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The Who Cares about the Environment? social research 

series draws upon twelve years of data to present a 

unique and valuable insight into how people in NSW 

feel about the environment and are responding to 

environmental issues.

The fifth survey in the series gives a comprehensive 

picture of social change and shows the evolution of 

environmentalism into a concept that today most 

households and businesses embrace as a part of their 

daily lives. 

This survey reveals the environment is a major priority 

for people living in NSW with almost 9 out of 10 people 

concerned about specific environmental issues. And, 

encouragingly, this concern is translating into action.

Increasingly, caring for our environment is at the core of 

what our children are taught at school, how we manage 

our households and the activities responsible businesses 

and governments are adopting on a growing basis.

It’s the obvious but important things – recycling

at work and home, planting native gardens, using 

corporate budgets to buy green, installing energy and 

water efficient appliances, driving low polluting cars 

and catching public transport. 

The research shows that water issues are the top 

environmental priority and attention to energy and 

climate change issues is growing rapidly.

The research highlights the relationship between 

government programs and the concerns and priorities 

of individuals. For example, the community’s actions to 

conserve water re-affirms government and community 

efforts over the past few years to respond to the 

drought conditions.

Interestingly the research uncovered that the motivation 

shaping environmental behaviour differs across issues 

and groups in the community. This affirms the NSW 

Government approach of providing a range of initiatives 

to promote environmentally-friendly practices, for 

example education, rebates, assistance with infrastructure 

and regulation.

This research will link directly with the NSW government’s 

three year environmental education plan, Learning for 

Sustainability 2007-10, and will assist the agencies 

involved to design better programs and support changes 

the community want to make.

In addition, many groups and organisations involved in 

business, industry, education, and the non-government 

sector in social and environmental fields will benefit from 

the information provided about stakeholder and community 

perceptions and activities.

This report assists us to better understand the environmental 

needs in NSW. It will be a valuable tool for organisations 

and individuals as they plan, deliver and evaluate 

programs that promote environmental sustainability.

Bob Debus

Minister for the Environment
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report presents the results of the fifth survey in the 

Who Cares about the Environment? series of social research. 

This research has been conducted triennially since 1994 

to measure changes in the environmental knowledge, 

attitudes and behaviours of the people of NSW. The research 

as a whole provides a time series that now covers twelve 

years of change and allows historical comparisons for 

many indicators.

In 2006 the research included both qualitative and 

quantitative components. The quantitative research 

consisted of two telephone surveys with a representative 

cross-section of people in NSW: the main survey with 

1,724 people and an extension survey with 1,011 

respondents from the main survey who had agreed 

to participate in a further survey. The qualitative phase 

followed the surveys to explore issues more suited to 

in depth discussion, with focus groups segmented on 

the basis of participants’ level of environmental interest, 

knowledge and behaviour. This component of the 

research focused on concepts of ‘the environment’ 

and the factors influencing the range of environmental 

attitudes and behaviours within the different segments.

In 2006 this more focused qualitative research, as well as 

secondary analysis of the quantitative data, are in response 

to an evaluation of the Who Cares? research program in 

2005 which indicated a need for more detailed analysis 

of the findings of the research. From this more extended 

range of research and analysis, it is possible to gain a 

greater understanding of differences in environmental 

behaviours and to use this research to take account of 

these differences in designing policy and programs.

Survey findings

Headlines 

People value the environment as part of their lives. 

Environment is rated as very or rather important by 93% 

of people. This is the third highest personal priority after 

family and friends. Almost nine in ten people in NSW (87%) 

say they are concerned about environmental problems.

Water-related issues – namely water supply, 

conservation, management and drought – are the 

most prominent environmental issues in 2006. 

Water-related issues are nominated as one of the two 

overall most important issues for the attention of the NSW 

Government now by 12%, and in ten years time by 17%. 

More than half the people surveyed (57%) nominate 

water issues as one of the two most important 

environmental issues in NSW and the number of people 

who say they have often reduced their water consumption 

over the past year has increased by 10% since 2003, 

from 65% to 75%.

•

•

Climate change and energy issues have grown 

significantly in importance. People nominating climate 

change as one of the two most important environmental 

issues increased to 13% in 2006 from 6% in 2003 and 

2000, and those nominating energy conservation/

management increased to 7% in 2006 from 2% in 2003. 

