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Abstract

Purpose

We investigated environmentally conscious behaviour among young individuals

in Australia with a special attention given to their climate change risk perceptions.
Methodology

Twenty in-depth interviews were employed in this qualitative investigation. The
informants of the investigation are young individuals (aged between 19-25 years) in a
major city in Australia. Twenty semi-structured, in-depth interviews ranging from 1.5 -
3 hours were conducted. Purposive and snowball sampling techniques were used to
ensure informant diversity and access to ‘information rich’ cases of youth engaged in

environmental groups, activism and environmental behaviour.

Findings

Four thematic categories were derived. They are: unperceived adverse effects of climate
change, disassociation between adverse effects of climate change and environmentally
conscious behaviour, challenges to the dominant economic model and, redefined
environmental paradigm

Research limitations/implications



Based on the implications of the findings, several recommendations for communicating
climate change remedial actions and encouraging environmentally conscious behaviour

among young individuals are made.

Originality/value

The study contributes towards enhancing the understanding of climate change risk
perceptions and environmentally conscious behaviour among young
environmentalists in Australia where studies on young consumers are scarce.
Findings of the study are useful in gaining young individuals’ support for the

successful implementations of climate change remedial actions.
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Introduction

Climate change is considered to be causing significant environmental problems
that lead to several economic, social and political issues around the world.
According to some extreme estimates, climate change-related problems could
result in a loss of at least five per cent of global GDP each year, potentially
creating an economic catastrophe (Stern 2006; 2008). Consequently, it is apparent
that many actions have been undertaken worldwide to overcome the adverse
effects of climate change problems.

The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) is an international environmental agreement between 166 countries,
which aims at stabilizing green house gas emissions in the atmosphere at a level
that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference (human interventions)
with the global climate system. The UNFCCC members agreed to reduce green
house gas emissions to an average of five per cent against 1990-levels over the
period 2008-2012.

The identification of anthropogenic green house gas concentrations was
one of the key features that received considerable attention at the recent UNFCCC
conference that was held in December 2009 in Copenhagen, Denmark.
Anthropogenic climate change occurs when green house gas emissions are
primarily caused by the business and individual behaviour. Consequently, many
governments have initiated climate change remedial actions to control green
house gas emissions. In Australia, the Federal Government has recently passed the
legislation on carbon tax as a measure to curbing climate change problems. The
legislation expects to have a significant impact on businesses as well as on

consumers.

Along with the recent discourses around environmental problems such as
climate change and frequent environmental catastrophes, calls for mainstream
consumers to be environmentally conscious in everyday consumption practices (for
example, energy saving) have recently become a common phenomenon. Evidence of the
increasing concerns over environmental effects of consumption is also appearing. For
example, it is found in a recent online survey that a large majority (66%) of consumers

around the world prefer to purchase environmental products. More importantly, nearly a



half (46%) of the consumers prefer to pay extra for environmental products (The
Nielsen Company 2012).

According to the Australian Centre for Retail Studies (2011), 46% of regular
purchases made by the Australians are based on environmental credentials. These
Australians are also willing to pay 5-10% extra for environmental products. Another
survey found that 75% Australians (Victoria) are happy to sacrifice personal comfort
over energy saving, ensuring the environmental wellbeing (Department of Climate
Change 2009). On the contrary, according to the 2010 Lowy Institute poll reports based
on an opinion survey of 1,001 Australians, although a large majority (72%) of
Australians agreed that Australia should take action to reduce its carbon emissions, one
fourth of the respondents (25%) were either only prepared to pay $10 or less extra per
month on their electricity bill to resolve climate change problems or were not prepared
to pay anything (33%) (Hanson 2008). Based on this background it is important to
investigate how consumers perceive climate change within every day consumption
practices.

Johnson et al.(2004) claim that the social consciousness of climate change
problems and environmental catastrophes may have influenced consumers to be
environmentally conscious. Some other researchers, however, find that consumers are
likely to perceive the phenomenon of climate change as a complex environmental
problem which is difficult for them to comprehend (Connolly et al. 2003; Whitmarsh
2009Db). There is also a tendency that consumers disassociate themselves from causes,
impacts and responsibility of taking remedial actions for climate change problems and
intangibility of the problems is a key impediment in promoting environmentally
conscious behaviour (Leiserowitz 2006; Whitmarsh 2009a).

The coexistence of conflicting evidence on increasing incidence of
environmentally conscious behaviour and the perceived complexity of understanding
climate change among consumers set the foundation of the current investigation. It is
intriguing to investigate if environmentally conscious behaviour is promoted by the
awareness of climate change and its adverse consequences. The latter is defined as
climate change risk perceptions (Leiserowitz 2006). Actions that are taken with the
purpose of minimising the adverse environmental effects of consumption can be defined

as environmentally conscious behaviour. For example, riding a bicycle instead of



driving a car with the purpose of minimising carbon emissions can be considered an
environmentally conscious behaviour.

