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Preface and Acknowledgements

Now that the writing of this book finally comes to an end and I sit here
pondering this preface, I ask myself what it was that made me want to
embark on such an endeavour. Used to writing scientific papers, I soon
found out that writing a book is something very different. What moti-
vated me to go through with it was that I felt that a structured overview
of my perspective on environmental communication would help not
only me but hopefully also students, practitioners, and other researchers
in addressing some of the most pressing challenges we are facing. When
the process of writing this book started a couple of years ago, it started as
something completely different, just as it usually is when such projects
develop over time. A representative of the publisher and I met in my
office in late summer 2011, and I proposed an edited book about inno-
vative applications of environmental psychological interventions. The
publisher, however, wanted me to write a textbook about environmental
psychology. Since there have been a number of high-quality textbooks
in environmental psychology published in recent years, I went back to
think about new ideas and the result was the seed for the book that you
hold in your hands today. I concluded that another general textbook of
environmental psychology would not be necessary, but there appeared
to be a need for a more focused book on environmental communication
with a clear psychological focus. When I proposed this to the publisher,
the response was positive and I started conceptualising the book.

This book will have a bias towards psychology, and I did this on
purpose because I am an environmental psychologist and quantitative
method teacher by training, and not an environmental communica-
tor. I felt that environmental communication, which is traditionally
strongly influenced by disciplines other than psychology, would ben-
efit from some psychological theories and methods. At the same time,
I think that environmental psychology is too little focused on under-
standing the processes involved in environmental communication.
Even if the main focus will be on psychological theory and methods,
from environmental psychology to cognitive and social psychology,
I will also consider contributions of other disciplines throughout the
chapters of the book.

Another important comment [ have to make right at the beginning is
that this book became a hybrid between a textbook and proposing new

ix



X Preface and Acknowledgements

ideas, models, and even data. Each chapter will have the classical review
questions in the end; I will provide a list of suggested readings, and the
presentation in most sections will hopefully be digestible and helpful
for both students on the master level and practitioners who like to get a
more comprehensive introduction to psychology-based environmental
communication. However, I also felt it useful to use this book to stim-
ulate the development of the discipline by presenting a number of new
models, by sketching new lines of research, or by presenting new data.

The book is organised into three parts. In the first part, which consists
of the first two chapters, the basic assumptions about environmental
communication will be introduced and the key terms will be defined.
Furthermore, the chapters will situate environmental communication
in the context of other disciplines and traditions within its domain, as
well as sketch the potential and limitations evident in environmental
communication. In the second part, which consists of Chapters 3-7,
the basic theories and empirical findings for understanding how envi-
ronmental communication works are introduced. This part of the book
will give the reader a broad overview about theories and studies that
are helpful when designing environmental communication campaigns.
In each chapter, conclusions will be drawn, specifically linking the pre-
sented models and theories to environmental communication. In the
last part of the book, Chapters 8-11, a more case-based approach is
chosen. Cases of environmental communication are presented and anal-
ysed with respect to the theoretical framework developed in the earlier
sections.

I would like to thank a number of people for their input to this book:
my colleagues Sunita Prugsamatz, Mehmet Mehmetoglu, Paul Stern, and
Ellen Matthies for their stimulating discussions about environmental
psychology topics that always help me to get new ideas, identify bad
ones, and focus on the good ones. Also thanks to Ida Antonsen, Ingeborg
Ljedal, Rut Kristine Taerud Olberg, Lieselotte Roosen, Maria Skogrand,
Isabel Richter, and Laura Sommer who critically reviewed earlier versions
of the manuscript, my language editor Megan Marks, my editor Eleanor
Christie at the publishing office at Palgrave Macmillan for helpful com-
ments and careful guidance, two anonymous reviewers for feedback to
the book proposal, and last but not least my wife Silke and my son
Phillip who coped with all the hours of weekend and evening writing.

I conclude with a statement that one of my favourite directors made in
his first programme when he became director of the theatre in Bochum:
Viel Spass! (Have fun!)
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1

What Is Environmental
Communication and Why
[s It Important?

Chapter summary

This chapter addresses the question of why environmental commu-
nication is an indispensable part of environmental strategies. Disci-
plinary views like environmental economics, environmental sociology,
or environmental governance are briefly presented and contrasted to
the psychological perspective to gain a comprehensive understanding
of the complexity of the topic and the psychological perspective this
book is taking. Different forms of communication are outlined (e.g.
direct person-to-person; mediated communication via telephone, video-
phone, print media, TV, radio, or Internet) and their characteristics
described. Communication behaviour is contrasted with other forms
of human behaviour. The question of how far communication has to
include intentionality, or if communication also includes unintended
behaviour, is addressed. Furthermore, the difference between verbal and
non-verbal communication is outlined. The chapter concludes with a
discussion of which understanding of communication is most helpful
for the topic at hand, that of describing, understanding, and designing
pro-environmental communication strategies. Based on this discussion,
a working definition of pro-environmental communication is presented.

1.1 Introduction

As this book addresses the topic of environmental communication, this
first chapter has a number of functions. First, it serves to demonstrate
that environmental communication is necessary to tackle the envi-
ronmental problems our societies face and that communication is an
essential part of changing societies towards more sustainability. This
will be done by placing environmental communication in a context
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of engineering, economics, sociology, governance, and psychology. Sec-
ond, communication behaviour needs to be critically analysed along the
lines of three dimensions: which forms of communication exist, how is
communication different from other types of human behaviour, and
what is the difference between verbal and non-verbal communication.
Based on these considerations, an attempt will be made to define envi-
ronmental communication in a way that benefits understanding of this
specific type of behaviour for the remainder of this book.

1.2 Why is environmental communication necessary?

Our societies have, through history, been challenged by many different
environmental problems such as deforestation, pollution, biodiversity
loss, climate change, acidification of the oceans, and depletion of the
ozone layer. Two main streams of approaches can be taken to tackle such
problems. One is developing new, cleaner, or more efficient technology,
thus trying to fix the problem with technological solutions which usu-
ally do not imply severe changes in people’s behaviour. The other is
trying to influence people to reduce damaging behaviours or to shift to
alternative, less damaging behaviours. Although the two streams seem
to be distinctive at first glance, they have considerable overlap. A bind-
ing element in all approaches is that they all depend on environmental
communication in one form or another.

1.2.1 The technology-centred approach

When chlorofluorocarbons (CFC) from refrigerators are depleting the
ozone layer, engineers must come up with new, less damaging replace-
ments. When carbon dioxide emissions contribute to climate change,
new or alternative technologies that improve efficiency and do not rely
on fossil fuel need to be developed. When combustion engine cars are
a huge environmental problem, then more efficient cars or alternative
fuel cars might be a solution. The number of examples in this line
of thinking is almost infinite. However, in recent years, a shift from
the belief in technology as the prime solution to environmental prob-
lems towards behaviour- and lifestyle-centred strategies has occurred
(Chapman, 2007). This has several reasons. Some believe that long-
term technological progress might be too slow to achieve the necessary
reduction in environmental pollution to prevent severe consequences,
so short-term behaviour change is necessary (Anable & Shaw, 2007).
Another reason is that technological solutions which are not changing
people’s way of living are often not effective enough to address the