The number of people who say they often make an 

effort to reduce their fuel consumption and air pollution 

has increased by 10% since 2003 from 38% to 48%.

Environmental knowledge and understanding of 

people in NSW have increased over the past 12 years. 

Since 1994 there has been an increase in the range of 

specific environmental issues nominated as priority issues 

for government. Correct responses to a knowledge 

question about the greenhouse effect have increased 

consistently from 24% in 1994 to 42% in 2006, and to

a question about extinction of mammals in Australia 

increased from 29% in 1994 to 51% in 2006. The proportion 

of ‘don’t know/not sure’ responses has decreased since 

1994 for many questions. In addition, there was 

consensus amongst participants in the qualitative study 

that people’s awareness and understanding of local and 

global environmental issues and the impact of their 

own behaviour, has increased in recent years.

A majority of people think the beaches are cleaner 

and we are better at reducing water and electricity 

consumption. Those saying things have become better 

or much better in reducing water consumption increased 

from 52% in 2003 to 65% in 2006 and in reducing 

electricity use from 24% to 28%. 56% think things are 

getting better in cleanliness of beaches and oceans,

a slight decline from 60% in 2003.

Since 2003, there has been an increase in those 

saying the situation is getting worse or much worse, 

in ensuring environmental flows (36% to 48%), air quality 

(28% to 35%), reducing greenhouse emissions (18% to 

32%), using alternatives to motor vehicles (25% to 36%), 

reducing waste the community produces (19% to 26%), 

transport of dangerous chemicals (11% to 18%) and 

prosecuting environmental offenders (15% to 23%).

Most people are taking a range of actions that 

contribute to the conservation and improvement 

of the environment. About three in four people report 

that they have taken care not to do noisy activities at 

a time that disturbs neighbours (76%), reduced water 

consumption for environmental reasons (75%), prevented 

stormwater pollution (74%), and taken steps to reduce 

energy consumption (73%).

•

•

•

•

•



The number of people who reported reducing 

water and fuel consumption and avoiding the 

use of plastic bags all increased significantly from 

2003. Those who say that in the past twelve months 

they often avoided plastic bags increased by 17% 

from 31% in 2003 to 48% in 2006 and there is a 10% 

increase in those who say they often reduced water 

consumption (from 65% in 2003 to 75%), and reduced 

fuel consumption (from 38% in 2003 to 48%).

Women are more likely than men to report 

engaging in environmentally friendly activities 

around the home or in shopping. For eight out of 

ten pro-environmental behaviours, significantly more 

women than men said they had often done this in the 

past year. As a result women are more likely than men 

to often engage in nine or ten of these behaviours. 

Younger people are less likely to report engaging 

in pro-environmental behaviours. Of ten pro-

environmental behaviours, under 25s are significantly 

less likely to say they often do four of the behaviours 

and under 35s significantly less likely to say they often 

do a further four. The number of behaviours engaged 

in increases strongly with age and those over 35 are 

more likely to report often doing nine or ten of these 

activities in total.

The reasons for engaging in pro-environmental 

activities and difficulties or barriers for not 

engaging in pro-environmental activities vary 

according to the specific behaviour. Of ten pro-

environmental activities only two activities, reducing 

energy consumption and fuel consumption, have similar 

reasons prompting the behaviour, with economics/save 

money the most common. Reasons found across five 

or more behaviours are environmental knowledge and 

awareness, exposure to media programs and education 

•

•

•

•

campaigns and upbringing, habit and common sense. The 

difficulties found across several behaviours are personal 

factors eg being lazy, forgetful, or not thought about it, 

being a low priority compared to other issues, and having 

no other alternative.

Almost six in ten people have visited a national 

park in the last year (59%) and four in ten have 

visited a botanic garden (42%).

There is strong support for government action and 

regulation to protect and improve the environment. 

A substantial majority of people (77%) reject the 

proposition that lower levels of environmental 

regulation are required in NSW, and a strong majority 

also believe that all levels of government need to do 

more to protect the environment (Commonwealth 

Government – 80%, State Government – 81%, and local 

government – 70%). There is strong consensus (96% 

agree) that the aim of regulation should be to improve 

the environment, not merely to maintain it. 

