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Encouraging pro-environmental behaviour

1. Select and measure behaviour to be 
changed

2. Examine factors causing behaviour
3. Intervene to change behaviour and its 

antecedents
4. Evaluate effects on antecedents, 

behaviour, environmental quality, and 
quality of life
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Steg & Vlek (2008)



Select behaviour
• High environmental impact

– Household energy use

– Car use
– Collaborate with environmental scientists

• Feasible and acceptable to change
– Change costs and benefits

Gärling & Steg (2007); Abrahamse, Steg, Vlek & Rothengatter (2005); Steg (2008) 
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Measure behaviour
• Individual behaviour

– Self reported behaviour
– Actual behaviour – GPS, observations

• Aggregate behaviour pattern
– Meter readings
– Assess energy use related to behaviour pattern

• Possession and use of goods and services
• Energy use associated with it - collaborate with 

environmental scientists

Steg (1999); Gatersleben, Steg & Vlek (2002); Abrahamse, Steg, Vlek & Rothengatter (2007). 
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Explain environmental behaviour

• Affect
• Moral and normative concerns

– Values
– Norm activation model

– Social norms

• Goal-framing theory
• Contextual factors
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Affect
• Explorative: which types of motives 

underlie car use
– Affect, symbolic value, instrumental value, 

independence

• Theory-driven: theory on the meaning of
material possessions (Dittmar)
– Distinction affect, symbolic value and 

instrumental value validated
– Car use during rush hours most strongly 

related to affective and symbolic value 

Steg, Vlek, & Slotegraaf (2001); Steg (2003; 2005) 
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Values
• Three types of values underlie 

environmental behaviour: egoistic, 
altruistic, biospheric
– Validated, in different samples and countries

• Biosperic values most strongly related to 
behaviour-specific norms and beliefs

• Biospheric and altruistic positively 
correlated, but uniquely contribute to 
regression models when in conflict
– E.g., donate to humanitarian or environmental 

organisation
Steg, Dreijerink & Abrahamse (2005); De Groot & Steg (2007; 2008)
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Values

• Values better predictor of behaviour-
specific beliefs than NEP and value-based 
environmental concern
– Value reflect a broader range of motivations

Steg, De Groot, Dreijerink, Abrahamse & Siero (in press)
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Norm activation model
– Moderator model

– Mediator model

De Groot & Steg (2008); Steg & De Groot (2008, submitted)

PN

AC

AR

Behaviour
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Social norms

• Injunctive and descriptive norms (Cialdini
and colleagues)

• Cross norm inhibition effect?

Keizer, Lindenberg, & Steg (2008)
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Study 1
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Keizer, Lindenberg, & Steg (2008)



Study 5/6
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Keizer, Lindenberg, & Steg (2008)



Cross norm inhibition effect

• People are more likely to violate norms 
when they see that other norms are being 
violated

• Normative goals are pushed to the 
background in disordered settings
– Goal framing theory

Keizer, Lindenberg, & Steg (2008)
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Goal framing
• Goals “frame” what people attend to, what 

knowledge becomes cognitively most 
accessible, how people evaluate various 
aspects of the situation, and what alternatives 
are being considered

• Three goal frames:
– Hedonic: feel better right now
– Gain: guard and improve resources
– Normative: act appropriately

• Goal frames coincide with popular theories in 
environmental psychology
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Lindenberg & Steg (2007)



http://nl.youtube.com/watch?v=Ahg6qcgoay4
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Goal framing
• Multiple goals: goal frames often conflict 

with background goals, e.g.,
– recycling: appropriate but a fuss

– car use: pleasurable but rather costly and not
the right thing to do

• Hedonic frame apriori strongest, normative 
weakest

• Normative frame most solid base for 
environmental behaviour

Lindenberg & Steg (2007)
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Contextual factors
• Largely neglected
• Striking: environmental psychology aims to 

study interactions between people and 
their environment

• Currently studied in two different EU 
projects 
– Explaining behaviour
– Evaluating effects of interventions
– Main and interaction effects

BARENERGY; GILDED
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Interventions

• Informational strategies
– Tailored information

– Feedback

• Structural strategies
– Transport pricing policies

• Effectiveness
• Acceptability
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Tailored information and feedback