It is found in previous research that the environmentally conscious behaviour of
consumers who engage in environmental group activities is strongly associated with
climate change risk perceptions (Brody et al. 2008). Further, young individuals are
considered more concerned about the environment than older generations are (Royne et
al. 2011). As such, we articulated the research problem of the study as: how do climate
change risk perceptions influence environmentally conscious behaviour among young
environmentalists in Australia? We focused on consumer behaviour of young
environmentalists in Australia for several reasons. Firstly, it was assumed that the
young environmentalists could provide us with rich information based on their real life
experiences in engaging in environmentally conscious behaviour. Secondly, young
Australians have been brought up in a society where the “good life” is promoted and
conveyed through materialistic consumption (Bentley et al. 2004b; Fien et al. 2004;
Hume 2009). It is therefore assumed that the recent environmental problems may have
some influence on the young environmentalists’ behaviour. Thirdly, there is a paucity of
research on young Australian consumers’ environmental behaviour (Bentley et al.
2004a; Fien et al. 2008).

This paper is organised into six sections. In the forthcoming section, we review
extant literature on climate change risk perceptions. Third section consists of three
subsections and provides a review of environmentally conscious behaviour. Fourth
section presents the methodology of the study. Organised into four subsections the fifth
section discusses the findings of the study. The final section presents the concluding

comments and implications.

Climate change risk perceptions

Climate change risk perceptions are defined as awareness of the occurrence of climate
change and the sensitivity to its adverse effects (Leiserowitz 2006; Weber 2006;
Whitmarsh 2008). Consumers’ understanding of the adverse effects of climate change is
considered an important factor determining environmentally conscious behaviour
(Makover 2011; Ockwell et al. 2009).



As noted earlier, many governmental and other institutional actions have been
initiated addressing climate change problems. This considerably influences on business
and consumer practices. For example, many products with “green” elements are
increasingly being introduced into consumer markets along with several other initiatives
of promoting environmentally conscious behaviour. The previous section also provided
compelling evidence of increasing interests in environmentally conscious behaviour. It
can therefore be assumed that climate change risk perceptions should have played a
significant role in promoting such behaviour. The extant literature on climate change,

however, says otherwise.

According to previous research, consumers do not have a clear understanding of
the phenomenon of climate change and its adverse effects. For example, a recent review
of research shows that even though 63% of Americans believe that climate change is
happening, they are not completely aware of its causes and effects. Lack of knowledge
and understanding of the adverse effects of climate change is one of the significant
barriers in gaining public support for remedial actions (Ockwell et al. 2009). This lack
of understanding also negatively influences environmentally conscious behaviour

among consumers (Makover 2011).

Inconsistent findings on climate change risk perceptions also coexist in the
literature. Leiserowitz (2006) finds that climate change perceptions are associated with
the way in which consumers process rational or scientific information about
environmental disasters. Even though consumers consider scientific information sources
to be reliable in informing their awareness about environmental issues, consumers who
have personally experienced environmental disasters tend to perceive climate change
more emotionally than those who do not have such experiences (Bulkeley 2000;
Leiserowitz 2006). Although many agree with the above research (Loewenstein et al.
2001; Slovic et al. 2007), Weber (2006) argues that when experiences in climate
change-related environmental disasters are scarce, consumers generally do not perceive

the adverse effects of climate change.

Providing further evidence for the inconsistency, in a recent research on flood

victims, Whitmarch (2008) finds that personal experiences in climate change-related



environmental disasters have very little impact on climate change risk perceptions.
Although this finding is confirmed by several other researchers, they also find there is a
significant positive relationship between human fatalities (as opposed to property
damage) linked with environmental disasters, and climate change risk perceptions (for
example, Brody et al. 2008).

As mentioned earlier, consumers may not fully comprehend the phenomenon of
climate change and specific details about its causes and impacts. Despite the
controversies surrounding the claims about the phenomenon of climate change and its
adverse effects in public media, it can be expected that there is a considerable level of
familiarity of the notion of climate change due to high media coverage on them.
Further, during the past few years, most Australians have seen relatively frequent
occurrences of environmental catastrophes. Accordingly, it can be seen that although
climate change risk perceptions may not always be associated with environmental
disasters, they are strongly associated with many other factors such as human fatalities,
physical vulnerability to sea level rise, perceived efficacy in dealing with climate
change effects and environmental values (see also, Brody et al. 2008; DEFRA 2002).

