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Abstract 
Despite the plethora of pro-environmental behaviour studies, a review of literature revealed a dearth 

of studies on pro-environmental behaviour in urban cities in Asia. Given the escalating rate of 

economic growth in Asian cities, environmental needs have taken a backseat prompting an urgent 

need to understand better how pro-environmental behaviour can be facilitated among Asian city 

dwellers. Secondly, there is a lack of studies exploring lay public’s perceptions of existing pro-

environmental campaigns. Thirdly, there is an over-reliance on quantitative research methods in pro-

environmental behaviour studies. Based on these gaps, the purpose for this research was to; firstly, 

explore in-depth the barriers and facilitators of pro-environmental behaviour in Singapore, an urban 

city in Asia. Secondly, this research aimed to understand directly from the lay public on their 

perceptions of pro-environmental campaigns. Thirty-two semi-structured interviews were conducted 

with Singaporeans aged 18 years and above. The primary findings for this study were; family lays the 

foundation for pro-environmental behaviour to occur, environmental concern facilitates pro-

environmental behaviour and infrastructure systems and work centric culture inhibit pro-

environmental behaviour. In relation to pro-environmental campaign perceptions, participants were 

mostly found to be not in favour of pro-environmental campaigns with no personal impact on their 

behaviours. 
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CHAPTER 1: SETTING THE SCENE 

 

Broken bottles and charred pieces of glass 

Wadded up newspapers tossed on the grass 

Pouring of concrete and tearing out trees 

This is the environment that surrounds me? 

 

Poisons and insecticides sprayed on our food 

Oceans filling with thick oil crude 

All sea life destined to slow awful doom 

These are the things we are to consume? 

 

Mills pumping out iron expelling yellow fumes 

Airlines emitting caustic gases from fuels 

Weapons of destruction tested at desolate sites 

And this is the air that’s to sustain life? 

 

There has to be something that someone can do 

Like raise awareness to those around you 

That if we don’t heed the problem at hand 

It’s your life that’s at stake, the destruction of man. 

(Stults, 2011) 

 

1.0 Background to Research 

From its inception, policy makers have viewed Sustainable Development from a production 

perspective. They have focused on the supply side of the equation involved in improving 

environmental performance in major economic sectors such as agriculture, energy, tourism and 
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transport (Hobson, 2002). In recent times, sustainable development has witnessed a paradigm shift 

from a focus on production issues to a renewed focus on consumption issues (Pepper, Jackson & 

Uzzell, 2009). A main reason for this shift is unsustainable consumption patterns and levels in 

industrialised economies which are seen as the major contributors to today’s environmental 

degradation (Myers, 1997; Hobson, 2002; Tanner & Kast, 2003; Fuchs & Lorek, 2005; UNDP, 1998, in 

Evans, 2011).  

One form of unsustainable consumption comes from small-scale behaviours undertaken by 

individuals on a daily basis (Hamid & Cheng, 1995). The choices individuals make in consumption of 

certain products and services over others and the way they choose to live their lives are causing direct 

and indirect impacts on the environment and on society (Jackson, 2005; Osbaldiston & Schott, 2012). 

Consequently, each person can choose to adopt behaviours that are better for the environment. 

These behaviours are often referred to as pro-environmental behaviours. Examples of pro-

environmental behaviour include minimising resource and energy consumption by using energy-

efficient appliances; using non-toxic substances, such as eco-friendly detergents; and reducing waste 

production through recycling and reusing. In many cases, it has been found that although individuals 

generally do exhibit high levels of concern towards the environment, this concern seldom translates 

into pro-environmental behaviour (e.g., Derksen & Gartrell, 1993; Kong & Yee, 2002; Kennedy, 

Beckley, Farlane & Nadeau, 2009; Rahbar & Abdul Wahid, 2010; Park & Ha, 2012).  

In a recent survey of community attitudes toward the environment in Hong Kong residents, 

over 98% of the respondents agreed that individuals have a responsibility to protect the environment. 

They also expressed high levels of concern toward the environment (Lahiri, 2011). However, when 

they were asked if they practised pro-environmental behaviour (such as refusal to use plastic bags 

when shopping), their actual commitment levels dropped to lower levels ranging from 30% to 60%. 

Similarly, 53% of the consumers in Brazil, Canada, China, France, Germany, India, the UK and the US 

stated being concerned about environmental issues but, at the same time, not being willing to move 
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actively to protect the environment (Park & Ha, 2012). This consistent discrepancy between 

environmental concern and action raises a key question: despite an individual’s high level of 

environmental concern, why is adoption of pro-environmental behaviour still relatively low?  

Much research on pro-environmental behaviour has focused on seeking possible answers to 

this question (e.g., Kim & Choi, 2005; Park & Ha, 2012; Vicente-Molina, Fernandez-Sainz & Izagirre-

Olaizola, 2013; Siu & Xiao, 2016). There is a consensus in the literature that pro-environmental 

behaviour is unlike general purchase behaviour. While general purchase behaviour is mostly driven by 

an assessment of its benefits and costs (that are important solely to the individual consumer) (Kim & 

Choi, 2005), pro-environmental behaviour, on the other hand, usually does not deliver instant 

personal gratification. This outcome occurs because the extrinsic benefits that may be accrued from 

pro-environmental behaviour are either only realised after a long time or, in some instances, may 

never be realised at all. Thus, acts of pro-environmental behaviour are not for individual benefits; 

rather they are for the good of society and the environment (McCarty & Shrum, 2001). Therefore, the 

motivations underlying pro-environmental behaviour differ from those of the general consumer’s 

purchase behaviour (Kim & Choi, 2005). Based on these differing motivations, prior research has 

identified several key determinants and barriers to pro-environmental behaviour; however, based on 

a review of literature, three significant deficiencies have been observed.  

The first deficiency is that most studies on pro-environmental behaviour have been 

conducted from a Western perspective (e.g., Burgess, Harrison & Filius, 1998; Macnaghten & Myers, 

1998; Blake, 1999; Corraliza & Berenguer, 2000; Barr, 2003; Clark, Kotchen & Moore, 2003; 

Thogersen, 2009; Thogersen, 2010). Studies on the determinants and barriers of pro-environmental 

behaviour from an Asian context specifically are growing, but are still limited (Chan, 2000; Aoyagi-

Usui, Vinken & Kuribayashi, 2003; Lee, 2008a; Lee & Paik, 2011). This is a significant drawback for two 

important reasons. Firstly, as stated by Schultz (2002, p. 5), ‘concern for environmental issues is not 

solely a US or Western phenomenon’. In Malaysia, for instance, waste products are being generated 
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at an alarming rate—faster than the natural degradation process (Haron, Paim & Yahaya, 2005; 

Ramayah, Wai & Mohamed, 2010). Malaysians are also consuming natural resources at a pace that 

exceeds the rate of replenishment (Ramayah, Wai & Mohamad, 2010). Furthermore, although 

recycling is universally accepted as a form of waste disposal in Malaysia, domestic recycling rates 

remains low at around a mere 3-5% despite more than 30% of the garbage being recyclable 

(Ramayah, Wai & Mohamed, 2010).  

Like Malaysia, many other Asian countries, such as India, Vietnam, Thailand and Cambodia are 

equally suffering from poor environmental situations (Hobson, 2004). With the rise in economic 

growth, environmental needs in the majority of Asian countries have taken a backseat (Hobson, 

2004). Various societal stakeholders from these countries appear to have become complacent with 

the increase in economic growth and, thus, have failed to feel any form of urgent threat from 

environmental degradation (Schultz, 2002; Hobson, 2004; Lee, 2008b).  

According to the Worldwide Fund for Nature (2012), humanity’s ecological footprint is 

forecasted to increase exponentially with escalating consumption trends in BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, 

Indonesia, China and South Africa) countries. Energy consumption in China and India alone is 

expected to increase by 54% in the coming years (IEA, 2010, as cited in Hori, Kondo, Nogata & Han, 

2013). One cannot imagine the looming consequences awaiting the future if environmental 

degradation continues at the present rate in Asian countries. Therefore, it is clear that Western 

countries are not the only ones in need of pro-environmental behaviour research. Environmental 

research from a non-Western cultural context clearly warrants urgent attention.  

From a cultural perspective, significant differences can be observed between Western and 

non-Western cultures. There is substantial evidence in the existing literature (e.g., Chan, 2000; Chen, 

Peterson, Hull, Lu, Lee, Hong & Liu, 2011) clearly indicating that cultures differ in their ‘shared pattern 

of beliefs, attitudes, self-definitions, norms, roles and values’ (Triandis & Suh, 2002, p. 6). 

Subsequently, these cultural differences produce different psychological, behavioural, structural and 
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institutional consequences (Chan, 2000; Cordano et al., 2010; Park & Ha, 2012). While Western 

theories tend to focus more on the importance of attitudes, beliefs, needs, personalities, idiosyncratic 

values and processes internal to individuals (Wong & Ahuvia, 1998), on the contrary, norms, collective 

needs, collective self-definitions and values have been found to be integral in many non-Western 

cultures, especially Asian cultures (Triandis, 1996).  

In relation to pro-environmental behaviour, understanding environmental problems and the 

solutions developed to address them usually occurs through the filter of culture (Schultz, 2002). 

