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Perhaps one of the outstanding weaknesses of contemporary
psychological theory is the relative neglect of the environment by many
of the most influential theoretical viewpoints.

—ISIDOR CHEIN
1

What Is Environmental Psychology?
Environmental psychology is the study of transactions between individuals and their

physical settings. In these transactions, individuals change the environment, and their

behavior and experiences are changed by the environment. Environmental psychology

includes theory, research, and practice aimed at making buildings more humane and im-

proving our relationship with the natural environment (See Figures 1-1 and 1-2).

As a recognized field, environmental psychology is only about 40 years old, but some

social scientists have worked on these issues for decades more. In the early days of psy-

chology, most researchers concentrated on processes within persons rather than person-

environment transactions. Later, some emphasis was placed on interactions between

persons. Yet, considering the enormous investment society makes in the construction

and maintenance of the physical environment (including buildings, parks, streets, the at-

mosphere and bodies of water) and the enormous cost of misusing nature and natural re-

sources, the long delay before person-environment relations received adequate attention

seems almost tragic.

Fortunately, since the late 1960s, thousands of studies have dealt with the major top-

ics discussed in this book. Much of this work has been stimulated by the recognition of

environmental problems such as sustainability, pollution, energy shortages, and unsuit-

able buildings. Other research is motivated by pure curiosity about how and why humans

act and feel in their built and natural settings. Many mysteries remain about the intrica-

cies of person-environment transactions, but we have begun to understand a great num-

ber of them.

This chapter describes the main issues and topics of environmental psychology. Its

dual goals of discovery and application are emphasized. The origins and present status of
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the field are discussed, along with overviews of its major theoretical approaches and

some observations on research methods. Comments on the international dimensions

and future prospects of environmental psychology close the chapter.

The Issues

The simple definition that opens this chapter does not convey the fascinating variety of

topics that environmental psychologists study. Each of the following actual headlines al-

ludes to a problem that will be discussed in this book:

“Violence: A Fact of Life in Overcrowded Jails” “The Greening of Psychology”

“Working In An Office Is Dangerous To Your Health” “Satisfying Workers: A Matter of Color?”

“Don’t Let Holiday Blues Get Employees Down” “Commuters Plead: ‘Turn Off the Music’ ”

“Sanctuary Now Battlefield as Neighbors Fight Fence” “Crazy Summer Days Goad Child Abuse”

“Air Pollution Threatening Pristine Alaska Wilderness” “Weather Stress Index Blows Ill Wind”

“Pollution Control Edict May Force Mill Closure” “Privacy Definition Will Be Appealed”

“Polluters Could Be Newest Villains in Comics, Cartoons” “When Kids Crave Privacy”

“Quotas Slashed In Attempt To Help Troubled Herring Fishery” “What’s Wrong With Highrises”

“Designers Modify Open Office To Meet Complaints of Workers” “The Noise Pollution Toll”

“Antarctica Ravaged In Name of Research”

We must be cautious about some of the claims made in these headlines; some exag-

gerate the truth. However, what is real and important in each headline is a problem.

Each problem involves not just the environment but some transaction between individ-

uals and settings (see Figure 1-3). The term environment, in this book, means built set-

tings such as homes, offices, schools and streets. It also includes natural settings, natu-

ral resources, national parks and wilderness areas, and the atmosphere. On the human

side of the transaction, environmental psychologists usually focus on the behavior and

experience of individuals and small groups (office workers, pedestrians, pupils, ex-

traverts, shoppers, neighbors, hikers, dormitory residents, burglars, architects, com-

muters, and other everyday people), and less often to large aggregates of people (society

or humankind or governments).

Environmental psychologists recognize the need to accomplish two related goals: to

understand person-environment transactions and to use this knowledge to help solve a

wide variety of problems. The subtitle of this book, Principles and Practice, was chosen

quite deliberately: environmental psychology distinctly includes both science and appli-

cation. As individuals, of course, environmental psychologists have only enough energy

to work on a few of the topics described in the book. Some feel more comfortable work-

ing on the principles; others feel more comfortable with the practice. The situation is sim-

ilar to that in medicine, where some physicians go into family practice while others con-

duct research in a laboratory. Nevertheless, every environmental psychologist supports

the need for theory, research, and practice that may help to solve the many architectural

and ecological problems in the world.