In summary, since climate change is relatively a new phenomenon, many
individuals do not tend to have a clear understanding about it. Some perceive it as a
scientific issue, while others perceive it as an environmental issue, a political issue or a
social issue. More importantly, we are interested in investigating how environmentally
conscious consumers reflect climate change risk perceptions in their everyday

consumption.

Environmentally conscious behaviour

Environmentally conscious behaviour has also been a well investigated phenomenon in
consumer research over the past decades (for example, Dunlap et al. 1978; Milfont et al.
2006; Stern 2000; Stevenson 2002) with more recent research focusing on climate
change related consumer behaviour (Leiserowitz 2006; Perera et al. 2010; Whitmarsh
2009a; Whitmarsh et al. 2011).

Overall, research on environmentally conscious behaviour is multifaceted. Some
studies are based on the rational assumptions of behaviour models, in particular norm-

activation theory (Schwartz 1977) or the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen 1991).



These studies have examined the value-belief-norms (Stern 2000), individual factors
(Axelrod et al. 1993), personal values (Guagnano 2001; Schultz et al. 2005; Schultz et
al. 1999; Thagersen et al. 2002), psycho-social determinants (Bamberg et al. 2007) and
cultural, political and ethical factors (Leonidou et al. 2010) of environmentally
conscious behaviour. Although these studies are important in explaining the general
environmental concerns and behaviour of consumers to a considerable extent, they have
not focused on climate change risk perceptions and how these affect environmentally
conscious behaviour.

Adding a new research direction to environmentally concious behaviour,
Lorenzoni et al. (2007) present a comprehensive review of the barriers that consumers
face in adapting behaviour to climate change problems. Further, several other
researchers claim that behavioural adaptations due to climate change awareness depend
on factors such as consumer values, uncertainty around climate change risk, social and

individual factors and experiences of environmental problems (Adger et al. 2009).

Some environmental studies tend to relate the negative influence of consumer
materialism of modern western societies to environmental issues such as climate change
problems (Inglehart et al. 2000; Seyfang 2004; Slocum 2004; Stern 1992; Stern et al.
1995). Further, a content analysis of some of the US newspapers reveals that a
considerable proportion of media coverage on climate-related problems are linked to

consumer materialism (Brossard et al. 2004).

Consumer materialism

Consumer materialism can be viewed from two perspectives. From the first perspective,
materialism is viewed as an excessive regard for worldly possessions, a personal trait or
a value that directs consumers to accumulate possessions for the purpose of happiness
(Belk 1984; Belk 2001; Kasser et al. 2004; Richins 2004). From the second perspective,
materialism is viewed as a commonly accepted social belief system of a society rather
than a personal orientation (Arnould et al. 2005; Holt 1998; Mick 1996).

Viewing materialism as a beliefs system is referred to as a paradigmatic
worldview, a collective psyche shared by the members of a society. Kilbourne and
Polonsky (2005 p.37) define this collective psyche as the dominant social paradigm



which is a shared beliefs system that makes up a society’s worldview, and that functions
as an ideology. Basically, the social paradigm represents the current market system in
which consumers and producers engage in market transactions. This can also be
described as the commodity market culture. Kilbourne and Carlson (2008a) show that
although beliefs in the dominant social paradigm significantly influence on making
consumers not concerned about environmental effects of personal consumption, the

paradigm has been largely ignored in previous environmental behaviour research.

Kilbourne and Polonsky (2005) present a multi dimensional view of the
dominant social paradigm: political, economic, technological, structural, functional and,
human position. In this study, we discuss only two dimensions most strongly related to
environmental behaviour: the economic and the human position dimensions. The
economic dimension is constructed on notions such as resource allocation through free
markets, behaviour motivated by self interest of individuals and economic growth as the
ultimate pursuit of society (Kilbourne et al. 2008a). Therefore, economic dimension

represents the dominant economic system of society.

According to Kilbourne and Pickett (2008b), consumer materialism is
institutionalised in and highly valued by the western consumer society. This
institutionalisation can also be related to the dominant social paradigm, in particular to
the economic dimension in which consumer materialism is considered a sign of
prosperity and economic well-being. As noted earlier, a negative relationship exists
between consumer beliefs in the dominant economic system and the tendency to engage
in environmental behaviour (Kilbourne et al. 2002; Kilbourne et al. 2008a; Kilbourne et
al. 2005).

