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environmental issues: The role of self-compassion
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Abstract

The aim of this study was to explore the role of self-compassion and wellbeing in relation
to global warming as a core environmental issue. A total of 490 emerging adults, (221
male and 269 female) aged from 18-22 (M=19.06, Sd=1.36), took part in an online survey
measuring attitudes, beliefs, and intentions regarding global warming, self-compassion and
wellbeing. Results showed those with more positive beliefs, attitudes and intentions towards
the environment scored higher on self-compassion and wellbeing. It is suggested that self-
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compassion and wellbeing are linked to positive attitudes, beliefs and intentions towards the

environment in a relationship of reciprocal causality. In conclusion this research suggests
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that this relationship could be exploited as part of changing environmental behaviour.
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Introduction

Anthropocene is the name given to the present period of time in
which humans have had a significant impact on the earth’s systems,
by increasing greenhouse gases, ocean acidification and biodiversity
loss.!? One of the main problems for the environment, caused by hu-
mans, is the increasing use of plastic. Worldwide yearly consumption
of plastic has reached 320 million tonnes, with only a small portion
being recycled or incinerated, as most of it will likely be discarded
into landfill sites or littered into the natural environment.* Famously
reported on the news is the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, which is
essentially where all the waste from littering or dumping has collected
together. Not only does this plastic waste negatively impact the envi-
ronment, but also the economy and human health. It is important that
we work to save our planet so that we can secure the planets future,
and our own future.

In order to solve this problem, political, economic and scientific
interventions need to be put in place.* To help the planet it is cru-
cial that individuals recognise that it is their actions that can help or
destroy the planet. The more people reduce their energy demand and
move towards sustainable energy sources, as well as consciously re-
ducing their plastic use, the more we will help the planet.®

Within the field of psychology, Environmental Psychology is ta-
ckling the problem of environmental change by carrying out studies
and developing frameworks to understand why people act pro-envi-
ronmentally, and how to get more people to do so.°

Some of the key areas of research include a focus on the rela-
tionship between attitudes and knowledge on environmental issues.
According to research conducted by Christensen and Knezek’ the
first step to acting pro-environmentally is to believe in environmen-
tal change. In their study they carried out research on students based
on the Theory of Planned Behaviour. They found that an individual’s
belief in climate change had a positive impact on their intention to
act positively towards the environment. This suggests that in order to
promote pro-environmental behaviours, people must believe that the
threat we pose on our planet is real. Kollmuss and Agyeman® argued
that environmental knowledge is important in shaping emotional in-
volvement, awareness and attitude. Furthermore, Le Hebel’ conducted

a study which found that those who had more awareness/education of
environmental issues showed more support to environmental preser-
vation.

Landry' found that those who had a concern for the environment
but chose not to act on these concerns had the trait of learned helples-
sness. This suggests that learned helplessness is a barrier to people
behaving pro-environmentally, despite concerns for the environment.
The implication of these findings is that fear-inducing tactics intended
to promote pro-environmental behaviour may instead promote lear-
ned helplessness, thereby decreasing the likelihood of pro-environ-
mental behaviour.

As well as research on the relationship between attitudes and
knowledge on environmental issues when behaving pro-environmen-
tally, another key research area is the relationship between indivi-
dual’s values and their actions. Schultz et al.,' found that people’s
actions towards the environment varied based on their values, that is,
whether they were egotistic (concern for self), altruistic (concern for
other people) or biospheric (concern for plants and animals). They
found that egotistic individuals performed less pro-environmental
behaviours, whereas those who were biospheric performed the most
pro-environmental behaviours. These results suggest that altruistic
and biospheric individuals are more likely to act positively towards
the environment.'? Research conducted by De Dominicis'? found that
egotistic individuals could be motivated to engage in pro-environ-
mental behaviours.