Further analysis 

People fall into some distinctly different groups in terms 

of their environmental knowledge, attitudes and 

behaviours. Additional analysis of the survey data found 

behaviours cluster into three types: household (behaviours 

in the private household domain), green purchasing 

(behaviours in the commercial domain, relating to 

shopping), and environmental citizenship (behaviours in 

the public domain). These behaviour types were used to 

identify segments in the population for the 2006 survey 

based on reported engagement in pro-environmental 

behaviours. Characteristics of these segments and their 

responses on other survey questions are:

•

•

Segment %*
SEGMENT PROFILE

Behaviours Other measures

Committeds 17 High on all three types of behaviour High concern, moderate knowledge, dominantly 

pro-environmental views, highest expectation for

all community sectors to do more

Middles 18 Intermediate between Committeds and 

Reluctants on all three types of behaviours
Moderate (with some variations) on concern, 

knowledge, level of pro-environmental views and 

expectation that various community sectors should

do more to protect the environment
Privates 33 High on green purchasing and household 

behaviours but low on citizenship

Reluctants 27 Low on green purchasing and citizenship 

but do some in- household behaviours 

Low concern, low-moderate knowledge, borderline 

pro-environmental/mixed views, lowest expectation

that all community sectors should do more 

* of the survey sample 



Qualitative findings

Participants were allocated to a segment focus group

on the basis of their responses to questions about their 

environmental interest, knowledge and behaviours: those 

with a great deal of environmental knowledge and activity 

(‘environmentally strong’), those with limited environmental 

knowledge and activity (‘environmentally limited’), and 

those in between (‘environmentally moderate’). 

The study reveals some factors influencing the 

adoption of pro-environmental behaviours are 

common across the segments:

The likelihood of adopting a pro-environmental 

behaviour is influenced by the extent of the change 

•

required and the extent to which existing behaviours 

are habitual.

Normalised behaviours (ie behaviours considered 

‘normal’ within a peer/social group) are more likely 

to be adopted and become habitual whether or not 

they are perceived to have an environmental benefit. 

As behaviour becomes normalised for a group, social 

pressure to adopt it increases. However, behaviours 

considered ‘normal’ vary considerably for each segment.

The study also reveals marked differences between the 

three segments in the way participants think about 

the ‘environment’ and related terms, their perceptions 

of environmental damage and its consequences and 

their engagement in pro-environmental behaviours. 

These differences are summarised in the table below. 

•

SUMMARY OF QUALITATIVE FINDINGS BY SEGMENT

ASPECTS

LIMITEDS MODERATES STRONGS 

Degree of environmental interest, knowledge and behaviours

LOW HIGH

Environment: what does it mean to people?

Perception

of ‘the 

environment’

Limited to natural elements 

and landscape; excludes 

man-made and non-tangible 

elements and humans; emphasis

on local surroundings

Viewed at micro and macro 

levels; tangible elements only; 

more cursory understanding of 

relationships; excludes humans

Holistic, includes tangible and 

non-tangible elements; humans 

as integral part

Understanding 

of key terms

Limited Variable Comprehensive

Awareness of 

environmental 

issues

Focus on aesthetic, directly 

observable problems; viewed issues 

in a general sense; confused about 

inter-relationships between issues

Appreciation of range of issues, 

causes, effects and inter-relationships. 

Some confusion and scepticism 

about more complex, less 

immediate issues

In-depth understanding of 

range of issues, causes, effects and 

inter-relationships

Perception of 

consequences

Non-specific – health problems 

might affect future generations

Severe and life-threatening; 

affecting future generations rather 

than themselves

Serious for human society; evident 

today; urgent concern

Influences on pro-environmental behaviours

Values Personal priorities other than 

the environment dominate 

(eg family, finances and work)

Not inherently altruistic 

toward environment

Inherently altruistic toward 

the environment

Awareness of 

behaviours

Limited, in terms of range 

and their effectiveness

Moderate. Confusion/limited 

awareness of effectiveness

Comprehensive in range and 

their effectiveness

Motivations Personal benefits (eg financial and 

health) and legal requirements

Personal benefits (eg financial and 

health); growing social pressure and 

sense of obligation.