Although materialistic consumers, who believe in the dominant social paradigm
and the dominant economic system, are less likely to have environmentally conscious
attitudes and to engage in environmentally conscious behaviour, the consumers tend not
to be perceived as materialistic consumers who harm the environmental wellbeing.
Thus, they strive to bring a reconciliation between the adverse environmental effects of
consumption and the widely accepted social beliefs system of materialism as a sign of

prosperity (Kilbourne et al. 2008b). Thus, it can be argued that when consumer



materialism governs a society as its dominant economic system, consumers in that

society are less likely to be engaged in environmental behaviour.

As noted earlier, in this study, we also focus on the human position dimension of
the dominant social paradigm. The notion of the human position dimension is similar to
the notion of environmental paradigm, which can be defined as the perspective of
viewing the relationship between humans and the environment (Dunlap 2008; Dunlap et
al. 1978). There are two types of environmental paradigms discussed in the literature:

anthropocentric and eco-centric perspectives.

According to the human position dimension of the dominant social paradigm,
humans are considered the controllers of the natural environment (Kilbourne et al.
2005). This is the anthropocentric perspective of viewing the environmental paradigm.
On the other hand, many reviews on environmental movements find that consumers
tend to view the environmental paradigm from an eco-centric perspective ( nature-
centred perspective) when there is an emerging environmental movement (Dunlap
2008; Dunlap et al. 1978; Johnson et al. 2004).

As described earlier, there is a trend among consumers who seek changes in
their usual consumption patterns, showing greater environmental concerns. These types
of changes in the mainstream consumer behaviour is usually referred to as consumer
movements (Kozinets et al. 2004). With the emerging environmental movement, it can
be assumed that the longstanding assumptions of materialistic consumption practices in

the western societies may no longer be fully accepted.

Young consumers in Australia

Young individuals in Australia have been brought up in a society where the ‘good life’
is promoted and conveyed through materialistic consumption. Materialistic
consumption is their means of social interaction, cultural interchange, self-expression
and social inclusion (Bentley et al. 2004b; Fien et al. 2004; Hume 2009). Based on the
arguments made earlier, materialistic consumers tend not be environmentally conscious
consumers. As such, a study carried out with a sample of Australian and New Zealand

young consumers (median age of 21 years), Kilbourne and Polonsky (2005) examine
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the four dimensions of the dominant social paradigm (political, economic,
technological, structural, functional and, human position) with regard to environmental
attitudes and perceptions of environmental behaviour. They find that there is a negative
relationship between young consumer beliefs in the dominant social paradigm, and

environmental concerns and perception of environmental behaviour.

Hume (2009) also finds that young Australians tend not to reflect their general
environmental concern in actual behaviour. In support of Hume’s findings, a focus
group based study with 16-17 year old students in two cities in Australia finds that the
environmental concerns of the students were mixed with frustrations, cynicism and
action paralysis, resulting in a certain ambivalence towards intentions to taking

environmental actions (Bentley et al. 2004b; Connell et al. 1999).

More recent studies, however, find that young people are more concerned about
the environment than older generations are (Royne et al. 2011). More importantly,
young consumers are considered change agents of consumers movements such as the
emerging environmental movement (Bentley et al. 2004a). As such, we focus on
environmentally conscious behaviour of young Australians. In particular, we explore
how young Australian consumers view climate change, its adverse effects, and how
those views affect their environmental behaviour. Several researchers call for studies on
consumers’ understanding on the phenomenon of climate change, its adverse effects,
how consumers deal with climate change perceptions and, the barriers consumers face
in dealing with climate change in their everyday consumption practices (for example,
Ockwell et al. 2009; Whitmarsh 2009b).

Many argue that research that focuses on consumer experiences as opposed to
antecedents of behaviour provides better understandings of consumer behaviour (for
example, Arnould et al. 2006; Connolly et al. 2008). Thus, in this study we focus on
climate change risk perceptions among young environmentalists who engage in various
environmental activities. We believe that the research that focuses on this group will be
more useful in gaining a deep understanding of the relationship between climate change

risk perceptions and environmental behaviour.
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Methodology

We employed an interpretive methodological approach as it provides for a deep
understanding of the study phenomenon. The informants of the investigation are young
individuals (aged between 19-25 years) in a major city in Australia. Twenty semi-
structured, in-depth interviews ranging from 1.5 - 3 hours were conducted. Purposive
and snowball sampling techniques were used to ensure informant diversity and access to
“information rich” cases of youth engaged in environmental groups, activism and
environmental behaviour (Patton 2002). Appendix 1 shows the detailed profiles of the

informants.