In relation to whether a person considers themselves to be ego-
tistic, altruistic or biospheric, previous research has suggested that
altruistic behaviour promotes mental well-being, and those who are
considered to be more biospheric reduce anxiety and depressive le-
vels by carrying out positive actions towards the environment.'*!> If
altruistic and biospheric individuals are more likely to act positively
towards the environment, perhaps a way of encouraging these beha-
viours would be to promote the effect they have on mental well-being.
In fact, promoting the positive effect doing something good for the
environment can have on mental well-being could also encourage
egotistic individuals, who wish to improve their mental well-being, to
act pro-environmentally.
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If behaving pro-environmentally can have a positive effect on
mental well-being, it is also worth considering if being more self-
-compassionate is a mediator in this behaviour. Self-compassion is
a relatively new concept is not to be confused with being egotistic.'®
Neff states that self-compassion is treating yourself with the care and
support you need when/ if you are suffering. Self-compassion con-
sists of three central components; self-kindness versus self-judgment,
common humanity versus isolation, and mindfulness versus overiden-
tification. These three components then interact and combine with one
another to create a self-compassionate frame of mind when we encou-
nter difficulties in life.'® Studies have suggested that self-compassion
is related to positive mental well-being. Those who score higher on
the Self-Compassion Scale (SCS) have been linked to higher levels of
happiness, optimism, life satisfaction, body appreciation, perceived
competence, and motivation.'

A self-compassionate individual is seeking to have positive men-
tal wellbeing and may therefore behave pro-environmentally in order
to do so. On the other hand, a self-compassionate individual seeks
common humanity, therefore motivating them to behave pro-environ-
mentally. Basically, a self-compassionate individual may behave pro-
-environmentally in order to reach positive mental well-being, or they
may already have reached their positive mental well-being potential
and are behaving pro-environmentally because it is a part of their sel-
f-compassionate identity of being mindful.

Many interventions that are already in place to promote pro-envi-
ronmental behaviour use informational or structural strategies. Infor-
mational strategies aim to increase an individual’s knowledge on en-
vironmental issues so as to make them more aware of the seriousness
of the threat, thereby hoping to motivate pro-environmental behaviou-
rs. They also aim at changing motivations, perceptions and norms.
However, despite a multitude of messages the effect on behaviour has
been disappointing. Structural strategies aim at changing actual exter-
nal barriers which can ultimately prevent an individual from behaving
pro-environmentally. This can be through changing the availability
and costs of things such as plastic bags, or through promoting the
benefits of alternatives such as reusing better quality bags when sho-
pping. Structural strategies also aim at making more environmentally
harmful choices less feasible, such as pedestrianising town centres to
reduce the amount of motor traffic; they reward ‘good’ behaviour and
punish ‘bad’ behaviour.'®

Rewarding good behaviour has been shown numerous times to
increase the likelihood of that behaviour being repeated, and people
want to perform behaviours they know they will reward from."” As
mentioned previously, behaving pro-environmentally has been shown
to increase mental well-being;'*'* it would therefore seem that promo-
ting pro-environmental behaviours as beneficial to mental well-being
could also be used alongside other informational strategies as an inter-
vention to motivate people to help the environment.

The argument herein presented is that informational and structural
approaches have an impact on environmental attitudes and behaviour,
but they are limited. An overload of information can result in messa-
ges being ignored, or in ‘compassion fatigue’. Compassion fatigue
is defined as reduced capacity of interest in being empathic and is
generally applied to health care givers.?® The construct is not without
difficulty as the literature often fails to distinguish it from burnout,
secondary traumatic stress, and vicarious traumatisation.?! It has been
applied also in the area of attitudes towards homelessness* and in
relation to communications about social problems,” and would seem
to be usefully applied to attitudes towards the environment. Self-com-
passion has been shown to mediate compassion fatigue.* Based on
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the research reviewed the aim of this study was to explore the role of
self-compassion and wellbeing in relations to attitudes and concerns
about environmental issues. Specifically, a model of the relationships
is proposed as shown in Figure 1.

Beliefs

Implementation

Self-compassion : 1
tentior

Intention

Wellbeing

Attitudes

Figure | Path Model of the relationship between self-compassion and
wellbeing, and environmental concern.

Methods

Participants: A total of 490 emerging adults, 221 male, 269 female
ages ranged from 18-22 (M=19.06, Sd=1.36), took part in this survey.
Of these 200 were students and 290 were non-students. In terms of
location, 216 were urban dwellers and 274 lived in a rural area.