Existing literature from an Asian context reveals that the extent to which emphasis is placed on self 

versus group goals has varying implications for the types of behaviours individuals choose to 

participate in and their pro-environmental behaviour commitment levels (Lee, 2008b). Therefore, it 

may not be necessary that the facilitators and barriers for pro-environmental behaviour which exist 

for Western populations be the same as those from non-Western cultures. It may also not be 

necessary, even if similar facilitators and barriers do exist between the two cultures, that underlying 

beliefs for participating or not participating in a specific pro-environmental behaviour ought to be the 

same.  

The second deficiency observed was the lack of research exploring the lay public’s 

perceptions of existing environmental campaigns. How do individuals react to existing pro-

environmental campaigns, absorb the message communicated and decide on the course of action to 

take? Traditionally, policy makers have been using the information-deficit model to spread pro-

environmental awareness and messages to its lay public. This model has been widely criticised in 

existing literature for its failure to take context into consideration and for treating individuals as 

members of a passive audience (Myers & Macnaghten, 1998; Hargreaves, 2008). Furthermore, 

despite the proliferation of environmental campaigns developed and implemented by policymakers, 

adoption of pro-environmental behaviour remains low, pointing towards possible discrepancies in the 

way environmental messages are communicated to the lay public. Consequently, it is important to 
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understand from the perspectives of the lay public how they perceive and respond to existing pro-

environmental campaigns.  

The third deficiency observed is that pro-environmental behaviour studies are mostly deep-

rooted in quantitative methodology (e.g., Tanner & Kast, 2003; Tonglet, Philips & Bates, 2004; Ertz, 

Karakas & Sarigöllü, 2016). More specifically, self-report questionnaires are commonly used with data 

often drawn from large, nationally representative samples (Wolf & Moser, 2011; Stevenson, 2009; 

Peterson, Russell, West & Brosius, 2010; Liu & Lin, 2014). While studies using self-report 

questionnaires have been very useful in helping researchers recognise varying patterns in people’s 

opinions, attitudes, levels of understandings and concern for environmental issues (Wolf & Moser, 

2011), three key disadvantages exist in relying completely on self-report measures to predict pro-

environmental behaviour. They are: (1) inadequate capture of social contexts, (2) use of investigator-

imposed measurement paradigms, and, (3) biased and inaccurate reporting of data. These are 

discussed further in the literature review.  

1.1 Research Purpose 

Based on the gaps identified, the purpose for this research was twofold. Firstly, from an Asian 

context, this research aimed to explore and understand in-depth the socio-cultural factors, barriers 

and facilitators of pro-environmental behaviour, specifically in an urban city in Asia. Singapore was 

selected as the country of study and the justification for this choice is explained in Chapter 3. 

Secondly, this research aimed to understand directly from the lay public themselves, their reactions 

to existing pro-environmental campaigns, how they translate pro-environmental information from 

policy makers, form opinions and make decisions on their actions.  

1.2 Research Questions 

Accordingly, this research sought to find answers to the following two research questions: 
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RQ1: What are the socio-cultural factors, other barriers and facilitators of pro-environmental 

behaviour among Singaporeans? 

RQ2: How do individuals react to environment-related information relayed to them by policy 

makers, form opinions and decide on the course of action to take? 

1.3 Research Design 

Thirty-two semi-structured interviews were held with Singaporean participants in Singapore 

between November 2014 and late January 2015. A combination of chain-referral and researcher led-

referral sampling strategies was used to recruit participants. Eligibility criteria for participation in the 

interviews were as follows: (1) being 18 years or older (2) being a Singapore citizen (3) self-identifying 

as Malay, Indian or Chinese, and (4) being able to communicate in English fluently. Since the purpose 

of the research was to explore the socio-cultural factors, facilitators and inhibitors of pro-

environmental behaviour among Singaporeans in general, without focusing on a specific cultural or 

age group, participants were recruited from each of the three main cultural groups in Singapore; 

Chinese, Malays and Indians. Interviews were recorded verbatim. After completion of interviews, 

each participant was given an eco-friendly USB stick as a token of appreciation. Taped interviews were 

then sent for transcription. Upon receipt of transcripts, data analysis commenced. A mixture of 

content analysis and framework analysis methods was adopted for the analysis of data.  

Ethics application for this research was submitted to the Research Ethics and Integrity Team at 

Griffith University. Formal approval to commence research was granted on 24th October 2014. The 

research ethics reference number is MKT/31/14/HREC.  

1.4 Key Findings  

Four major findings emerged during the interviews for the first research question. The 

primary and overriding finding was that family lays the foundation for pro-environmental behaviour 

to occur. More specifically, it was found that parental influence during participants’ childhood days 

played the major role in encouraging their water- and electricity-saving behaviours. Influence from 
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children and spouses/partners played secondary roles in motivating pro-environmental behaviour 

among participants. The second major finding was that existing infrastructure systems which were in 

place in Singapore; that is, the availability of water and electricity, an efficient public cleaning system 

and inefficient recycling collection systems were portrayed by participants to be major barriers to 

their pro-environmental behaviour. Third, fear of not having the same environment as exists today for 

future generations and long-term negative impacts on the environment caused by anti-environmental 

behaviours were found to facilitate pro-environmental behaviour. Lastly, Singaporeans’ work-centric 

culture was found to be an impediment to their pro-environmental behaviour.  

In relation to participants’ perceptions of existing pro-environmental campaigns, three 

categories of reactions emerged: (1) participants were mostly not in favour of pro-environmental 

campaigns they were able to recall and found such campaigns to be ineffective, (2) participants were 

in favour of pro-environmental campaigns recalled but they believed the campaigns did not have any 

personal impact on their behaviours and, (3) participants were in favour of pro-environmental 

campaign recalled and felt that the campaigns had a personal impact on their behaviours.  

1.5 Theoretical Contributions  

This research has made four important contributions. The most significant contribution this 

research has made is to show that individuals’ do not operate autonomously outside their contexts. 

On the contrary, individuals are situated in culturally embedded social practices and are bound by 

structural conditions which either facilitate or inhibit their pro-environmental behaviour. They are 

embedded within a larger and dynamic system. Therefore, any attempts to study individual’ pro-

environmental behaviour must take into account of these systems to which they belong.  

Secondly, by choosing to elicit the actual types of pro-environmental activities participants 

engaged in without enforcing on them a researcher generated list of pro-environmental behaviours, 

the researcher was able to unearth pro-environmental actions which were specific to the Singaporean 

cultural context. 
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 The third contribution is that this is one of the first few studies in Singapore which have 

attempted to find out directly from the participants themselves on their opinions on environmental 

related information and their decisions on the courses of actions to take. Most of the time, pro-

environmental campaigns are designed without any input from the lay public. This study 

demonstrated that lay public are not empty vessels who blindly receive information from policy 

makers and act on them. They choose who they wish to trust when environmental messages are 

communicated to them. They decide on the environmental messages they wish to comprehend and 

those they do not wish to entertain and they are selective of the mediums used to convey 

environmental messages.  

Lastly, this research has shown that individuals understand environmental problems through 

the filter of culture. While facilitators and barriers to participants’ pro-environmental behaviours may 

appear from the outset to be similar to that of Western cultures, the underlying beliefs were found to 

be enculturated in Chinese values, more specifically, Confucianism.  

1.6 Policy Implications 

This research has several policy implications which have stemmed from the findings. Firstly, 

policy makers should focus on family as the main medium to communicate environment-related 

information since family was found to be the biggest influence in motivating Singaporeans’ pro-

environmental behaviour. Parents should be targeted as the change agents for their children’s pro-

environmental behaviour. It is further suggested that schools should provide students with knowledge 

and skills to implement pro-environmental behaviour change at home.  

Secondly, infrastructure systems and Singapore’s work-centric cultures were found to be 

major barriers to Singaporeans’ pro-environmental behaviour. Given that Singapore’s work-centric 

culture would be difficult to change overnight, it may not be practical to implement shorter working 

hours as an option, although that would be the better option. Therefore, it is recommended that 

policy makers encourage organisations to develop pro-environmental climates which will motivate 
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their employees to take up pro-environmental behaviours. Pro-environmental activities can be 

incorporated in people’s working schedules. Environmental champions at workplaces can lead their 

colleagues engagement in pro-environmental behaviour.  

The findings pointed towards an increase in complacency due to efficient infrastructure 

systems such as availability of water and electricity, and public cleaning systems. Some participants 

suggested that there is a need for rigid measures to be in place to address the complacency which 

arises from these efficient infrastructure systems. In fact, it was observed that those participants who 

had gone overseas and lived in countries where structural systems were rigid to enforce pro-

environmental behaviours among their citizens, became more pro-environmental. The main reason 

cited by participants was the rigid infrastructure systems which were in place. Therefore, it is 

recommended that similar rigid measures be implemented in Singapore.  

It is suggested that NEA tries to implement more bottom-up pro-environmental campaigns. It 

was identified earlier that there is a growing political disenfranchisement among members of the lay 

public. To resolve such issues and to build trust, more participatory approaches should be adopted by 

policymakers in Singapore. It is recommended that students from tertiary institutions be involved and 

included more in promoting pro-environmental behaviour change in Singaporeans.  