As noted in the first section, it is found in previous research that the
environmentally conscious behaviour of consumers who engage in environmental group
activities is strongly associated with climate change perceptions (Brody et al. 2008). All
of our informants have been engaged in environmental activities (for example,
protesting or engaging in awareness building programs about environmental issues) in
various activists’ groups for approximately three to four years. The experiences of
engaging in environmental practices are, however, varied among the informants of the
current study. Some have an environmentally conscious life style due to the influence of
family background (for example, parents who value the natural environment or who
own farms) while others have been exposed to environmental disasters such as cyclones
or severe droughts in rural Australia. Others have various social, cultural and religious
experiences as they have been extensively travelling into developing countries such as
Thailand, India or Cambodia.

The interviews were audio recorded and transcripts were made. The data
analysis of the study was carried out according to the grounded theory approach
postulated by Straussian School of thought (Corbin et al. 1990; Strauss et al. 1997,
1998). Firstly, a line-by-line analysis or microanalysis on the interview transcripts was
manually carried out through open, axial and selective coding. The analysis began with
carefully reading the interview transcripts. This helped the researchers gain a general
idea of “what is going on in the field”. Secondly, the open coding was carried out. In
open coding, qualitative data analytically broke down while comparing

events/actions/interactions of the informants. Based on the similarities and differences
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of the open codes, categories and subcategories were formed. The first round of line-
by-line analysis was completed after the first 12 interviews to refine the interview
protocol for subsequent cases. Completing the analysis of data collected in all 20
interviews, several thematic categories (Strauss et al. 1990) were derived. Properties,

dimensions, and the relationships among the categories were noted.

The thematic categories were tested with informants in member check
interviews that were carried out with 12 informants mostly via telephone conversations
for approximately 30 minutes. A summarised note of the thematic categories was sent
via emails to other three informants who were unable to be contacted via telephone. The
informants’ comments received during the member check interviews were useful in
confirming the findings of the study. These comments served as a mechanism of

checking the validity of the findings of interpretive research (Wallendorf et al. 1989).

Findings and discussion

Despite the high level of awareness about the term of ‘climate change’, most of our
informants did not have a clear understanding about climate change nor its adverse
effects. In particular, they found it difficult to clearly describe their views on the
adverse effects of climate change in the local environment. There was a tendency
among many informants to believe that developed countries will not be adversely
affected by climate change problems. The informants, however, expressed concerns for
the citizens of other countries who are affected by climate change (for example,

Bangladesh).

We also found that instead of being influenced by the climate change risk
perceptions and its adverse effects, environmentally conscious behaviour of the
informants seem to be highly motivated by the negative attitudes they have towards the
dominant market system and the environmentally unfriendly company practices in

Australia. This will be further discussed below.

Unperceived adverse effects of climate change

Prior to investigating informants’ perceptions on adverse effects of climate change, we

investigated how the informants comprehend the phenomenon of climate change.
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Surprisingly, regardless of considerable engagement in environmental activities with a
high level of environmental concerns, the informants could not properly explain the
personal meaning of the phenomenon of climate change. For example, Anita (5F) tried

to explain climate change:

Climate change means that, [umm], [ don’t know it’s a big unknown, I guess we

don’t know what’s exactly going on.

Another informant, Rihana (12F) said:

It’s pretty hard to imagine because you know, because the kind of effects of

climate change are pretty catastrophic and I think [its] pretty hard to imagine

Previous studies find that individuals face cognitive, affective and behavioural
barriers in understanding climate change and its adverse effects (Lorenzoni et al. 2007).
As shown in the above excerpts, terms such as “it’s a big unknown (Anita) and “it’s
pretty hard to imagine” (Rihana) show the cognitive barriers that these informants face
in understanding the phenomenon of climate change. The influence of these barriers in
understanding the adverse effects of climate change is inevitable. As such, when

explaining about effects of climate change to Australia, another informant, Babra (1F):

[umm] to Australia? Well, for me Australia means the nation. | think like [laugh]
yeah, it’s not going to be, it’s not going to be [umm] yeah, relatively, it not going
to be hit too bad.

As shown earlier, Rihana (12F) explained how difficult it is to predict the
adverse effects of climate change. Yet, she believes that wealthy countries and

individuals will not be as badly affected as those in the poor countries will:

I would say that some countries that are poorer would be a lot more affected by it
than | would because I live in a rich country and, because my family is relatively

better off than other people in Australia.
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It can be seen that most informants promptly related environmental disasters in
other countries to climate change related environmental issues. Explaining about

adverse effects of climate change, an informant, Bella (18F) said:

Well, I don’t know, Bangladesh brings to mind, that seems to be very concerned
about climate change because of the, I think it’s in very low line[coastal area] and

so it’s more likely to be affected if, umm, the sea level [rises].

According to Will (11F), the adverse effects of climate change makes him recall
other counties that are vulnerable to climate change problems. Thus:

...the islands that are appealing to nations, like Australia to take them in because

they are [..], because their islands are going under water.