Materials: Participants completed a demographic section on age, sex
and area of dwelling, before going on to complete the following stan-
dard measures. The Climate Change Attitude Survey (CCAS;’): This
is a 15-item measure composing two dimensions, beliefs (9 items)
about climate change, and intentions (6 items) to act on climate chan-
ge. In this data the Cronbach Alphas were, beliefs (a = .78), and In-
tentions (a = .77). All items were scored on a 5-point Likert scale
from strongly agree to strongly disagree. Examples of belief items are
1 believe our climate is changing and Human activities cause global
climate change. Examples of intention items are / can do my part to
make the world a better place for future generations and Things I do
have no effect on the quality of the environment.

The New Ecological Paradigm Measure (NEP):* This is a 15-item
measure designed to measure individuals concerns about the environ-
ment and was used here to provide a measure of attitudes. Each item
is scored on a 5-point Likert scale from strongly agree to strongly
disagree. In our data the scale had a Cronbach Alpha of .75. Examples
of items are, Humans have the right to modify the natural environ-
ment to suit their needs and The so-called “ecological crisis” facing
humankind has been greatly exaggerated. The Self-Compassion Sca-
le - Short Form (SCS-SF).* This is a 12-item scale abbreviated from
the original 26 item scale by Neff. Each item was scored on a 5-point
Likert scale ranging from almost always to almost never. The compo-
site scale has a Cronbach Alpha of .86 in this data. Examples of items
are, [ try to see my failings as part of the human condition and When
something upsets me, I try to keep my emotions in balance.

The Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale (WEMWBS):?’
This scale consists of 14 statements about thoughts and feelings. The
items are scored on a 5-point scale from (1) ‘none of the time’, (2) ‘ra-
rely’, (3) ‘some of the time’, (4) ‘often’ and finally (5) ‘all of the time’.
The scale has a Cronbach Alpha of .87 in this data. Examples of items
are, I 've been feeling optimistic about the future and I've been feeling
confident.Implementation Intentions: We used 4-items from the Inter-
national Social Survey Programme (ISSP;*). These were,

a. I do what is right for the environment, even when it costs more
money or takes more time;

b. I'would be willing to accept cuts in my standard of living in order
to protect the environment;

c. I would be willing to pay much higher prices in order to protect
the environment;
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d. and I would be willing to pay much higher taxes in order to pro-
tect the environment.

The items as a composite had a Cronbach Alpha of .86. The con-
cept of implementation intentions was introduced by Gollwitzer® in
response to the limited success of goal intentions to predict behaviour
change. The argument was that moving beyond simple intentions to
more specific plans would be a better predictor of behaviour change,
and the evidence has been supportive.*® While the four items used
here may not reflect the if-then model proposed by these researchers,
they do reflect something beyond just a general intention in that they
specify behaviours that the individual would be willing to undertake.

Procedure: The above measures were presented in an online sur-
vey using the Qualtrics platform following ethical approval from the
School of Psychology Ethics Committee. Participants were presented
with an information sheet which they read before completing a tick
box consent form and then going on to complete the questionnaire.
The target sample was emerging adults aged between 18-25 years and

Table | Descriptive statistics and bivariate correlations for study variables

they were invited to participate via social media platforms and e-mail.
The e-mail sample were university students. A snowball approach was
used as participants were asked to forward the invitation to friends.
The sample were self-selecting, so a response rate is not possible.
Data was analysed using SPSS 25 and AMOS 25 software and via
Correlation, Regression and Path Analysis.

Results

The aim of this study was to explore the role of self-compassion
and wellbeing in relations to attitudes and concerns about environ-
mental issues. In particular to test the model of the relationship betwe-
en beliefs, attitudes, intentions and implementation intentions towards
climate change and self-compassion and wellbeing as shown in Figure
1.

First descriptive statistics and correlations were calculated and are
shown in Table 1&2.