1.7 Delimitations in Scope 

A key delimitation is that the sample was restricted to members of the lay public; however, it 

is acknowledged that inclusion of the perspectives of officials working in the government sectors to 

promote pro-environmental behaviour, as well as major environmental organisations would have 

made a more complete contribution. As McKenzie-Mohr (2000) stated, the academic arena has been 

continuously publishing research materials on pro-environmental behaviour but few of these 

researches reach out to the key policy makers who design environmental problems. By including 

those who are responsible for the planning and implementation of pro-environmental campaigns in 

future campaigns in Singapore, transfer of knowledge can occur. Specialists who design the pro-
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environmental campaigns will have an opportunity to learn what facilitates and/or inhibits pro-

environmental behaviour among the lay public as well as obtain information on what the lay public 

thinks of existing pro-environmental campaign and communication efforts undertaken by 

policymakers (Burgess, Harrison & Filius, 1998).  

From a substantive viewpoint, it would have been beneficial to have included an observational 

study to see how pro- or anti-environmental behaviours unfold in real-life situations. Addressing pro-

environmental behaviour research from the perspective of action would provide a more complete 

picture of why pro-environmental behaviour change remains elusive; however, that would need a 

more complex research design and more time. 

1.8 Research Limitations 

Every research comes with its own set of limitations. As such, this study has a few limitations. 

Firstly, this research was restricted to only one country which raises generalisability issues. An obvious 

response would be to replicate this research in other countries. More specifically, it would be helpful 

to compare and contrast facilitators and inhibitors of pro-environmental behaviour between different 

Asian cities to identify if there are any major similarities and/or differences.  

The second limitation is that findings were analysed manually and computer-aided coding was 

not utilised. While manual data analysis denotes the researcher’s close relationship with the data 

collected, using well regarded qualitative analysis programs such as NVivo or Leximancer could have 

added more credibility to the current findings. The researcher would have been able to cross-check 

the findings which had emerged during the manual data analysis phase with findings that could have 

emerged using the software and further confirm that participants’ opinions remained in the context 

in which they were given.   
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1.9 Chapter Summary and Thesis Structure 

Chapter 1 has provided the reader with a general but succinct background to the research, 

drawing attention to how the research topic was developed. Next, Chapter 2 discusses in detail the 

relevant body of work on pro-environmental behaviour thus far, leading into the deficiencies and 

anomalies observed in existing works. Chapter 3 provides the rationale for selecting Singapore as the 

study context. Chapter 4 outlines the research design process adopted for this research. Results from 

the interviews are presented in Chapter 5. In Chapter 6, the findings which are presented in Chapter 5 

are discussed in relation to existing literature. Finally, theoretical contributions and policy implications 

are provided in Chapter 7, drawing a conclusion to this research. A brief overview of the chapters to 

come is presented diagrammatically in Figure 1.1.  

 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

29 

 

CHAPTER 1: SETTING THE SCENE 

CHAPTER 2: A REVIEW OF 

EXISTING WORKS ON PRO-

ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR 

CHAPTER 3: CLEAN AND GREEN 

CITY SINGAPORE 

CHAPTER 4: CONVERSATIONAL 

INTERVIEWS 

CHAPTER 5: RESULTS OF THE 

STUDY 

CHAPTER 6: PUTTING THE 

FINDINGS INTO PERSPECTIVE 

CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSIONS AND 

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE 

RESEARCH 

Figure 1.1 Diagrammatic Overview of Thesis Chapters 
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CHAPTER 2: A REVIEW OF EXISTING WORKS ON PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL 
BEHAVIOUR 

2.0 Introduction 

One of the important challenges in this era of serious and potentially catastrophic global 

environmental change is to encourage and induce pro-environmental behaviours in individuals 

(Turaga, Howarth & Borsuk, 2010). Despite empirical results indicating increased levels in 

environmental concern amongst individuals, the adoption rate of actual behaviour continues to 

remain low (Chan, 1996; McCarty & Shrum, 2001; Park & Ha, 2012). Accordingly, much research on 

pro-environmental behaviour has been directed towards an understanding of its determinants and 

barriers.  

Initial efforts to study the determinants and barriers of pro-environmental behaviour focused 

primarily on traditional demographic and segmentation variables such as, age, gender, income, 

marital status, social class and education (Cleveland, Kalamas & Laroche, 2005). Results of these 

studies were largely equivocal or non-significant (e.g., Shrum, McCarty & Lowrey, 1995). 

Subsequently, researchers shifted their attention to three main lines of research which they found 

explained pro-environmental behaviour better than traditional demographic variables. To date, pro-

environmental behaviour literature is polarised around these three dominant lines of research.  

The first strand of research uses a cognitive line of reasoning to explain pro-environmental 

behaviour. It emphasises the individual’s attitudes and values as precursors to pro-environmental 

behaviour. The second strand of research focuses on contextual factors which facilitate or impede 

pro-environmental behaviour. Proponents of the contextual line of research argue that studies which 

look at internal factors alone such as attitudes, beliefs and values without controlling for contextual 

variables are bound to find inconsistent effects (e.g., Guagnano, Stern & Dietz, 1995; Corraliza & 

Berenguer, 2000). Finally, the third strand of research focuses on a synthesis between the cognitive 

and contextual lines of research. Social scientists who argue for this approach feel that pro-
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environmental research can only be truly meaningful when key insights provided by both sides 

(cognitive and contextual) of research are appreciated. This group of researchers further contends 

that choosing to focus on one strand of research at the expense of the other line of study only serves 

to limit progress on pro-environmental behaviour research as a whole (e.g., Derksen & Gartrell, 1993).  

The aim of this chapter is to examine the main bodies of existing works within these three key 

strands of research. Following this, the deficiencies and anomalies in the existing literature will be 

discussed and supported with theoretical justifications. The chapter will then conclude with a 

statement of the purpose of research and the research questions which this study seeks to address. 

The main concept being researched in this thesis is pro-environmental behaviour. An overview of the 

literature review is presented diagrammatically in Figure 2.1. 
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Figure 2.1: Diagrammatic Overview of Chapter 2 

 

2.1 DEFINING PRO-

ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR 

 

2.3 THE COGNITIVE APPROACH: 

CONCERNING THE MIND 

- Attitudes and Pro-Environmental 

Behaviour 

- Values and Pro-Environmental 

Behaviour 

- Environmental Locus of Control and 

Pro-Environmental Behaviour 

 

 

2.4 ROLE OF SOCIAL CONTEXT AND 

PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR 

- Social Norms 

- Accessibility to environmental 

goods and services 

- Trust in Government Institutions  

 

2.6 DEFICIENCIES AND ANOMALIES 

- Inadequate studies on pro-

environmental studies in South East 

Asian cities 

- Lack of research on lay public’s 

perceptions of pro-environmental 

communication 

- Over-reliance on quantitative 

research methods 

 

 

2.9 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 

 

2.2 CLASSIFYING PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL 

BEHAVIOUR 

 

 

2.5 AN AMALGAMATION OF 

COGNITIVE SCHEMA AND 

CONTEXT 

 

 

 

2.7 RESEARCH PURPOSE 

2.8 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

33 

 

2.1 Defining Pro-Environmental Behaviour  

Although a wealth of literature exists on pro-environmental behaviour, it is surprising that 

only a handful of researchers have attempted to define what pro-environmental behaviour is 

(Poortinga, Steg & Vlek, 2004). The most commonly adopted definition of pro-environmental 

behaviour is that of Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002). They defined pro-environmental behaviour as 

‘behaviour that consciously seeks to minimise the negative impact of one’s actions on the natural and 

built world (e.g., minimise resource and energy consumption, decrease the use of non-toxic 

substances and reduce waste production)’ (Kollmuss & Agyeman, p. 240). Bamberg and Moser (2007, 

p. 15) suggested it is best to view pro-environmental behaviour as ‘a combination of one’s pursuit of 

interest to minimise risk to self and of concern for others (people and species), the coming 

generations and/or whole eco-systems’. Steg and Vlek (2009, p. 309) termed pro-environmental 

behaviour as ‘behaviour that harms the environment as little as possible or even benefits the 

environment’. Stevenson (2009, p. 1) in referring to pro-environmental behaviour as ecological 

behaviour, defined it ‘as actions and lifestyle choices that are performed or made with the intent to 

reduce one’s ecological impacts; to promote ecological education; to protect ecosystems; to restore 

ecosystems; or to otherwise do something that is promoting ecological health’.  

All the above definitions share a single notion. Pro-environmental behaviour consists of 

actions that positively benefit the environment and does not harm it. Stern (2000) went a step further 

and suggested that pro-environmental behaviour can be approached in two ways. On one hand, pro-

environmental behaviour can be studied from an impact-oriented perspective and on the other hand, 

it can be addressed from an intent-oriented perspective.  

From an impact-oriented perspective, the term ‘pro-environmental’ refers to behaviours 

which ‘change the availability of materials or energy from the environment or alters the structure and 

dynamics of ecosystems or the biosphere itself’ (Stern, 2000, p. 408; Schultz & Kaiser, 2012). This 

perspective stresses the outcome of a behaviour rather than the motivational factors underpinning a 
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behaviour (Schultz & Kaiser, 2012). An impact of a pro-environmental behaviour can be both direct 

and/or indirect. Behaviours such as logging and burning of forests to clear land for palm oil cultivation 

and dumping of waste into lakes, rivers and oceans all directly cause environmental damage. 

Behaviours such as those which affect international development policies, commodity prices on world 

markets and national environmental and tax policies indirectly impact the environment. In some 

instances, the impact of indirect behaviours can be significantly greater than behaviours that directly 

change the environment (Stern, 2000).  