It can be seen in the above excerpts that similar to previous research findings,
there is an association between physical vulnerability (for example, sea level rise) and

climate change risk perceptions (for example, Brody et al. 2008).

Whitmarsh (2009b) finds that there is a tendency for consumers to dissociate
themselves from climate change related environmental issues. Further, according to a
national survey carried out by Leiserowitz (2006), Americans perceive climate change
as having a moderate risk. These moderate risk perceptions, however, appear to be
driven primarily by the awareness of the danger to geographically distant people and
places. Confirming these previous research findings, the current research study also
finds that the informants tend not to expect the adverse effects of climate change in their
immediate environment. They tend to dissociate themselves from adverse effects of
climate change and relate the effects to other, especially poor nations which may not

successfully be able to deal with climate change problems.

According to Whitmarsh (2008), the relationship between environmental
disasters and adverse effects of climate change may be indirect and mediated by
environmental values. Although four of our informants had personal experiences with
environmental disasters, they were reluctant to relate those experiences to climate

change problems. An informant, Drew (17F) said:
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I guess [...] I mean this is a kind of thing I don’t know if you could say that it’s
climate change related or not. | think, New South Wales quite often gets floods at

least once year or so.

The informants of the current research engage in environmental activities and
are affiliated with various environmental groups. Therefore, it can be easily assumed
that they value the environment and are aware of climate change problems more than
the other consumers who do not engage in these activities (Brody et al. 2008). However,
according to the findings of the current research study, neither environmental values nor
experiences in environmental disasters appear to have significantly influenced the

understanding of the phenomenon of climate change and its adverse effects.

In summary, despite the engagements in various environmental activities, the
informants find it difficult to imagine the adverse effects of climate change. Climate
change risk perceptions among the informants are based on the adverse effects of
climate change in other countries, especially in those countries that struggle to cope up
with the effects of economic hardships. The informants perceive a low risk of being
influenced by the climate change effects in their home country. Accordingly, similar to
previous research findings (for example, Leiserowitz 2006; Weber 2006; Whitmarsh
2008), it can be seen that these informants also consider the likelihood of them

experiencing the adverse effects of climate change, to be remote.

Disassociation between climate change perceptions and environmental

behaviour

We also found that environmental behaviour among the informants is not associated
with climate change perceptions due to two reasons. First, as noted earlier, they
perceive climate change as a complex, non-local issue. Therefore, it is difficult for them
to relate climate change risk perceptions to environmental behaviour. Second, all the
informants have negative attitudes towards some of the climate change related actions
taken by the state governments of Australia (for example, political debates, policies and
other initiatives) and private companies (for example, profit driven environmental
practices). They also have negative attitudes towards the role of media in distributing

information about climate change and related actions. Julie (15F) said:

16



I think there were really big media waves talking about climate change. I think it’s
really gone now. [ don’t think they are talking much about it as they did and I think
it’s after Copenhagen. People kind of think, ‘oh! nothing happening; governments
aren’t really doing [anything]. I think people now move away from bigger
government things. Also moving away from trying to make big changes. They just
go back to the communities and start up things in a small way there.

We found that negative attitudes towards climate change remedial actions tend
to influence the informants toward disassociating their environmentally conscious
behaviour from climate change risk perceptions. Similar to Julie (15F), many
informants emphasised the importance of engaging in environmental practices
individually and collectively, rather than relying on actions on climate change problems
by governmental or other institutional agencies. Samantha (10F) emphasised the
importance of individual environmental actions: “Accountability [...] people are more
able to be accountable for their own life styles than whole countries or whole
businesses”. The informants also emphasised the importance of engaging in

environment-related collective actions as well. Timothy (7M) said:

I think there are lot of people doing a lot of things outside the government and the
corporate (private companies) field, people are fed up with politicians being
worried about getting elected, corporations being too involved in making their
dollar or in getting their golden hand shake...that’s why they are called
corporations... On the other hand, individually and collectively, people are engaged
in Transition Town Movement (community group), the permaculture stuff, and the

Share-hood[a community group]. This is really cool.

As noted at the outset of this paper, anthropogenic climate change problem has
been the prominent theme taken by many of the recent conferences on climate change.
National governments of many countries around the world are focusing on carbon
emission reductions. Also, various climate change remedial actions have been initiated.
The success of those actions is largely dependent on public support. Therefore, it can be
seen that a great emphasis is given to communicating about climate change, its adverse
effects and the importance of environmental behaviour. According to the findings of

this study, however, the informants are largely moving away from believing in and
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supporting remedial actions initiated by the governments and other institutions such as

private companies.