Mean (Sd) | 2 3 4 5

Wellbeing 46.32 (9.83)

Self-compassion 3.198 (0.50) .69”

Beliefs 17.89 (7.35) 36™ 26™

Attitudes 22.57 (7.81) 397 A3 AT

Intentions 20.73 (5.03) AT 397 217 A4

Implementation intention 10.89 (3.48 557 AT 407 377 40™

‘p<.0l ~p<00l

Table 2 HMRA to identify the predictors of implementation intention

Dependent Variable: Implementation intention Total R = .41 B SEB B
Sex 315 250 .045
Student versus nonstudent -.486 323 -.069
Rural versus Urban -.626 244 -.089™
Beliefs .069 .023 146™
Attitudes .005 .020 011
Intentions 115 .030 166™
Self-compassion 210 .043 181
Wellbeing .130 0I5 .368™
Dependent variable:Wellbeing TotalR? =.34 B SEB B
Sex -2.681 738 -.136™
Student versus nonstudent .010 966 .001
Rural versus Urban -179 731 -.009
Beliefs 313 .067 234"
Attitudes 18 .059 .094°
Intentions .790 .081 404
Self-compassion 420 .126 .128™
Dependent variable: Self-compassion TotalR? =.09 B SEB i}
Sex 213 266 .035
Student versus nonstudent =721 .347 - 118"
Rural versus Urban -.109 264 -018
Beliefs -.002 .024 -.005
Attitudes .100 .021 259
Intentions -.023 .029 -.039
Dependent variable: Intentions TotalR? =.21 B SEB B
Sex .878 412 .087"
Student versus nonstudent 1.459 .535 143"
Rural versus Urban .550 409 .054
Beliefs .063 .038 .092
Attitudes 279 .030 433"
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Table 2 Continued...
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Dependent variable: Attitudes Total R? =.24 B Std. Error Beta
Sex 1.446 .624 .092"
Student versus nonstudent -2.265 .809 -.143"
Rural versus Urban 1.148 622 .073
Beliefs .387 .054 365
Dependent Variable: Beliefs Total R? = .40 B Std. Error Beta
Sex 1.171 518 .079°
Student versus nonstudent -9.384 .523 -.628™
Rural versus Urban -.169 518 -0l

*p<.05."p<.0l " p<.00l

The correlations do support the contention of a relationship be-
tween the variables and an initial test of the model. Wellbeing was
directly correlated with self-compassion (r=.69, p<.001), beliefs
(r=.36, p<.001), attitudes (r=.39, p<.001), intentions (r=.47, p<.001)
and implementation intentions (r=.55, p<.001). Self-compassion
was directly correlated with beliefs (r=.26, p<.001), attitudes (r=.43,
p<.001), intentions (r=.39, p<.001) and implementation intentions
(r=247, p<.001).

Next Hierarchal Multiple Regression analysis (HMRA) was con-
ducted to test the relationships more robustly. The first HMRA entered
implementation intentions as the dependent variable and beliefs on the
first step as a predictor variable. It accounted for 16% of the variance
in implementation intentions (8 = .404, p<.001). Attitudes was entered
on the second step and accounted for an additional 4% of variance (§
=.238, p<.001). Next self-compassion was entered and accounted for
11% of the variance (f = .360, p<.001). Next wellbeing was entered
and added 6% to the explained variance ( = .347, p<.001). Finally,
intention was entered and added 2% variance (B = .143, p<.001).
When self-compassion, wellbeing and intentions were added on each
step the partial correlation for attitudes was reduced to non-significan-
ce suggesting some mediational effect.

The second HMRA entered wellbeing as the dependent variable
and again beliefs on the first step as a predictor variable. It accounted
for 13% of the variance in wellbeing (B = .358, p<.001). Attitudes
was entered on the second step and accounted for an additional 6% of
variance (f = .280, p<.001). Next intention was entered and accoun-
ted for 11% of the variance (f = .373, p<.001). Next implementation
intention was entered and added 10% to the explained variance (f =
367, p<.001). Finally, self-compassion was entered and added 18%
variance (f = .507, p<.001). When implementation intention was ad-
ded the partial correlation for attitudes was reduced to non-significan-
ce suggesting some mediational effect.

Both the correlations and HMRA support the relationships pro-
posed so the final analysis used path modelling with the Structural
Equation Modelling programme on AMOS 25 to test both proposed
models.