The second approach—the intent-oriented perspective—emphasises the actor’s motivation 

behind an action (Whitmarsh, 2009; Shultz & Kaiser, 2012). It refers to the extent to which a 

behaviour is ‘undertaken with the intention to change (normally, to benefit) the environment’ (Stern, 

2000, p. 408). The intent-oriented perspective on pro-environmental behaviour differs from the 

impact-oriented perspective in two ways. Firstly, environmental intent is treated as an independent 

cause of behaviour (Stern, 2000). Secondly, although the actor may be participating in a behaviour 

with pro-environmental intention, the action of the actor may not necessarily result in a beneficial 

environmental impact.  

On the other hand, an impact-oriented perspective does not make any assumptions about 

underlying motivations, such that an individual may perform a behaviour for reasons which are not 

out of concern for the environment (Schultz & Kaiser, 2012). The focus of studies which adopt the 

impact-oriented perspective is on behaviours that will encourage individuals to at least move in the 

direction of making small positive impacts on the environment (Schultz & Kaiser, 2012).  

Both the impact-oriented and intent-oriented perspectives are equally important for the 

study of pro-environmental behaviour; however, they serve different purposes. If one wishes to 

identify and target behaviours which will substantially benefit the environment, then an impact-

oriented perspective is preferable. Alternatively, an intent-oriented definition should be adopted 
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when the purpose of the research focuses on understanding people’s beliefs and motives to target 

and change behaviour. 

 Distinction between these two perspectives is relevant for pro-environmental behaviour 

research because factors that influence behaviours which are classified under actors’ environmental 

intent differ from those which influence behaviours defined by their actual impact on the 

environment (Poortinga, Steg & Vlek, 2004). Gatersleben, Steg and Vlek (2002), for instance, 

compared a common social science measure of pro-environmental behaviour with an 

environmentally significant measure of household consumer behaviour. In their findings, they 

demonstrated that attitudinal variables explained intent-oriented pro-environmental behaviours, 

whereas actual household energy use was significantly related to sociodemographic factors such as 

household income and household size (Gatersleben et al., 2002).  

For this research, an impact-oriented perspective to pro-environmental behaviour was 

adopted. The researcher focused on the outcome of a person’s behaviour on the environment. The 

researcher wished to understand the various motivational factors for individuals to engage in 

behaviours which ultimately have positive impacts on the environment. These motivational factors 

did not necessarily have to be out of environmental concern. 

2.2 Classifying Pro-Environmental Behaviour 

Next to the necessity to distinguish between intent-oriented and impact-oriented pro-

environmental behaviour, it is also important that one discriminates between the different classes of 

pro-environmental behaviour. Pro-environmental behaviour is usually treated as a class of 

undifferentiated behaviours (Poortinga, Steg & Vlek, 2004); however, it is not homogenous in nature. 

Different classes of pro-environmental behaviour exist and each class of behaviour is influenced by 

different combinations of causal factors (Stern, 2000).  
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Stern (2000) has classified pro-environmental behaviour into three main types. The first type 

is environmental activism. Environmental activists are individuals who actively and openly participate 

in demonstrations on environmental issues and are extensively involved in environmental movement 

organisations (Stern, Dietz, Abel, Guagnano & Kalof, 1999). The Wilderness Society (TWS), for an 

example, is Australia’s largest national, community-based, conservation organisation. Members of 

TWS constantly advocate for the protection, promotion and restoration of wilderness and natural 

processes across Australia and this is usually done in the form of protests (Tranter, 2010; The 

Wilderness Society, 2017).  

While committed activist behaviours are fundamental for social movement organisations to 

operate and progress in the face of ‘inertia and resistance’, other less intense forms of support are 

just as or more integral for social movement organisations to succeed (Stern et al., 1999, p. 82). These 

forms of supportive behaviour according to Stern (2000) can be classified as non-activist behaviours in 

the public sphere. Non-activist behaviours in the public sphere take two forms. The first form is ‘low 

commitment active citizenship’ (Stern et al., 1999, p. 82) where individuals engage in political 

activities which do not require them to be involved in public demonstrations and are of little risk to 

themselves. Examples include writing letters to political officials and contributing funds to 

environmental movement organisations to which they belong as inactive members. The second form 

is individuals supporting and accepting public policies which require material sacrifice on their part to 

support the goals of the environmental movements (Stern et al., 1999). For instance, environmental 

policies sometimes necessitate the charging of higher prices and taxes to individuals. 

Although these two forms of non-activist behaviours in the public sphere may appear to 

affect the environment indirectly, their impact, however, is quite substantial. This is because when a 

significant proportion of the members of the lay public embrace environmental policies, behaviours of 

large numbers of people and organisations can all be changed at once as opposed to just a handful of 

activists making sacrifices (Stern et al., 1999; Stern, 2000).   
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The third behaviour type is making changes to one’s own behaviour in the personal or private 

sphere (Stern et al., 1999). This behaviour type is classified as private-sphere environmentalism. 

Behaviours in this classification include the purchase, use and disposal of personal and household 

products which cause environmental impact (Stern, 2000). Existing studies on pro-environmental 

behaviour research have largely focused on private sphere environmentalism (e.g., Chan, 1996; Kim & 

Choi, 2005; Latif, Omar, Bidin & Awang, 2012; Chan, 2013).  

In contrast to studies which tend to focus on one class of pro-environmental behaviour (e.g., 

private-sphere environmentalism) or one specific type of pro-environmental behaviour (e.g., 

recycling) under that class, this research focused on exploring the different types of pro-

environmental behaviours that the sample in this study partook on a frequent basis. This is in 

recognition of pro-environmental behaviour being multi-dimensional and heterogeneous in nature as 

discussed above.  

2.3 The Cognitive Approach: Concerning the Mind 

Following Maloney and Ward’s (1973) insight that ‘maladaptive human behaviour’ is the main 

cause for environmental problems globally, environmental psychologists have been in earnest pursuit 

of the determinants of that maladaptive behaviour (Hargreaves, 2008). Over the last forty years, the 

search for determinants of that maladaptive behaviour and facilitators for pro-environmental 

behaviour has been underpinned by an implicit assumption that when individuals are not performing 

the ‘correct’ behaviour (Fishbein 2008, p. 83), it is an indication of a deficit in environmental 

knowledge and thus, the best way to address this problem is to provide relevant information on 

environmental issues (Burgess, Harrison & Filius, 1998; Fishbein 2008). Subsequently, it is expected 

that the information provided will automatically motivate individuals to adopt environmentally 

friendly actions. This is known as the rational decision-making framework (Burgess et al., 1998).  

Based on this central framework, information-intensive strategies are focused primarily on 

changing individuals’ cognitive schema, mainly their environmental worldviews, attitudes, values and 
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environmental locus of control to encourage and bring about behaviours which are sustainable to the 

environment (Burgess et al. 1998; McKenzie-Mohr 2000; Hargreaves, 2008). These four cognitive 

schema and their influence on pro-environmental behaviour are addressed in turn in the following 

sections.  

2.3.1 Environmental Worldview and Pro-Environmental Behaviour 

Environmental worldview refers to a set of beliefs one has about the relationship between 

Earth and human (Wynveen, Kyle & Sutton, 2014). There is a variety of typologies of environmental 

worldviews but the most commonly mentioned in the literature are: ‘anthropocentrism (which 

assumes humans to be superior to nature and its beings), utilitarianism (which values nature in terms 

of what it can provide to human societies), stewardship view (where humans are seen as partners in 

the natural process rather than masters), biocentrism (where biodiversity is considered the highest 

ethical value in nature) and ecocentrism (where nature as a whole is valued above any of its individual 

parts)’ ( Liu & Lin, 2014, p. 414). The types of environmental worldview individuals hold have been 

shown to either facilitate and/or inhibit individuals’ pro-environmental behaviour (Liu & Lin, 2014). To 

illustrate, consider the purchase of an energy-efficient car by an individual. An individual may not 

choose to purchase an energy-efficient car because it is more expensive (utilitarianism worldview); 

they may purchase it because it emits less polluting gas and is not harmful for others (stewardship 

worldview) or because it protects the environment (biocentric worldview) (de Groot & Steg, 2008). 

In general, individuals having anthropocentric worldviews have been found to hold negative 

attitudes and intentions towards pro-environmental behaviour (Stern & Dietz, 1994; Honkanen & 

Verplanken, 2004). On the contrary, individuals with biocentric and ecocentric worldviews were found 

to hold positive attitudes towards the environment and were more prone to engage in pro-

environmental behaviour (de Groot & Steg, 2008).  
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2.3.2  Attitudes and Pro-Environmental Behaviour 

Attitude is considered as one of the most important influences on behaviour (Fishbein & 

Ajzen, 1975; Newhouse, 1990; Kraus, 1995; Stern, 2000). It is defined as a ‘learned predisposition to 

behave in a consistently favourable or unfavourable way with respect to a given object’ (Fishbein & 

Ajzen, 1975, p. 15). Environmental attitude describes an individual’s favourable or unfavourable 

feelings towards the environment (Hines et al., 1987). Over the last 40 years, environmental attitude 

has been one of the most commonly studied predictors of pro-environmental behaviour (Kaiser, et 

al., 1999; Schultz & Kaiser, 2012). Two-thirds of pro-environmental behaviour research is currently 

dominated by environmental attitude (Kaiser, Wolfing & Fuhrer, 1999). There are two types of 

environmental attitudes which are generally used to predict pro-environmental behaviour. They are: 

(1) attitudes toward the environment where the object of one’s attitude is the natural environment 

itself or some parts of it (e.g., water quality) and (2) attitudes toward ecological behaviour where the 

object is an environmental behaviour, such as recycling or using energy-efficient household lamps 

(Kaiser, 1996; Kaiser, et al., 1999). Attitudes towards the environment are usually considered to refer 

to environmental concern (Vining & Ebreo, 1992). Higher variances have been reported in studies in 

which attitudes were used to predict specific ecological behaviours (Hwang, Kim & Jeng, 2000; 

Gadenne et al., 2011). For example, Tanner and Kast (2003), in their study of the determinants of 

green purchases by Swiss consumers found personal attitudes and beliefs regarding specific factors 

such as fair trade, environmental protection and local production to be significant predictors of green 

purchases. Similarly, Ozaki (2011) found intention to adopt green electricity increased when positive 

attitudes towards green electricity increased.  