• Tailored information via interactive 
webpage

• Feedback on energy savings
• Assess energy use related to possession 

and use of goods and appliances
• Experimental group saved 5% energy, 

control group used slightly more

Abrahamse, Steg, Vlek & Rothengatter (2007)
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Effects of pricing policies

• Increase fuel prices:
– most reduction in visiting and shopping trips 

– most reduction in short trips
– price increase should be substantial

• Current research: evaluate effects PAYD 
on actual mileage and speeding
– present PAYD and feedback as reward or 

punishment

– monitor behaviour via GPS

Schuitema, Steg & Vlek (2007)
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Framing: gain condition
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Framing: loss condition
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Policy acceptability

• Policy characteristics
• Policy evaluations
• Individual characteristics

– NAM

– Value-belief-norm theory of environmentalism
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Policy characteristics – conjoint analysis

• Pull measures believed to be more effective and 
acceptable than push measures

• Efficiency behaviour more effective and 
acceptable than curtailment behaviour

• Policies targeting direct energy use believed to be
more effective than those targeting indirect 
energy use

• Home energy saving measures more acceptable
then transport energy saving measures

• Use revenues to benefit car user more acceptable  
than allocating them to general public funds

Poortinga, Steg, Vlek & Wiersema (2003); Steg, Dreijerink & Abrahamse (2006)
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Policy evaluations

• Transport pricing more acceptable when:
– people think collective problems will be 

solved; higher individual costs less relevant
– policies are evaluated as fair

• especially environmental justice and equality
• worse off than others/before less important

– privacy only relevant when costs exceed 
benefits

Schuitema & Steg (2008; under review); Bolderdijk & Steg (submitted)
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Policy evaluations

• Stockholm trial: before and after 
measurement
– Acceptability higher after trial

– More positive about effects on congestion, 
environmental problems, parking problems

– Additional costs lower than expected

• Acceptability increases because effects 
more positive than expected?

Schuitema & Steg (in prep)
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Individual characteristics

• NAM successful in explaining acceptability 
of doubling of car costs

• VBN (NAM extended with values and 
NEP) successful in explaining acceptability 
of energy policies

De Groot & Steg (2008); Steg, Dreijerink & Abrahamse (2005) 

values AC AR PN BehaviourNEP
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Evaluate

• Evaluate effects of policies on 
antecedents, behaviour, environmental 
quality, individual quality of life

• Quality of life: extent to which human 
needs and values are fulfilled

Abrahamse, Steg, Vlek, & Rothengatter (2005); Steg & Vlek (2008)
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QoL indicators
• Health
• Partner and family
• Social justice
• Freedom
• Safety
• Education
• Identity, self respect
• Privacy
• Environmental quality
• Social relations
• Work

• Security
• Nature, biodiversity
• Leisure time
• Money, income
• Comfort
• Aesthetic beauty
• Change, variation
• Challenge, excitement
• Status, recognition
• Spirituality, religion
• Material beauty
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Assess quality of life effects
• Which QoL indicators should be 

considered?
– Importance of QoL indicators

• Which QoL indicators should be improved?
– Satisfaction with current situation

• How would future developments or policies 
affect QoL?
– Satisfaction with future situation
– Changes in QoL indicators

Steg & Gifford, 2005; De Groot & Steg, 2006; Steg & De Groot, 2008
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Effects of policies on quality of life

• Environmental policies do not seriously 
affect quality of life
– Some individual aspects deteriorate –

comfort, money, freedom, change

– Collective aspects improved – environmental 
quality, nature

– Overall quality of life hardly affected 

Steg & Gifford, 2005; De Groot & Steg, 2006; Steg & De Groot, 2008
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Thanks to
Wokje Abrahamse, Jan Willem Bolderdijk, 
Judith de Groot, Lieke Dreijerink, 
Birgitta Gatersleben, Kees Keizer, 
Martijn Keizer, Sigi Lindenberg, 
Wouter Poortinga, Talib Rothengatter, 
Geertje Schuitema, Frans Siero, 
Goos Slotegraaf, Charles Vlek, 
Ellen van der Werff, Gerben Wiersema