Figure 1-1 Environmental psychology
investigates persons-in-relation-to-
nature.

Figure 1-2 This uncompleted building
could serve as a symbol of environ-
mental psychology’s task in the built
environment. It will have important ef-
fects on people who will use it for per-
haps a hundred years or even more. To
what extent did the architects consider
the needs of its users when they de-
signed it? Environmental psychologists
specialize in bridging the often-large
gap between building designers and
the people who will work, study, or live
in such buildngs. 

Consider any place you know—perhaps your favorite vacation spot, your bedroom, or your friend’s mountain cottage. Do

you care about it? How would you go about describing it? Is it beautiful? Good quality? How does it make you feel? What,

if anything, does it mean to you? Is it safe? To what extent, do you think, is your own assessment of the place similar to one that

might be made by a panel of experts or other people who visit it? Do individuals entering a town experience “different” towns?

This chapter continues the discussion, begun in Chapter Two, of the process by which we come to know and understand

the everyday physical environment. The initial gathering of information from settings—environmental perception—is fol-

lowed by much cognitive interpretation of that information: the way we store, transform, organize, forget, and recall knowl-

edge about places. The focus here is on environmental attitudes and on two judgment processes—appraisal and assessment.

Environmental attitudes can include any attitude related to ecology or architecture, but the usual focus is on ecological con-

cern. However, concern for the built environment also deserves some attention. Some people are upset when heritage build-

ings are destroyed, others are unhappy with condominium towers, or worried about whether a building can withstand an

earthquake.

The terms “environmental appraisal” and “environmental assessment” have been used differently by different authors,2 but

in this book the following definitions will be employed. Environmental appraisals are an individual’s personal impressions of

a setting. Both environmental appraisals and assessments involve an observer and a place, but in research on appraisals, more

emphasis is placed on understanding the person than understanding the place. Many different kinds of appraisals have been

studied; six are discussed in this chapter. Environmental assessments are based on ratings by several observers (usually, ex-

perts or setting users) into a broader-based judgment of an environment. The emphasis is on investigating the environment

(usually its quality or lack of quality) rather than understanding the persons who make the judgments.

Environmental Attitudes: Concern for Places 
What is an Environmental Attitude?

Although they might refer to many aspects of the environment, an environmental atti-
tude is broadly defined here as an individual’s concern for the physical environment as

something that is worthy of protection, understanding, or enhancement. How concerned

are you about the welfare of your own room, your residence, your neighborhood or city,

a nearby wilderness area, or planet Earth? How concerned are others?

Why study environmental attitudes? Although attitudes do not always translate into

environmentally friendly behavior, they often do. They also can be very useful for envi-

ronmental managers such as policy makers, park superintendents, fish and game officers,

forestry officials, building managers, or recycling coordinators.3 First, knowledge of a

group’s environmental attitudes can inform managers about the level of support for spe-

cific programs or the environment in general. Second, environmental attitudes can help

in the setting of environmental goals (e.g., 90 percent of newspaper to be recycled within

two years). Third, they can indicate what people are doing about the environment now,

or at least what they intend to do.

The Components of Environmental Attitudes. Attitudes, in general, are usually said to

have three components: cognitive, affective, and conative. For our purposes, the cogni-
tive component includes what an individual knows or thinks about an environment. The

affective component includes one’s emotions and feelings about an environment. The

conative component refers to one’s behavioral intentions toward an environment. An-

other aspect of environmental attitudes is that they divide into a preservation factor and

a utilization factor.4 Preservationist attitudes are connected to pro-environmental 
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behavior, and utilizationist attitudes are connected to economic liberalism, which relies

on the idea that resources exist to be used and developed. This idea was supported in a

study of four nations.5

Theories of Environmental Attitudes and Behavior. Several approaches to understand-

ing environmental concern and its relation to pro-environmental behavior have been de-

veloped. Perhaps the most frequently used is the theory of planned behavior (see Figure