Research findings on the relationship between environmental attitude and pro-environmental 

behaviour generally have reported the relationship to be either weak (e.g., Berger & Corbin, 1992; 

Grob, 1995; Paço & Lavrador, 2017) or moderate (e.g., Hines, Hungerford & Tomera, 1987). In some 

instances, no relationship exists between environmental attitude and pro-environmental behaviour 
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(e.g., Gamba & Oskamp, 1994; Fuhrer & Wolfing, 1997 as cited in Kaiser, Wolfing & Fuhrer, 1999). The 

constant inconclusive nature of findings between environmental attitude and pro-environmental 

behaviour has over the years created pessimism in some researchers towards the usefulness of 

environmental attitude in predicting pro-environmental behaviour (e.g., Van Doorn, Verhoef and 

Bijmolt, 2007). Van Doorn, Verhoef and Bijmolt (2007) contend that only ‘extreme’ attitudes will drive 

behaviour.  

Kaiser, Wolfing and Fuhrer (1999), on the other hand, argued that environmental attitude is a 

strong and powerful predictor of pro-environmental behaviour. They suggested that the inconclusive 

findings of the relationship between environmental attitude and pro-environmental behaviour can be 

attributed to three reasons: one theoretical and two methodological. These will now be discussed in 

turn.  

From a theoretical perspective, two main research traditions dominate the existing 

environmental attitude and pro-environmental behaviour relationship. These have been presented 

diagrammatically in Figures 2.2 and 2.3. Because these two research traditions use different attitude 

concepts, it has created confusion and debate among pro-environmental behaviour researchers 

consequently leading to little consensus on the best approach to be undertaken when studying 

environmental attitude and pro-environmental behaviour (Heimlich & Ardoin, 2008).  
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2.3.2.1 Two Main Environmental Attitude Research Traditions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.2: Multiple component approach to Environmental Attitude 

 

The first research tradition is the multiple component approach. Proponents of a multiple 

component approach to the study of environmental attitude and pro-environmental behaviour 

relationship argue that environmental attitude is multifaceted in nature and consists of three main 

components; cognitive, affective and conative (Rosenberg, Hovland, McGuire, Abelson & Brehm, 

1960; Maloney & Ward, 1973; Schahn & Holzer, 1990). The cognitive component refers to an 

individual’s belief or knowledge about the environmental attitude object (Ling, Alessandro & Winzar, 

2015). An affective component is based on an individual’s feelings or emotions about the attitude 

object (Kwon & Vogt, 2010). Both positive and negative influences on an attitude object can occur 

from positive and negative experiences with the attitude object (Kwon & Vogt, 2010). The conative or 

as commonly known, the behavioural component of environmental attitude refers to the manner 

individuals act or behave based on the attitude they possess towards an object (Ling, Alessandro and 

Winzar, 2015). It is implied by those who hold the multiple component view that all three 
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components should be considered simultaneously when predicting pro-environmental behaviour 

(Rosenberg & Hovland, 1960; Major, Namestovski, Horák, Bagány and Krekić, 2017). Only then would 

environmental attitude be most predictive of overt behaviour (Bagozzi & Burnkrant, 1979). If no 

direct relationship between environmental attitude and pro-environmental behaviour is found, it is 

highly likely due to the failure to measure individuals’ standing on these three components of 

environmental attitude (Bagozzi & Burnkrant, 1979; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980).  

This multiple component approach to the study of the relationship between environmental 

attitude and pro-environmental behaviour was originally developed by Maloney and Ward (1973). 

The Ecology Scale which they developed comprises four sub-scales; affect, knowledge, verbal 

commitment and ecological behaviour (Maloney & Ward, 1973). The affect subscale is representative 

of the affective component in the tripartite structure of environmental attitude. The knowledge scale 

represents cognitive aspects and the verbal commitment measures the behavioural component of 

environmental attitude.  

Since the study by Maloney and Ward (1973), the multiple component approach to 

environmental attitude has been used to predict various types of pro-environmental behaviours 

including teachers’ and students’ pro-environmental behaviours (Pruneau, Doyon, Langis, Vasseur, 

Martin, Ouellet and Boudreau, 2006), vehicle ownership and use (Flamm, 2009) and environmental 

education (e.g., Major et al., 2017). 

On the other hand, there are a few researchers such as Eagly and Chaiken (1993) who 

disagree with the multi-component perspective of attitude. Eagly and Chaiken (1993) argued that 

attitudes can be formed based primarily on any of the three component types at a time. For example, 

assume an individual who lives in a country where there are no wind turbines; he or she may form an 

attitude towards the use of wind turbines as an alternative energy source purely from their reading. 

Under such a circumstance of indirect experience with the use of wind turbines, the individual may 

not engage in behaviours (e.g., signing of contract to share personal land with the government for the 
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building of wind turbines) relevant to the attitude (except the behaviour of reading) when attitude is 

being formed. In addition, the lack of direct contact with the attitude object (wind turbine) decreases 

the chances of affective responses. Pro-environmental behaviour researchers who adopt Eagly and 

Chaiken’s (1993) perspective often use either knowledge or affect components as single indicators of 

environmental attitude to predict pro-environmental behaviour (e.g., Newhouse, 1990; Harth, Leach 

and Kessler, 2013).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                Figure 2.3 Single component to Environmental Attitude 

The second research tradition takes a single component approach to the study of 

environmental attitude as a predictor of pro-environmental behaviour. In a single component 

approach, environmental attitude is measured independently from the three components; cognitive, 

conative and affective. In other words, environmental attitude is treated as the moderating variable 

between these three components and behaviour intention or behaviour (e.g., Derksen & Gartrell, 

1993; Gamba & Oskamp, 1994; Ballantyne & Packer, 2005; Polonsky, Vocino, Grau, Garma & Ferdous, 

2012). As an example, Paço and Lavrador (2017) investigated how general environmental knowledge 

of students influenced their attitudes towards energy-saving behaviour. In their study, knowledge 

which is representative of the cognitive component was treated as independent of attitude, and 

attitude was treated as a core mediating variable between knowledge and energy-saving behaviour.  
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Bagozzi and Burnkrant (1980) stressed the importance of the distinction between a single 

component and multiple component model of attitude because both these components have 

different implications for both attitude-behaviour relationships as well as attitude change strategies. 

2.3.2.2 Measurement Correspondence and Situational Influences 

The second and third reasons offered by Kaiser et al. (1999) for the inconclusive 

environmental attitude findings are in relation to methodological errors. Most environmental attitude 

studies often overlook the importance of measurement correspondence between environmental 

attitude and pro-environmental behaviour (Kaiser et al., 1999; Hawcroft & Milton, 2010). 

Measurement correspondence refers to ensuring that environmental attitude and the pro-

environmental behaviour or behaviour intention under study are defined and measured at equivalent 

levels of generality and specificity (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein, 2008).  

For example, if one wishes to determine an individual’s attitude towards his or her 

consumption of organic vegetables, the attitude statement should be ‘Consuming organic vegetables 

three times a week is good for my health’ and the behaviour intention statement should be ‘I intend 

to consume organic vegetables three times a week for my health’. Note how the attitude statement 

refers specifically to an individual’s own performance of the behaviour rather than to its performance 

in general. Note also how both the attitude and behavioural intention statements correspond with 

each other. If the attitude statement had been more general and the behavioural intention statement 

more specific, there would have been a lack of measurement correspondence leading to inaccurate 

and erroneous results. An individual may be in favour of the idea of consuming organic vegetables, 

but the individual may be opposed to his or her consuming organic vegetables and thus he or she may 

not have the intention to buy organic vegetables. Therefore, care must be taken in wording attitude 

measurement items. It should be noted that measurement correspondence does not mean that the 

attitude and behavioural or behaviour intention statements must be exactly the same, word for word; 
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it just means that they should be measured at equivalent levels of generality or specificity (Fishbein, 

2008).  

Kaiser et al. (1999) also pointed out that when studying environmental attitude and behaviour 

relationship, the influence of situational factors on this relationship often becomes neglected. 

Situational influences refer to factors which are beyond people’s control that either facilitate or 

inhibit one’s ability to perform pro-environmental behaviour (Ajzen & Madden, 1986).  

2.3.2.3 An Alternative: The Theory of Planned Behaviour 

To address these shortcomings in existing environmental attitude studies, Kaiser et al. (1999) 

proposed the use of the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) as they found it to be a general 

framework which unifies all three environmental attitude research traditions described previously. 