Disappointments with existing remedial actions motivated the informants to
search for actions that can be carried out either individually or collectively. As Jesica
(16F) said, “it’s a bottom up approach, without waiting for the government to take
actions”. As previous researchers highlighted, there are tensions between top-down,
behaviour-forcing approaches and bottom-up, participatory approaches (Ockwell et al.
2009, p.1). As shown in Timothy’s excerpt above, the informants are forming collective
organisations and are organising community projects that are more reliable than the

climate change remedial actions of the governments and private companies are.

Challenges to the dominant economic model

As explained earlier, the economic dimension of the dominant social paradigm (the
dominant economic model) is related to consumer materialism, a sign of prosperity and
also being considered negatively associated with environmental attitudes (Kilbourne et
al. 2005). The informants of the study have unfavourable attitudes towards the
economic dimension of the dominant social paradigm. Although materialistic
consumption is a vehicle of expressing self identities and a mechanism for socially
connecting among young Australians (Fien et al. 2004), the informants criticised the
materialistic life styles of other young consumers. For example, referring to life styles
of her generation, Ellen (8M) explained:

My generation, I think, it’s very much caught up into consumerism and [umm]
like the advertising that has been thrust upon by corporations so forth. It’s really
hard to escape the dominant economic model that we have now, As you know it’s
hard to pull yourself from that if you want to stay within that society. Yeah, you

just can’t escape advertising; you can’t escape going shopping.

The informants have taken up the challenge of changing their life styles into a

non-materialistic one. An informant, Betty (20F) said:
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| feel like especially after becoming more aware of environmental issues, I’ m kind of
glad that I am not into shopping much because | feel it will probably be harder for

someone who is really into shopping to change.

Timothy (7M) who identifies himself with environmentalists gave an example of
environmentalists’ preferred way of enjoyment differentiating from mainstream

consumers:

They are interested in working on less destructive ways of having fun. They don’t
necessarily need to fly to Bali to have a holiday but may be catch a bus down
[pointed toward a bus stop] and go bush walking.

We also found that some of these informants take collective actions to make
other consumers aware of ‘commercial campaigns’ that may promote excessive
materialistic life styles. Such actions suggest that these young consumers have the
potential to be change agents (for example, Bentley et al. 2004b) in promoting

environmentally conscious behaviour.

Redefining the environmental paradigm

Despite the high regard for leaving the natural environment untouched, we found that
informants have mixed views on the environmental paradigm. As elaborated earlier,
previous research studies find that there is a negative relationship between one’s beliefs
in the dominant social paradigm and attitudes towards the environment (for example,
Kilbourne et al. 2005). In particular, the human position dimension of the dominant
social paradigm is referred to as anthropocentric perspective which views humans as the
controller of the environment. Although the informants resist the dominant economic
model of the society, several informants view the relationship between humans and the

environment from an anthropocentric perspective. Smith (6M) said:

You can always plant trees, obviously a rain forest you want to keep because they
are beautiful but there is nothing inherently amazing about the natural

environment.

He further emphasised that the natural environment is like a tool, “a hammer”
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that can be used as much as humans wish, and humans have full control over deciding
whether to preserve or use it. Anna (19F), added a similar view:

People need to be aware of the intrinsic value of the all those other non-manmade
and billions of other species of flora fauna. We need to look after the environment

for what it can provide because we need it to survive.

According to previous research on environmental behaviour (for example,
Dunlap et al. 2000; Dunlap et al. 1978) most environmentalists view the environmental
paradigm from an ecological perspective. According to the ecological perspective, the
relationship between humans and the environment is mutual and harmonious. This
rejects the anthropocentric perspective of the dominant social paradigm. Further,
environmentalists believe that human actions could change the balance of nature and
therefore there should be a limit to growth of number of people in the society.

Nevertheless, as Betty (20F), explained:

We [humans] are nature. It’s not like we are part of it, it’s not, it’s not us and them

[natural environment]. I think there is a misconception.

This view can be considered different from the ecological perspective. Rather it
resembles a naturalistic perspective in which humans are considered an embedded
element of the natural environment. Overall, findings reveal that among our informants,

there are mixed views on the relationship between humans and the natural environment.

Conclusions and Implications

This study investigated climate change risk perceptions and their effects on
environmentally conscious behaviour of young environmentalists in an Australian major
city. Having employed a qualitative methodology using in-depth interviews as the main
instrument, four thematic categories were derived consequent upon the data analysis.

Based on these emerging themes, we found that,

(1) Despite the perceived high level of familiarity of the term “climate change”,

young environmentalists do not tend to perceive the risks associated with the
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climate change and its resultant adverse effects within their consumption
practices.