3-1).6 It maintains that if a person is to act in an environmentally friendly manner, several

factors must precede it. The person first must have had the inten-
tion to act in that way. However, the behavioral intention must be

preceded by some or all of three conditions: a positive attitude to-

ward the act, the belief that this is the normal or usual way to act,

and the belief that one has sufficient control over the situation to

be able to engage in the pro-environmental action. A positive atti-

tude depends on the person believing that the act will have positive

consequences. That the behavior is “normal” is based on social

pressure applied by significant others whom the person is moti-

vated to please. Finally, perceived control depends on the belief

that one possesses the resources and opportunities to engage in the

pro-environmental behavior.

The more that all these factors are pointing in the right direction, the more likely that

the person will act in a pro-environmental fashion. The theory was supported in a study by

Yuko Heath and me that predicted who will use public transportation,7 and others that pre-

dict who will conserve energy, car pool, and recycle.8 However, the basic theory has been

shown to be more powerful when certain factors are added to the model, such as a person’s

habits9 and descriptive norms,10 that is, what people think is the “usual thing to do.”

A second approach is called the values-belief-norm (VBN) model (see Figure 

3-2).11As its name suggests, it asserts that the chain leading to pro-environmental behav-

ior begins with a person’s values. The more biospheric, the more altruistic, and the less

egoistic are one’s general values, the more he or she should believe the main tenets of the

New Ecological Paradigm (NEP), a worldview that envisions the planet as a delicate,

threatened, and interconnected system.12 In turn, believing in the NEP is thought to lead

to the belief that certain acts (those that harm the environment) have adverse conse-
quences. Still, according to VBN, people will not act in a proenvironmental way if they do

not also believe that they are able to reduce those consequences. If all these values and be-

liefs are in place, a person should then have a sense of obligation and develop the norm to

engage in proenvironmental actions.
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Figure 3-1 Ajzen’s Theory of Planned
Behavior

Attitude toward 
the Behavior

“This act will (will not) 
have positive 

consequences”

Subjective Norm
“People who are important 

to me think I should 
do (not do) this.”

Behavioral Intention 
“I intend (do not intend) 

to do this”

Behavior
“I actually do 

(do not do) this”

Perceived Behavioral 
Control

“It would be easy (difficult) 
for me to do this

Figure 3-2 Stern's Values, Beliefs, and
Norms Theory. Biospheric
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Working can provide some of the best and some of the worst experiences in life. For Sigmund Freud, it was one of the two

major paths to fulfillment (the other is love, of course). Many factors determine a person’s productivity, stress, and satis-

faction at work, but for decades, psychologists have realized that the physical environment is an important influence on em-

ployee productivity and satisfaction (see Figure 12-1). In this chapter, we consider research on the relations between the phys-

ical environment and (a) getting to work, (b) performance, feelings, social behavior, health, and stress at work, and (c) trying

to enjoy life after work (by traveling). Throughout, we must resist the tempting but simplistic notion that changes in the phys-

ical setting will directly determine employee behavior. We begin with a famous example.

Environmental Psychology On The Job
Early researchers hypothesized that environment-behavior relations operated accord-

ing to simple environmental determinism. The famous Hawthorne studies included a

dozen years of work on the effects of the environment on the productivity and satis-

faction of assembly-line workers at the Hawthorne plant of the Western Electric Com-

pany, near Chicago.2 Many separate studies were completed, and the meaning of the

voluminous results is still debated, eight decades later. Nevertheless, certain basic con-

clusions from the Hawthorne studies are widely accepted. For example, in some early

studies the researchers hypothesized that changing the level of lighting on an assem-

bly line would affect productivity. This is a straightforward hypothesis that anyone

new to environmental psychology might reasonably propose: If workers can see better,

they probably will be able to assemble more items, and production will rise. However,

the researchers were surprised to discover, in several separate studies, that production

did not reliably vary with lighting level. At one stage, the amount of light was even re-

duced by 70 percent without a loss of productivity. The researchers became convinced

that something very odd was happening when they replaced a set of lights with bulbs

of the same wattage and found that the employees expressed satisfaction with the “in-

creased illumination.”