Firstly, the model with implementation intentions as the outcome
(see Figure 2) was shown to be a very good fit for the data. For the
model to be a good fit for the data the chi-square should be non-sig-
nificant, or the Chi-square divided by the degrees of freedom (CMIN/
DF) should be less than 3. In addition, the comparative fit index (CFI),
the normed fit index (NFI), and the incremental fit index (IFI) should
be greater than .95, the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA) should be less than .08, and PCLOSE should not be sig-
nificant. Fit statistics were Chi-square (3) = 5.445, p=.142, CMIN/
DF = 1.815, NFI=.99, IFI=.99, CFI=.99, RMSEA=.04, PCLOSE =
.529. The second model with wellbeing as the outcome was next tes-
ted (see Figure 3). Fit statistics for this model were Chi-square (2) =
3.251, p=.197, CMIN/DF = 1.626, NFI=.99, IF1=.99, CFI=.99, RM-

SEA=.03, PCLOSE = .532. Again, the model was an equally good fit
for the data. While this was cross sectional data it looks likely that
reciprocal relations of causality exist.

Figure 2 Path model of the predictors of Implementation intensions.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to explore the role of self-compassion
and wellbeing in relations to attitudes and concerns about environ-
mental issues. In particular to test two potential models of the rela-
tionship between beliefs, attitudes, intentions and implementation
intentions towards climate change and self-compassion and wellbeing
as shown in Figure 1. The several analyses conducted all support a
significant relationship between self-compassion and wellbeing, and
beliefs, attitudes, intentions, and implementation intentions regarding
climate change. Previous studies have found that attitudes and belie-
fs are important when considering how individuals act towards the
environment.”!! Leviston,*' draw on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs to
explain why those who have a higher wellbeing had more positive
attitudes, beliefs and intentions towards the environment and vice ver-
sa. They state that basic needs and deficiency needs within Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs are ultimately dependent upon the environment.
For example, the basic needs of food, water and air, and the deficiency
needs of safety, affection and belonging, could be altered by changes
in the environment due to human damage. This would mean that basic
needs and deficiency needs are not being met, hindering an individual
from achieving self-actualisation.*?

As mentioned previously in this study, learned helplessness is a
major factor which can hinder people from behaving pro-environ-
mentally;' this is because they lack the hope that in acting pro-en-
vironmentally there is still time to reverse the damage that has been
done to the planet. Interestingly in relation to our findings that self-
-compassionate individuals are more likely to have positive beliefs
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and intentions towards the environment, Yang,* found from their re-
search study that being self-compassionate was positively associated
with hope and life satisfaction. It could be suggested that individuals
who score higher on self-compassion are more hopeful, therefore in-
fluencing their beliefs and intentions towards the environment. Self-
-compassionate individuals having a higher level of life satisfaction
could be associated with also having a higher level of wellbeing. The
thorny question remains regarding direction of causality which cannot
be fully answered in cross sectional data. However, the path models
suggest that the relationship are significant in both directions sugges-
ting reciprocal relations of causality.

Further suggestions for future research in this area include inves-
tigating a possible link between being Biospheric and self-compas-
sion, investigating both self-compassion and learned helplessness in
regards to pro-environmental behaviour and wellbeing, and repeating
the current study with participants over a period of time and measu-
ring actual behaviour, in order to investigate the direction of causality.
Overall, the research conducted is of significant importance due to
continuously rising concern for the planet. It is crucial that psycho-
logists conduct studies and develop frameworks to understand why
people act pro-environmentally, and how to get more people to do so.°

The current study set out to investigate the relationship between
attitudes to the environment and mental wellbeing, while considering
self-compassion as a mediator. These results indicate that having po-
sitive attitudes, beliefs and intentions towards the environment result
in a more positive wellbeing, and that being self-compassionate is a
mediator. The implications of these results include promoting pro-en-
vironmental behaviour as a potential way of increasing wellbeing,
which will in turn benefit the planet. Another implication is support
for increasing awareness and concern, which is an informational stra-
tegy to promote pro-environmental behaviours.'®An example of the
effectiveness of this method, as mentioned previously, can be found in
the ‘Attenborough Effect’, in which the BBC series ‘Blue Planet’ in-
fluenced an increase in public recycling behaviour and climate change
searches on Google.**
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