(2) There is a tendency for the young environmentalists to believe that developed
countries can escape the adverse effects of climate change and should be
companionate toward people of the poor countries

(3) Environmentally conscious behaviour of the young environmentalists is largely
motivated by the negative attitudes toward the dominant market system and the
environmentally unfriendly company practices of Australian companies. Climate
change risk perceptions tend to have a low level of influence on the
environmentally conscious behaviour among them.

(4) Inregards to the anthropocentric perspective of climate change, young
environmentalists have mixed views as to whether humans are the controller of
the environment or whether humans are a part of the interconnected web of the

overall ecological system.

One major implication of the study is that it is of paramount importance to
developing climate change awareness among young individuals in order to encourage
their engagement in climate-friendly consumption. Since the young individuals are
considered the change agents of the emerging environmental movement, it is essential
to have their support in mitigating climate change repercussions. Our findings, however,
reveal that the young individuals are disappointed with the existing climate change
remedial actions and hence, it is important to design programs to obtain their support for
the existing climate change remedial actions. Further, according to the study, collective
actions such as community groups seem popular among them. Thus, these collective
actions could be used as means of promoting awareness about climate change and
gaining young individuals’ support for the remedial actions. In conclusion, it can be
observed that negative attitudes towards the dominant economic system of the
Australian society do have a greater influence on motivating the environmental
behaviour of young individuals than climate change perception or adverse effects of

climate change do.

Intriguing future research directions do emerge from this study. This study
focused on the relationship between climate change risk perceptions and
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environmentally conscious behaviour of a group of young environmentalists. This
triggers the need for further studies on young individuals’ understanding of the
phenomenon of climate change, its adverse effects, how they deal with climate change
perceptions and, the barriers in dealing with climate change in their everyday
consumption practices. Further, climate change risk perceptions may differ across
nations, cultures and gender/age groups. As such, exploratory and causal (quantitative)

studies focusing on these differences would also be beneficial.
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Appendices

Appendix 1 Detailed Profile of the informants

Number | Name* Age Duration of engagement
-Male (years) | invarious environment
or related activities (years)
female

(M/F)

1F Babra 22 3-4

2M Charlie 25 5
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3M Miles 25 5

4 F Kim 25 21/2

SF Anita 22 21/2

6M Smith 21 3

™ Timothy | 24 6

8M Ellen 21 6

9F Jackie 21 2-3

10F Samantha | 22 2-3

11M Will 23 2-3

12F Rihanna |22 2-3

13M Damian |23 4-5

14M Sid 18 1%

15F Chalie 25 5 (on and off)
16F Jesica 22 2

17F Drew 22 2

18F Bella 22 5 (on and off)
19F Anna 21 2

20F Bianca 21 11/2

*Pseudonyms are used for informants for purposes of confidentiality
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Appendix 2 Interview questions

Research Problem: How do climate change risk perceptions influence

environmentally conscious behaviour among young environmentalists in Australia?

Initial setup Questions

How long you have been a member in ................ environmental group?

What made you to be a member of ___environmentalist group? Is there any special

reason?

Tell me about your experience as a member of this group.

What do you think about the members of the group? Can you describe about them?

Environmental paradigm

Referring back to the story/ reason that influenced you to be a member of this

To you, what does the natural environment mean?

What is your opinion about protecting the natural environment? Do you think that

the natural environment needs protection? Why?

In your opinion, what should be the relationship between human and natural

environment? Who or what is the most important?

Climate change
Have you heard about ‘climate change’ how and what have you heard?

To you, what does ‘climate change’ mean?

In your opinion, what would be the most adverse consequence of climate change?
How it could affect you, Australia and, the world (develop and developing

countries)

What do you think about climate change remedial actions? Are you happy about
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them?

Do you think those actions will be sufficient to solve the climate change problems?

Environmentally conscious behaviour

Do you consider yourself as an environmentally conscious consumer? if so why,

In what ways do you think that your consumption is environmentally conscious?

What are the environmentally conscious products/services or other actions that you

can recall? Can you give me some examples?

How about the opposites (products/services/actions that may harm the natural
environment)? Examples?
What will be other changes that you wish to do in your current consumption? Why

do you think those changes are important?

Does our consumption influence the natural environment? Why (why not) do you
think so?

(if the respondent believe there is an adverse impact of consumption on the natural

environment)

Do you think that we need to change our current way of consumption to sustain

environmental well being? If so, in what ways (If not, why?)
What are the benefits of your environmentally conscious consumption to you?

Can you recall any special reason or an incident that has made a significant impact
on you to concern about the natural environment and change your consumption

accordingly?

Concluding questions/summary of the interview
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