Sense of personal responsibility 

and individual agency/efficacy; 

understanding of problems

Barriers Sceptical about individual efficacy; 

often deterred by ‘green’ associations

Financial cost; practical 

inconvenience, sceptical about 

individual efficacy

Limited. Environmental benefit 

mostly outweighs personal 

inconvenience

Normalised 

behaviours*

Pick up litter, observe water 

restrictions, recycling

Recycling, avoiding plastic bags, 

not putting pollutants down drains, 

washing cars on lawn, conserving 

electricity

Buy enviro-friendly products, 

use rainwater tanks, avoid 

packaging, reduce fuel use, 

compost, activism

* Normalised behaviours for Moderates and Strongs also include behaviours from columns to their left. 



Implications

Through successive Who Cares? surveys, people continue 

to express strong environmental concern and are 

increasingly focusing their concern on specific environmental 

issues, such as water management and conservation or 

energy and climate change in 2006. Along with this concern, 

specific knowledge about some environmental issues is 

increasing but is still low in a range of areas. In addition, 

the qualitative research demonstrates that many people 

are confused about appropriate pro-environmental 

behaviour at an individual level, as well as the efficacy of 

specific actions in addressing environmental problems.

Various measures in the research indicate support for, and 

the effectiveness of, a range of tools for effecting change, 

namely economic incentives, education, infrastructure 

provision, and regulation and enforcement. These are 

either directly supported in specific questions, or appear 

as key motivators/barriers for specific behaviours. The critical 

dimension is the way these are integrated and used to 

target specific audiences and specific environmental issues.

Human behaviour towards the environment is complex. 

This research both assists in understanding the nature of 

differences across different segments in the population and 

demonstrates the potential effectiveness of responding to 

people’s needs by addressing different motivators and 

barriers for different issues and by considering appropriate 

strategies for those different community segments.
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In 1994 the Environment Protection Authority (EPA) 

conducted the first large-scale survey of the environmental 

knowledge attitudes and behaviours of the people of 

NSW. This was followed by further surveys on a triennial 

basis in 1997, 2000 and 2003. In late 2003 the Department 

of Environment and Conservation (DEC) was established, 

incorporating the EPA, the National Parks and Wildlife 

Service, Royal Botanic Gardens and Domain Trust, and 

Resource NSW, with a key goal of maintaining and 

enhancing environmental protection in NSW. The DEC 

has continued the Who Cares? research and this 2006 

survey is the latest in this series.

In 2005, the Who Cares? research was independently 

evaluated to assess its impact and effectiveness and 

provide advice to the ongoing development of the research 

series, particularly the 2006 survey. The evaluation 

indicated that the Who Cares? research is widely valued 

and it identified opportunities to expand its usefulness, 

many of which have been incorporated into the 2006 

research to provide even greater value to its wide 

spectrum of readers.

These surveys measure changes over time in people’s 

environmental attitudes, knowledge and behaviours 

through a series of core questions that have been 

repeated in each survey since 1994. These five surveys 

together now cover some 12 years of change. In addition, 

there are questions that have been repeated at different 

intervals over the 12 years and new questions about 

current and emerging environmental issues that have 

been introduced for one or more survey cycles, while 

others have been deleted. 

Qualitative research (in focus groups) has accompanied 

all five surveys to either scope the research for the main 

survey (1994), provide additional insights to the results of 

the main survey (1997, 2000 and 2003), or explore specific 

areas of environmental understandings and behaviours 

more suited to in-depth discussion techniques (2006).

 This report provides the main findings of the 2006 survey 

and compares these with findings of the previous surveys 

where comparative data is available. It also includes 

abbreviated findings from the qualitative research, as well 

as from additional analysis of the data, a new initiative 

for 2006.

Research objectives

The 2006 survey objectives are to:

Gain an understanding of the environmental 

knowledge, attitudes and behaviours of the NSW 

population in 2006, through a quantitative survey of 

a representative cross-section and through qualitative 

research to explore specific aspects in greater depth

Contribute to statistical time series data to track 

changes in environmental knowledge, attitudes and 

behaviour of the NSW population

Provide information to assist the Department 

of Environment and Conservation (NSW), other 

government agencies, non-government organisations 

and industry to identify priorities and design, 

implement, evaluate and coordinate their policies, 

programs and other initiatives

Promote discussion and awareness of the social 

dimension of environmental protection and conservation.