Some observers took these results as evidence that the physical environment is not

important. Because the Hawthorne studies were one of the first large-scale investigations

of environment and behavior, this conclusion probably set back the development of envi-

ronmental psychology by three decades. Unfortunately, the conclusion is wrong. A more

accurate view is that employee-environment relations are complex. Three important

findings of the Hawthorne studies were overlooked by those who concluded the environ-

ment was unimportant.3

1. The findings refute an assumption that is itself faulty. The simplistic notion that light-

ing directly affects work output is a form of naive environmental determinism. Envi-

ronmental psychologists believe that physical setting influences are mediated by em-

ployee perceptions, beliefs, preferences, experience, and personality. For example, the

behavior of employees in the Hawthorne studies was clearly affected by their percep-
tions of the work environment. In the bulb-changing study, for example, employees

probably assumed that a bulb someone took the trouble to replace was deficient; a

new bulb must be an improvement.

2. The conclusion focuses on one environmental variable when a different environmen-

tal variable, more subtle but perhaps more important for that very reason, was oper-

ative.4 Employees in some of the Hawthorne studies were moved to a different room,
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Figure 12-1 Adults spend much of
their lives in factories and offices. The
effects of these settings deserve close
study.

away from most employees. This room made the employees feel special, and its phys-

ical and social characteristics may have affected performance more than the environ-

mental variables examined by the researchers.

3. The layout of the room facilitated social contact among employees. This probably en-

couraged the employees to form and maintain informal norms about how much to

produce in a given day.

In general, the Hawthorne studies disconfirm naive determinism, but they do con-

firm that physical settings have important influences on work behavior. However, these

influences are more complex than previously thought. They involve broader, more sub-

tle aspects of the setting, which in turn are moderated by employee characteristics (see

Figure 12-2).

The work environment can be considered not only as a collection of physical stimuli

(noise, light, temperature, etc.), but also as a physical structure (size, furniture, hallways,

etc.), a place of beauty (or not), as a symbolic artifact (the meaning or image of the work

setting), and a place that “works” (facilitates the tasks to be accomplished) or not.5,6 Em-

ployees are experienced or not, noise-sensitive or not, senior or junior, highly motivated

to work or not. Fundamental psychological processes are integral to employee-environ-

ment interactions: arousal, overload, affect, adaptation, personal control. These interac-

tions lead to outcomes which, in general, may be categorized as performance, health or

stress, satisfaction, and interpersonal relations. One example of the modern approach to

environmental psychology on the job examined how an employee’s private self-con-

sciousness moderates the effects of an unpleasant physical workplace.7 Private self-con-
sciousness (PSC) is the tendency to compare one’s desired condition with one’s actual

condition; some people monitor this difference between their ideal and reality frequently,

and some do not. When the work environment is worse (more dangerous, high or low

temperature, air pollution, noise), high-PSC employees experience more distress than

low-PSC employees. More generally, the physical environment at work affects some em-

ployees more, or differently, than others. Another illustration is provided by a study

which showed that overloaded employees report fewer adverse reactions to heat and high

density than employees who are not overloaded.8 Overworked employees cannot or will

not allow environmental problems to intrude into their consciousness. Whether this is

wise or healthy is another matter, of course.

The physical environment at work is crucial to employees’ performance, satisfac-

tion, social relations, and health. Over the 40-year life cycle of an office building, only

about 2 to 3 percent of all expenditures are on the initial costs of the physical environ-

ment; in contrast, about 90 percent is spent on salaries and benefits.9 If the 2 to 3 per-
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Figure 12-2 A model for workplace en-
vironmental psychology.
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Psychological Processes
For example:
• Arousal
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• Stress
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