The TPB is an extension to the original Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA) which was first introduced in 

1967 (Fishbein & Manfredo, 1992). According to the TPB, the main antecedent of an individual’s 

behaviour is the individual’s intention toward the behaviour which is readiness to engage in the 

proposed behaviour under study (Fishbein, 2008). Intention to enact the behaviour is in turn 

determined by three first-order constructs: attitude, subjective norm and perceived behavioural 

control (Ajzen, 1991). Attitude toward the behaviour refers to the extent to which a person has a 

favourable or unfavourable evaluation of the behaviour in question. Subjective norm refers to the 

perceived social pressure from significant others to perform or not perform the behaviour in 

question. This is usually based on an individual’s perception of his or her reference groups’ 

expectations (Greaves, Zibarras & Stride, 2013). Lastly, perceived behavioural control refers to the 

ease or difficulty in performing the behaviour.  

These three constructs are further determined by salient behavioural, normative and control 

beliefs. Behavioural beliefs refer to an individual’s set of salient beliefs which he or she holds about 

performing a given behaviour. Normative beliefs are beliefs individuals have in relation to what they 

feel significant individuals and groups in their environment think about them performing or not 
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performing a given behaviour. Control beliefs are beliefs of factors which may either facilitate or 

inhibit performance of the given behaviour. Finally, there are external variables such as demographic 

variables, attitudes towards targets, personality traits and other individual difference variables which 

play an indirect role in influencing behaviour (Fishbein, 2008).  

Because of its value in predicting pro-environmental behaviour, the TPB model has been a 

mainstay for a majority and a wide variety of pro-environmental behaviour studies (e.g., Cheung, 

Chan & Wong, 1999; Tonglet, Philips & Read, 2004; Oreg & Katz-Gerro, 2006; Price & Leviston, 2014; 

Howell, Shaw & Alvarez, 2015). For example, Cheung et al. (1999) used the TPB to predict wastepaper 

recycling in Hong Kong. They found attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behaviour control 

predicted wastepaper recycling intention and subsequently, the actual behaviour. Moreover, Howell 

et al. (2015) sought to explore factors which would enhance aquatic invasive species (AIS) outreach 

behaviours among opinion leaders such as bait shop owners and their employees. They employed the 

TPB framework and found that social norms were predictors of behavioural intentions to engage in 

outreach activities, but perceived behavioural control emerged as the stronger predictor of actual 

engagement with customers. Other types of pro-environmental studies which have used the TPB to 

explore environmental attitudes include Price and Levisont’s (2014) study on pro-environmental 

agricultural practices and Basri, Sukor and Sabahiah’s (2015) sustainable travel behaviour.  

2.3.2.4 The New Environmental Paradigm  

Besides the TPB, another popular means employed to investigate the relationship between 

environmental attitude, more specifically environmental concern and pro-environmental behaviour is 

the New Environmental Paradigm scale (NEP). The twelve items in the original NEP Scale were 

developed to measure the overall relationship between humans and the environment (Dunlap & Van 

Liere, 1978; Hawcroft & Milton, 2010). Three main facets of environment attitude are tapped in this 

Scale. They are a belief in: (1) humans’ ability to alter/upset the balance of nature, (2) the existence of 

limits to growth and (3) humans’ right to control over the rest of nature. Following a review of several 
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empirical studies, Dunlap, Van Liere, Mertig and Jones (2000) revised the original scale to make it 

more ‘psychometrically sound’ (Hawcroft & Milton, p. 145). The revised version expanded on the 

earlier identified facets of environmental attitude. They are: ‘(1) the reality of limits to growth, (2) 

anti-anthropocentrism (3) the fragility of nature’s balance, (4) rejection of exemptionalism and (5) the 

possibility of an eco-crisis’ (Hawcroft & Milfont, p. 145). High scores on the NEP point toward pro-

environmental attitudes whereas low scores indicate anthropocentric attitudes (Vining & Ebreo, 

1992; Dunlap et al., 2000; Dunlap, 2008). To date, this revised version of NEP is the most widely used 

measure of environmental concern (Dunlap, 2008; Pienaar, Lew & Wallmo, 2013).  

The NEP Scale has been used extensively to predict a wide range of pro-environmental 

behaviour in the existing literature on environmental behaviour (e.g., Vining & Ebreo, 1992; Scott & 

Willits, 1994; Corral-Verdugo, Carrus, Bonnes, Moser & Sinha, 2008; Neo, Choong & Ahamad, 2017; 

Tucker & Izadpanahi, 2017). Using NEP, Neo, Choong and Ahamad (2017) predicted carbon behaviour 

among urban and suburban residents in Malaysia. Corra-Verdugo et al. (2008) sought to examine the 

environmental beliefs and endorsement of sustainable development principles in water conservation 

among residents living in France, Italy, Mexico and India. They developed and implemented their own 

measure; the New Human Interdependence Paradigm (NHIP) as well as the NEP to determine which 

among the two the better predictor of water conservation was.  

The preceding discussion showed how environmental psychologists have over the years 

searched for attitudinal determinants of pro-environmental behaviours using the various approaches. 

Sociologists (e.g., Stern & Dietz, 1994; Karp, 1996), on the other hand, sought instead to tap into 

social values to explain pro-environmental behaviour. Social values are more deeply embedded 

cognitive schema which are usually difficult to change in comparison to attitudes which can be 

changed with straightforward interventions (Hargreaves, 2008). However, once the right values to 

change are identified, they have the potential to motivate pro-environmental behaviour.  
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2.3.3 Values and Pro-Environmental Behaviour 

Values can be defined as ‘desirable trans-situational goals, varying in importance, that serve 

as guiding principles in the life of a person or other social entity’ (Schwartz, 1994, p. 21). Although 

there are several traditions of values research, especially in the context of pro-environmental 

behaviour, one that has been commonly used is Schwartz’ model of human values (Schwartz, 1992). 

Schwartz (1994) developed a broad model for classifying the dimensions of values with 56 value items 

representing 10 universal value types. These 10 value types arrange themselves into four clusters that 

reflect two dimensions; self-enhancement versus self-transcendence and openness to change versus 

conservation. The self-enhancement versus self-transcendence dimension refers to the pursuit of 

self-interest versus the concern for the welfare of others. The second dimension refers to readiness 

for new experiences versus self-restriction. Pro-environmental behaviour has been found to be best 

predicted by openness to change and self-transcendence (Karp, 1996; Schultz et al., 2005).  

Stern, Dietz, Kalof and Guagnano (1995) interviewed 199 random US individuals in a 

telephone survey using specific items from Schwartz’ (1994) value dimensions. Their results showed a 

significant positive relationship between self-transcendence and pro-environmental behaviour and 

non-significant relationships for the other value dimensions. Karp (1996) wanted to understand the 

types of values individuals held and if these values influenced pro-environmental behaviour. He found 

openness to change and self-transcendence to be strong predictors of pro-environmental behaviour 

and self-enhancement values to be negatively correlated with pro-environmental attitude and 

behaviour. Schultz and Zelezny (1998) examined the relationship between value and pro-

environmental behaviour between the United States, three Latin countries and one European 

country. Like Stern et al. (1995), Schultz and Zelezny (1998) found self-transcendence to be positively 

related to pro-environmental behaviour in all but one country, and a negative relationship between 

self-enhancement and pro-environmental behaviour in all the countries. 
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Following Schwartz’s (1994) work, Stern and his colleagues developed a broad model to 

explain the link between values and pro-environmental attitudes and behaviour. Their proposed 

model is popularly known as the Value-Belief-Norm (VBN) theory (Stern et al., 1999). The VBN is an 

extension of Schwartz’s value theory, norm-activation theory and the NEP. As explained earlier, the 

Schwartz Universal Theory of Human Values adopts the traditional conception of values as variables 

that guide and determine actions and attitudes towards objects and situations (Schwartz & Bilsky, 

1987; Schwartz, 1994). The Norm Activation model (NAM) refers to a process in which people 

construct self-expectations regarding pro-social behaviour (Harland, Staats & Wilke, 2007). These 

behavioural self-expectations are termed as ‘personal norms’ and are expressed as feelings of moral 

obligation. The fundamental proposition of this theory is that activation of personal norms will 

influence pro-social behaviour (Turaga, Howarth & Borsuk, 2010). Two factors determine the 

activation of personal norms; first, the awareness of the consequences of performing or not 

performing a specific behaviour and thereafter ascription of personal responsibility for performing 

that specific behaviour. The beliefs inherent in NEP as previously stated measure social awareness of 

the biosphere and how human action affects it.  

Using these three theories as a starting point, the VBN adopts a hierarchical model where 

individual value orientation directly influences beliefs and subsequently attitudes and behaviours by 

filtering the information to be evaluated (Lopez-Mosquera & Sanchez, 2012). On the first level of the 

model, value orientations are classified into a tripartite structure consisting of egoistic, altruistic and 

biospheric values. Egoistic values focus on the individual. People with egoistic value orientations 

engage in pro-environmental behaviour for personal gains (Schultz et al., 2005). For an example, an 

individual with egoistic value orientation may purchase LED light bulbs for the home to save electricity 

cost but not necessarily out of genuine concern for the environment. Altruistic value-oriented 

individuals tend to place importance on helping others. An altruistic-oriented individual may purchase 

an energy-efficient car because it emits less polluting gases and thus will not be harmful for others. 
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Using the same example, individuals with biospheric value orientations may purchase energy-efficient 

cars out of genuine concern for the well-being of the eco-system. 