Research methods

The research was developed through a consultation 

process involving advisory groups drawn from across 

the DEC and a range of external sectors including 

local government, NGOs, universities, industry, the 

NSW Council on Environmental Education and other 

government agencies.

The quantitative research phase consisted of the main 

survey and an extension survey, both conducted by 

telephone. The main survey was first conducted with 1,724 

people aged 15 and over, in a geographically stratified 

random sample across NSW. This was followed by a further 

extension survey with 1,011 respondents from the main 

survey who had agreed to participate in another shorter 

survey at a later time. 

The survey included both prompted and unprompted 

questions. Unprompted questions are labelled as such 

in the report. Questions were:

core questions asked in all previous surveys 

some questions asked in some previous surveys

new questions for 2006.

•

•

•

•

•
•
•

INTRODUCTION
Background to the research
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Some questions from previous surveys were modified only 

slightly such that comparison with previous findings is 

possible, while others are new or changed so significantly 

that they cannot be compared to previous data.

More details of the methods are included in Appendix A, 

including detail on the development of question topics and 

questions, a matrix to show when the 2006 questions have 

been included in past surveys and description of coding 

of unprompted questions and grouping of codes into the 

categories. Appendix D contains the full questionnaire.

A qualitative research phase took place after the main 

survey phase in a program of six focus groups to explore 

specific issues in detail. This component of the research 

focused on concepts of ‘the environment’ and associated 

terms, as well as the range of environmental attitudes and 

behaviour in different segments of the community and 

the factors influencing those attitudes and behaviours.

For the first time in 2006, focus groups were recruited to 

represent segments (groups of people distinguished by 

a set of common characteristics) across the spectrum of 

environmental knowledge, attitudes and behaviour. These 

segments are characterised as environmentally strong, 

moderate and limited:

‘Strongs’ are those with high levels of interest in the 

environment and strong reported knowledge and level 

of pro-environmental behaviours

‘Limiteds’ are those with low levels of interest in the 

environment and limited range of behaviours

‘Moderates’ are those who fell between the Strongs and 

the Limiteds.

Each focus group contained 8-10 participants from one 

segment, representing a cross-section of socio-economic 

strata and representing people from a range of cultural 

backgrounds. Appendix A has further details on objectives 

and methods for the qualitative research.

•

•

•

Analysis

The results for all survey questions are tabulated and 

presented in charts for each question and accompanied 

by demographic highlights for most questions. Only 

those groups between which differences are statistically 

significant are reported. For demographic categories with 

multiple sub-groups, such as age, education and location, 

not all sub-groups show statistically significant differences 

from other sub-groups and such groups lie somewhere 

between the values for the comparisons shown. 

The demographic findings are also available integrated 

by demographic characteristic in a separate report at 

www.environment.nsw.gov.au/whocares/. Detailed 

cross-tabulations with demographic differences are also 

available at this location.

Some further forms of analysis have been applied to the 

Who Cares? for the first time in 2006:

1. Cohort analysis: The value of attempting to influence 

the environmental knowledge, attitudes or behaviour 

of the adult population through educational approaches 

is sometimes called into question, on the basis that 

education through schooling or tertiary education in 

the formative years is more influential and more likely 

to produce environmentally literate citizens. To test 

this notion, cohort analysis (for details see Appendix 

A) was applied to a set of knowledge, attitudes and 

behaviour questions in the Who Cares? research to 

find out whether the changes in responses between 

surveys were due to individuals changing their views 

or behaviours, or to changes in the composition of 

the population surveyed, where people who were too 

young to be surveyed in an earlier survey join the 

second survey and older people surveyed earlier are 

not included in the later sample. The results of the 

cohort analysis are presented with the question to 

which they apply.

2. In addition, secondary analysis was applied to a 

range of the prompted questions to detect underlying 

patterns and relationships between behaviours and 

other aspects of the survey. Chapter 4.1 presents 

these results and Appendix A has further details on 

the analysis techniques.
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Reporting and report structure

The 2006 Who Cares? research includes a number of new components that expand on the data from the main survey. 

Some of these are presented in the main report for the first time, including key parts of the qualitative research and 

secondary cohort and segmentation analysis. Appendix B presents a brief overview of background issues, which 

provides the current context to the issues mentioned in Questions 1 and 2.

The structure of the report is shown below.

