrary, the NEP is
defined by ideas such as the inevitability of the limits of growth,
anti-anthropocentrism, the fragility of natural equilibrium,
rejection of human exceptionalism, and belief in the ecological
crisis (Dunlap & Van Liere, 1978; Dunlap, Van Liere, Merting,
& Jones, 2000).

The dichotomized vision presented by this NEP-DSP core
theme of environmental beliefs was endorsed by the
appearance of the Anthropocentrism and Ecocentrism scale
created by Thompson and Barton (1994). According to the
authors, these two dimensions reflect some concern for the
environment, but while the first is due to an appreciation of
nature for the material benefits it can provide, the second
implies a concern for the conservation of the environment itself.
In this same direction, results have been found with Spanish
samples (Hernández, Suárez, Martínez-Torvisco, & Hess,
2000).

However, there are many results that lead to questioning the
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vision of the relationship between people and the environment
in terms of confrontation. In the studies of Bechtel et al, (1999)
and Corral-Verdugo and Armendáriz (2000), when
investigating the ascription of people of different nationalities to
the NEP, the ecocentric beliefs behaved differently in the
different collectives studied. In Latin American and Japanese
samples, NEP and DSP were able to covariate, positively and
significantly (Bechtel et al, 1999, 2006; Corral-Verdugo &
Armendáriz, 2000). Castro and Lima (2001), in Portugal, also
found that some people find no difficulty in making those
apparently incompatible visions compatible. Hernández,
Corral-Verdugo, Hess, and Suárez (2001) indicate that the
relationship between “naturalistic” (ecocentric) and progress
(anthropocentric) beliefs is not antagonistic in Mexican students.
These findings suggest that there could be an alternative world
view that combines anthropocentric beliefs with ecocentric ones.
This new paradigm would be based on an interdependent
conception of development, which would involve a process of
integrating and including human needs in the dynamics of
environmental balance.

Interdependence is a way of understanding people’s
relationships with the environment that constitutes a nucleus of
integrative and non-dichotomous beliefs called the new
paradigm of human interdependence (NPHI). A first approach
to the NPHI was developed by Corral-Verdugo, Carrus, Bonnes,
Moser, and Sinha (2008) in an intercontinental study. The NPHI
was found to have a high conceptual validity and to be a better
predictor of pro-environmental behavior than the NEP scale.
According to these results, the NPHI can configure a belief
system where ecocentric orientation is basic, without this
implying that the relevance and centrality of human welfare is
questioned.

Subsequent developments have shown that beliefs in
interdependence are based on four factors (human welfare
depends on the integrity of nature, the importance of preserving
current resources for future generations, compatibility between
human development and environmental conservation, and the
judicious use of natural resources) and that these components
maintain a high degree of integration and commonality organized
around a common dimension confirming the consideration of NPHI
as a one-dimensional construct (Hernández, Suárez, Corral-
Verdugo, & Hess, 2012), although the existence of differences
according to gender has also been raised (Calvo-Salguero,
Aguilar-Luzón, Salinas, & García, 2014).  

FINAL COMMENTS
It was not the purpose of this paper to make a critical analysis

of the different theories of pro-environmental behavior. Some of
them claim to have great explanatory power. For example,
behavior settings that presume to explain more than 80% of the
variance of the behavior, against others that “only” explain a
third of the variance (TRA, for example). Others (such as
behaviorism) exhibit a notorious simplicity, which contrasts with
the complexity of transactional theories. In future writings it

could (and perhaps should) be undertaken to critically compare
the models and theories of conservationist behaviors, which
represents a challenge and, at the same time, a necessary task
to be developed by environmental psychologists.
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