These value orientations in turn influence the formation of general beliefs held by individuals 

toward the environment. When beliefs and value orientations are more deeply rooted within 

individuals, their awareness of consequences of their behaviour towards the environment will 

subsequently be stronger. Awareness of the consequences of inaction will then in turn trigger an 

ascription of responsibility to help alleviate the consequences (Lopez-Mosquera & Sanchez, 2012).  

Studies that employed the VBN to predict pro-environmental behaviour have successfully 

explained behaviours such as environmental activism (Stern, 2000), willingness to pay for a suburban 

park (Lopez-Mosquera & Sanchez, 2012) and predicting pro-environmental behaviour cross-nationally 

(Oreg & Katz-Gerro, 2006; Cordano et al., 2010). Egoistic values were found to be the mostly 

negatively related to pro-environmental behaviours (Stern & Dietz, 1994; Honkanen & Verplanken, 

2004) and biospheric values, the most positively related (de Groot & Steg, 2008).  

2.3.4 Locus of Control and Pro-Environmental Behaviour 

In recent years, the concept ‘locus of control’ has been gaining prominence in the pro-

environmental behaviour research domain next to environmental attitude and values (e.g., Gadenne, 

Sharma, Kerr & Smith, 2011; Cleveland, Kalamas & Laroche, 2012). Locus of control can be defined as 

‘the extent to which people believe that they have the ability to affect (pro-environmental) outcomes 

through their own actions’ (McCarty & Shrum, 2001, p. 94). According to Rotter’s (1966) classic loci of 

control theory, there are two types of locus of control: external and internal. People with a strong 

sense of internal locus of control believe that their actions will have some form of bearing on the 

outcomes of situations (Bradley & Sparks, 2002; Cleveland, Kalamas & Laroche, 2005). Conversely, 

people with an external locus of control believe that they are powerless and hence, any action on 
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their part will be of no use to the situation in question (Bradley & Sparks, 2002; Cleveland, Kalamas & 

Laroche, 2005).  

Advocates of locus of control theory argue that ‘…the nature of the environmental attitude 

component should depend, to some extent, upon characteristics of personal disposition, such as 

perceptions about…control of events affecting [an individual]’ (Pettus & Giles, 1987 as cited in 

Guagnano, Stern & Dietz, 1995). Locus of control is viewed as important to the functioning of an 

individual’s physical and mental well-being (Skinner, 1996; Bradley & Sparks, 2002). It has been shown 

in the literature that individual differences in locus of control are related to a range of positive 

outcomes including health, persistence, motivation, coping with loss, self-esteem and ‘success and 

failure in a variety of life domains’ (Skinner, 1996, p. 549). 

One of the key reasons that locus of control is being increasingly emphasised in pro-

environmental behaviour research is because of the significant influence it has on the performance of 

a behaviour in terms of ‘response initiation, effort and persistence’ (Bradley & Sparks, 2002, p. 313). 

For example, when a consumer continues to purchase green products which are often costly, the 

consumer is not only buying the green products to ‘do his or her part’ for the environment (Straughan 

& Roberts, 1999, as cited in Cleveland et al., 2012, p. 296). The decision to purchase the expensive 

green products is an expression of the belief that his or her actions will be effective in fighting 

environmental degradation.  

Studies which examined the relationship between locus of control and pro-environmental 

behaviour report that internal locus of control is the predictor of positive pro-environmental 

behaviours (Hines et al., 1987; McCarty & Shrum, 2001; Gadenne et al., 2011). For example, Gadenne 

et al. (2011) found a significant relationship between internal locus of control and environmental 

attitudes in green consumers. The consumers who were intrinsically motivated to support energy 

efficiency had internalised a sense of responsibility and felt they had the control to make the change.  
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Conversely though, people who exhibited external locus of control either left change to 

chance, felt that they lacked the power to make a change or felt that it was not their responsibility to 

work on environmental problems (Hines et al., 1987). For instance, in a UK study conducted by Blake 

(1999), the common deterrent to sustainable consumption was perceived lack of power to make a 

significant difference. The common reasons cited by the participants were ‘you can’t act on your 

own…it’s a wasted effort’ and ‘there is the problem that some people…feel powerless as they are 

such a tiny cog in a big wheel’ (Blake, 1999, p. 266).  

Eqing and Sarigöllü (2000) requested that researchers exercise caution when studying the 

relationship between locus of control and pro-environmental behaviour. They emphasised the fact 

that one must be mindful that an individual will not possess internal or external locus of control all the 

time. They further stress that the type of locus of control which predicts an individual’s pro-

environmental behaviour is dependent on the type of behaviour under study as well as individuals’ 

awareness of their circumstances. This is because locus of control develops progressively throughout 

one’s lifespan from the time of infancy to the time of old age as individuals interact with their 

environment and surroundings (Lefcourt, 2013). During their lifespan, the consequences of 

individuals’ behaviour would have taught them whether and to what degree they can exert control 

over their surroundings (Ewing & Sarigöllü, 2000; Bradley & Sparks, 2002). They will be aware of the 

situations in which they have control and situations where they know they do not have the control 

needed to perform the behaviour in question (Ewing & Sarigöllü, 2000).  

To this end, the preceding discussion shed light upon the influence of the various types of 

cognitive schema on pro-environmental behaviour. The cognitive approach has made significant 

advances in the pro-environmental behaviour research domain as well as having much success in 

spreading pro-environmental attitudes, beliefs and values among individuals (Hargreaves, 2008). 

Despite the proliferation of studies that have examined cognitive variables as predictors of pro-

environmental behaviour, change in actual behaviour continues to remain low. Why is pro-
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environmental behaviour change not happening at a faster pace given the widespread positive 

increase in individuals’ environmental attitudes, beliefs and values?  

To answer this question, a group of pro-environmental behaviour researchers suggested 

moving away from studying cognitive attributes towards identifying contextual and situational 

variables that serve as barriers to pro-environmental behaviours taking place. These researchers (e.g., 

Derksen & Gartrell, 1993; Corraliza & Berenguer, 2000; Kennedy et al., 2009) argued that pro-

environmental behaviour change continues to remain elusive because individuals often find 

themselves ‘locked in’ (Jackson, 2005, p. vi) to unsustainable ways of living caused by structural 

conditions that are beyond their control. They further contend that individual concern for the 

environment and resources such as knowledge and education on pro-environmental behaviour are 

unlikely to be effective unless these structural barriers are removed (Derksen & Gartrell, 1993). 

According to these researchers, studies that serve to examine psychological factors only without 

controlling for contextual variables will most likely find inconsistent effects (Corraliza & Berenguer, 

2000; Tanner & Kast, 2003; Jackson, 2005; Egmond & Bruel, 2007; Lavergne, Sharp, Pelletier & Holtby, 

2010; Thøgersen, 2010). The following section turns to this second strand of research in the area of 

pro-environmental behaviour: the role of context in influencing pro-environmental behaviour.  
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Anecdote 1: When Amaya moved into her new place, she decided that every household good purchased 

would be environmentally friendly. She bought an eco-friendly laundry powder, an organic dishwashing 

liquid and a plant-based toilet cleaner. However, three months after moving into her new home, she 

found it difficult to continue with the purchase of these environmentally friendly products. As much as 

she knew these would be the safest and best options for the environment and her family, they were too 

expensive. Over the next few months, she stopped buying these organic products and switched to the 

cheaper and environmentally unsound products.  

 

Anecdote 2: MacPherson Park Residential complex has a mixture of double-storey and triple-storey 

townhouses. Residents living in the double-storey townhouses are each provided with two bins; one for 

recycling and one for normal waste. Residents of these townhouses are expected to wheel their bins out 

every Wednesday. Residents living in the triple-storey townhouses, however, have access to a centralised 

bin system which is located in the middle of the complex. The location of the centralised bins is a long 

distance from where most triple-storey houses in the complex are situated. Recently, MacPherson Park 

body corporate managers observed that the waste from the triple-storey townhouses was not separated 

and recyclables were thrown in the normal waste bin along with other trash. The double-storey 

townhouses, on the other hand, had a higher recycling rate. The body corporate managers puzzled by 

this approached some of the residents living in the triple-storey townhouses to determine their waste 

disposal routines. Through discussions with the residents, the body corporate managers found that the 

residents of the triple-storey townhouses were aware of the benefits of recycling. However, they were 

deterred from recycling their waste due to the lack of provision of individual household bins for 

segregating recyclables from non-recyclables and the long distance to the centralised bins. It was more 

convenient to place all their waste in one trash bag and walk to dispose them in the main bin for general 

trash, than to separate the recyclables.  

2.4 Role of Context and Pro-Environmental Behaviour 

 

These anecdotes illustrate the common challenges faced by members of the lay public in 

trying to be pro-environmental. In the first scenario, although Amaya holds positive environmental 

attitudes and values which are supportive of green purchases, she found it difficult to sustain her pro-

environmental behaviour due to the high costs of organic products. The second anecdote is an 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

55 

 

illustration of how inconvenience and inaccessibility to environmental services can inhibit recycling 

behaviour. Although the residents living in the triple-storey townhouses were aware of the benefits of 

recycling, they did not find it convenient to separate the recyclables as they had to walk a long 

distance to the middle of the complex to dispose of their waste. 