The main report 

published and 

on the web 

Executive summary

Chapter 1 Introduction

Chapter 2 The environment – what does it mean to people? introduces people’s conceptions 

of ‘environment’ and ‘sustainability’ identified from the qualitative research

Chapter 3 Provides all the survey results, including the main survey and most results from the 

extension survey. The results are grouped in the major areas of: 

Priorities, values and attitudes

Knowledge and views

Personal behaviours

Some qualitative research highlights are also included with relevant topics.

•
•
•

Chapter 4 Considers behaviour change and influences on behaviour through:

findings on environmental behaviour dimensions and population segments 

drawn from additional analysis of the survey data

findings from the qualitative research in respect of pro-environmental activities 

and influences on behaviours

a final section drawing together the implications of the research as a whole for 

social change programs for the environment

•

•

•

Appendices A – Detailed research methods

B – Background issues 

C – Letter of authorisation for approaching respondents

D – The questionnaire

Web only*
Demographic findings Description and discussion collated by demographic characteristic.

Demographic tables Full tables 

* At www.environment.nsw.gov.au/whocares/

In addition to the main report, other products from this research include:

Print and web Who Cares? at a Glance Six-page summary brochure introducing the research findings

Print and web Thematic fact sheets Summary brochures on specific aspects of the findings

Background to the research
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Snapshot

Strongs

Holistic view of environment and understanding of the 

importance of human interactions with environment. 

Understand landscape, cultural heritage and biodiversity 

as part of environment, conservation as a key means 

of environmental protection and sustainability as 

a means of equitably balancing current and future 

resource use. In-depth understanding of causes and 

effects of environmental problems, see damage as an 

urgent concern, with consequences already evident. 

Well aware of the threats of environmental damage, 

foreseeing serious consequences for human society 

that would be manifest within their lifetimes. Views 

reflected in active adoption of a range of pro-

environmental behaviours.

Moderates

Recognise environment as functioning at micro 

and macro levels but see environment as tangible 

elements and do not include humans as an integral 

part. Understand broader dimensions of landscape 

and conservation but do not include cultural heritage 

as part of environment, have difficulty with biodiversity 

and have a varied understanding of sustainability. 

Understand a range of environmental issues and 

their interrelationships but tend to view environmental 

damage as a serious concern for the future. Understand 

the consequences of environmental damage but 

feel it would affect future generations, rather than 

themselves. Some are sceptical about the seriousness 

of issues such as global warming. Engage in a range 

of ‘easy’ pro-environmental behaviours.

Limiteds

See the environment only in terms of landscape 

and nature. Landscape is considered to be part of 

environment in terms of natural elements, do not 

include cultural heritage, struggle with biodiversity, 

have not really thought about sustainability and distrust 

conservation as a ‘greenie’ concept. View environmental 

damage in terms of aesthetic damage to the natural 

environment. Focus on observable environmental 

problems (littering, pollution), have difficulty with more 

complex problems and are sceptical about those for 

which they cannot see direct evidence. Also have 

difficulty in seeing future problems or consequences 

of environmental problems, though some speculate 

about health and lifestyle issues. Views reflected in 

limited range of pro-environmental behaviours, often 

adopted for non-environmental reasons.

 THE ENVIRONMENT: WHAT 
DOES IT MEAN TO PEOPLE?

1  For Objectives and Methodology, refer to Appendix A.

2  There is a small group who exhibit anti-environmental attitudes and 

behaviour. They were not actively sought for this study though they 

may have been included in the Limiteds focus groups.

How people understand ‘the environment’ was explored 

in detail in the qualitative part of this research1, to 

complement the quantitative survey in areas more suited 

to in-depth discussion. For the first time in the Who 

Cares? research series, the qualitative study specifically 

explored differences between people with different 

levels of interest in the environment. Participants joined 

a segment focus group on the basis of responses to 

questions about their environmental interest, knowledge 

and behaviours: those with those with high levels of 

environmental knowledge and activity (‘environmentally 

strong’), those with limited knowledge and activity 

(‘environmentally limited’), and those who lie in 

between (‘environmentally moderate’). 

This segmentation reflects the fact that most of the 

community exhibits some pro-environmental knowledge, 

attitudes and behaviour, although its extent varies 

widely2. It is a simplified classification used to create 

groups where like-minded people could discuss issues 

more openly. 

In practice, however, people’s interest in the environment 

and their behaviours are likely to be influenced by a range 

of factors, including circumstances and context, hence 

membership of any particular segment is not static. The 

three segments should not be viewed as separate units, 

but rather as a continuum characterising environmental 

knowledge, attitudes and behaviour from environmentally 

limited to strong as illustrated above.

The study reveals marked differences between the 

segments in the way participants think about the 

‘environment’ and related terms, and their perceptions

of environmental damage and its consequences.

‘Limiteds’

LOW HIGH

‘Moderates’

Degree of environmental interest, knowledge and behaviours

‘Strongs’

Findings from the qualitative research
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How do people think about 
the environment?

For participants in the Strongs segment, the environment 

is a complex multi-layered concept, functioning on both 

micro and macro levels and involving both tangible and 

non-tangible elements. Unlike the other two groups, Strongs 

see the environment in a holistic way, and include broader 

notions as well as the more customary ones of landscapes 

and ecosystems. Importantly, Strongs are the only 

segment to appreciate the relationship between people’s 

understanding of the diversity of elements comprising 

the environment and their interaction with it. They 

emphasise the importance of recognising the entirety

of environmental elements, and the way in which they 

function together and affect each other. The role of 

humans in the environment is considered particularly 

significant, and particularly under-appreciated. Some directly 

attribute many environmental problems to a separation 

between people’s views of themselves or human society 

and the environment.

Moderates’ understanding of the environment is less 

thought out and less holistic. While they recognise both 

micro and macro levels, they tend to see the environment 

as tangible elements only – including both man-made 

and ‘natural’ entities. Their view does not generally include 

the multifaceted notions mentioned by the Strongs. 

Their less comprehensive awareness of the range of 

environmental elements means their understanding of 

relationships within the environment is also less defined. 

For example, they tend not to see humans as an integral 

part of the environment. 

Limiteds’ understanding of the environment is significantly 

narrower. They tend to see it only in terms of landscape 

and nature, sometimes considering neither the built 

environment nor non-tangible environmental elements. 

Those in Sydney particularly focus on their local 

surroundings but there is generally little knowledge of the 

interaction between species in the natural environment.

Participants across all segments acknowledge symbolic 

associations with the aesthetics of the natural environment. 

The diversity of landscapes and native species in Australia 

is considered to have had a strong bearing on national 

identity but these associations are almost always mentioned 

as an afterthought in group discussions. Their significance 

seems to have weakened in comparison with concerns 

about environmental damage.

Despite differences in perceptions of the environment 

across the three segments, there is consensus that 

people’s understanding of the environment has changed 

in recent years. The salience of the environment is 

thought to have increased, emerging as one of the most 

important issues that the world faces today. 

All segments believe that Australians in general seem 

to be more aware of environmental issues on both 

global and local levels, as personal observations of 

environmental changes reflect those described and 

predicted by the media and elsewhere (eg drought, 

climate change, environmental degradation etc.). 

Environmental issues, damage 
and consequences 

Environmental damage in various forms is a key part of 

most participants’ consideration of environment. They 

find it difficult to separate their conceptions of ‘the 

environment’ from concern about environmental damage 

and its consequences. There is, however, a great deal of 

variation between segments in participants’ understanding 

and perceptions. All three segments are conscious of the 

potentially serious consequences of environmental 

damage in the future but their view of both the time 

scale and severity of the consequences varies. 

The Strongs appear to be very well informed on 

environmental issues, including a wide variety of events 

and occurrences. They have an in-depth understanding of 

causes and effects, their relationship and their importance 

in dealing with environmental problems effectively. They 

tend to refer to their personal observation of environmental 

damage as examples, rather than evidence, of impacts. 

The Strongs have no doubt about the serious consequences 

of environmental damage for economies and societies and 

eventually, human existence. This conviction is supported 

by examples of how this would come about, such as a 

worldwide energy crisis that would dramatically alter 

human lifestyles and increases in environmental disasters 

such as cyclones and drought. Significantly, the Strongs 

feel that many of the consequences would be experienced 

within their lifetimes, are already evident and would increase. 

In response to increased evidence of environmental 

problems, they feel that while they have always been 

‘green’ they have made more radical behavioural changes, 

such as increased involvement in activism. 

Findings from the qualitative research