In both these anecdotes, although individuals have pro-environmental attitudes and values, 

contextual factors such as high cost of environmental goods, inconvenience and lack of accessibility to 

recycling bins moderated whether individuals’ pro-environmental attitudes and values were 

predictive of their behaviour. In short, these illustrations are examples of how pro-environmental 

attitudes, beliefs and values may not necessarily result in pro-environmental behaviour. Situational 

and contextual factors can either facilitate or inhibit pro-environmental behaviour. This is the main 

proposition of researchers who argue for the inclusion of contextual factors in the study of pro-

environmental behaviour.  

In the current literature, two distinctive approaches to the study of contextual influences on 

pro-environmental behaviour have emerged. The first approach focuses on adding selective 

situational variables to existing models such as the TPB or Norm Activation Theory to predict pro-

environmental behaviour (e.g., Harland et al., 2007; Klöckner & Blöbaum, 2010; Saphores, Ogunseitan 

& Shapiro 2012). Advocates of the second approach, on the other hand, critique the first approach by 

arguing that when situational/contextual factors are added on as variables to existing models, the 

focus still remains on the individual decision-making process (Hargreaves, 2008; Shove, 2010; Ho, 

2015). They further contend the proponents of the first approach fail to recognise that individuals do 

not live in a social vacuum. Individuals are social actors who are bound by the conditions of the social 

settings to which they belong (Shove, 2010; Ho, 2015). Therefore, pro-environmental behaviour 

needs to be understood amidst existing social settings in the course of individuals’ everyday lives 

(Hargreaves, 2008; Clayton & Myers, 2015; Ho, 2015).  
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A review of current literature on both strands of contextual research reveal the following 

three contextual variables: social norms, accessibility to environmental goods and services, and trust 

in government institutions as the main facilitators and/or inhibitors of pro-environmental behaviour. 

2.4.1 Social Norms 

Although individuals are agents of their own behaviour, in some instances consumption 

occurs in conformity with existing requirements of ‘normality’ and ‘appropriate conduct’ (Evans, 

2011, p. 110). One such requirement is conformity to social norms. Social norm concerns ‘how 

significant others think one should behave in relation to certain behaviour’ (Ajzen, 1991, p. 188). It 

entails feeling pressure to perform or not perform certain behaviour and is a multiplicative function of 

the motivation to comply with that perceived social pressure and the likelihood of getting social 

approval for performing the behaviour (Ajzen & Madden, 1986). According to Cialdini et al. (1990), 

social norms can be dichotomised as; descriptive norms (what most people do) and injunctive norms 

(what is approved of).  

In terms of pro-environmental behaviour, there is validating evidence pointing to the impact 

of both descriptive and injunctive normative influences from family, friends and other reference 

groups shaping people’s attitudes and behaviour towards pro-environmental behaviour (Bamberg, 

2003; Lee, 2008; Pickett-Baker & Ozaki, 2008; Gadenne, Sharma, Kerr & Smith, 2011; Park & Ha, 

2012). Some studies have found both descriptive and injunctive social norms to have a positive 

influence on pro-environmental behaviour (e.g., Bamberg, 2003; Pickett-Baer & Ozaki, 2008; Ozaki, 

2011) whereas others have found them to discourage pro-environmental behaviour (e.g., Blake, 1999; 

Kollmuss & Young, 2002). 

In instances where a dominating culture supports an unsustainable lifestyle, pro-

environmental behaviour has been found to be least likely to occur (Kennedy et al., 2009). For 

example, Kennedy et al. (2009) found that members of a household may sacrifice their priorities for 
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the environment if the powerful member of the household who does not practise sustainable 

behaviours asserts his or her position in the house in a dominating way (injunctive norm). Similarly, 

Pickett-Baker & Ozaki (2008) found that green product purchases were mostly dependent on the 

consumer’s predisposition to conform to normative influences and the coercive power of the group 

to which the consumer belongs (injunctive norm).  

In another related study focusing on Singaporean students’ pro-environmental behaviour and 

commitment levels, Kong and Yee’s findings (2002) revealed students having significantly high levels 

of environmental concern and acknowledging that they should be more engaged in environmentally 

friendly activities. However, when it came to acting on their attitudes and beliefs, they feel 

embarrassed and afraid to act pro-environmentally because of the fear of social censure (descriptive 

norm) (Kong & Yee, 2002). From these three examples, the significant extent to which social norms 

play an active role in inhibiting pro-environmental behaviour can be observed. In wanting to belong 

and feel inclusive, people are willing to compromise their pro-environmental behaviour by embracing 

the norms of their referent groups (Gadenne, Sharma, Kerr & Smith, 2011).  

On the other hand, social pressure through the behaviours of significant others has also been 

shown to motivate pro-environmental behaviour. White and Hyde (2013) for example, found that 

when individuals see important referents such as neighbours, friends, spouses/partners engage in 

curb side recycling, they feel obliged to follow suit (descriptive norm). These normative social 

pressures are readily visible in other types of environmental actions as well, such as using rainwater 

tanks and lessening the use of water sprinklers in the garden (Barr, 2003).  

Some studies have reported unconcerned individuals engaging in pro-environmental 

behaviour just as much as their pro-environmental counterparts due to the influence of social norms 

(e.g., Bamberg, 2003; Lee, 2008b). For example, Bamberg (2003) studied the attitudinal variables that 

encouraged students’ decisions to acquire informational brochures on green electricity. Students 

were split into two groups; those who were highly concerned towards the environment and those 
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who had low levels of environmental concern. The intention to acquire information on green 

electricity amongst students who had low levels of environmental concern was found to be relatively 

high. These students were encouraged to obtain the informational brochures when their friends did 

the same (injunctive norm). Similarly, Lee (2008) found social influence (injunctive norm) to be the 

most significant predictor of green purchasing behaviour in unconcerned adolescents. In all these 

instances, perceived social pressure has led to environmentally significant behaviours especially in 

individuals with low levels of environmental concern.  

Whilst the discussion in the preceding paragraphs focused on one type of social group (e.g., 

household members, neighbours, peers in school) influencing pro-environmental behaviours of 

others in that group, it is increasingly being recognised that an individual does not belong to one in-

group but multiple in-groups at any specific point in time (McDonald, Fielding & Louis, 2014; Culiberg 

& Elgaaied-Gambier, 2016). Consequently, this can possibly affect the individual’s decisions on which 

group’s norm to follow (McDonald, Fielding & Louis, 2014).  

For an example, an individual may belong to a family of vegetarians but may have meat-eating 

colleagues at work which makes it hard to adhere to a vegetarian diet when going out for corporate 

events. In this example, each of the multiple in-groups to which the individual belongs practises 

conflicting behaviours. Existing studies reveal that in such instances the degree of congruence or 

conflict in beliefs that exist between the different in-groups to which an individual belongs will 

determine individuals’ reactions (Bedford, 1999).  

On the other hand, some studies have indicated a motivating effect of conflict where 

individuals were more inclined to act to reduce their environmental impact if there was divergence in 

beliefs about the norms of individuals’ in-groups. This effect could occur in an individual fashion, with 

the norm conflict highlighting, to the individual, the importance and effectiveness of their own 

contribution in an instrumental sense or via a more collective route, with the norm conflict 

highlighting the potential to spread a positive norm of behaviour to the non-active groups.  
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2.4.2 Accessibility to Environmental Goods and Services 

The second recurring contextual factor found to be a predictor of pro-environmental 

behaviour in the literature is accessibility to environmental goods and services. In places where 

accessibility to environmental goods and services is provided, pro-environmental behaviour is found 

to increase substantially (e.g., Thøgersen, 2009; Thøgersen, 2010; Siu & Xiao, 2016). At the same time, 

in cases where environmental goods and services have been made inaccessible, pro-environmental 

levels are low, as observed in the anecdotes earlier (Evans, 2011; Siu & Xiao, 2016). For instance, most 

of the respondents from Evans’ (2011) study acknowledged that if they used the train instead of 

driving to work, the impact of their action would be beneficial for the environment. However, the high 

prices of train tickets are a deterrent to them catching the train to work. Train tickets are more 

expensive than fuel prices. Therefore, the participants find it more cost- effective to drive than to take 

the train. A few others mentioned the unavailability of bus stops and train stations in their 

neighbourhood suburbs preventing them from taking public transport to work. In this case, although 

individuals in this study would like to help the environment, the lack of appropriate incentive 

structures for catching public transport and the unavailability of bus stops and train stations were 

inhibiting them from being pro-environmental.  

In the case of recycling, Siu and Xiao (2016) found location and placement of recycling bins 

and collection methods to hamper recycling significantly. When recycling bins were placed in a central 

location where people were required to take time and effort to transport the recyclables, the 

recycling rate was low. In Singapore, 81% of its resident live in high rise flats with refuse-chutes on 

each storey. Because of this convenient waste disposal method, Singaporeans hardly recycle. For 

similar reasons, Chen and Tung (2010) found that respondents in their study did not have recycling 

intentions if there was a lack of facilities. On the other hand, when recycling facilities are available, 

recycling intentions increase.  Political measures that facilitate recycling by forcing people to pay for 
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garbage disposal have also been found to reduce waste generation and increase recycling rates (Lee 

& Paik, 2011).  

In his study on organic food consumption in Denmark, Thøgersen (2010) found the Danish 

government to be pro-active in organic farming. The Danish government’s financial support for 

organic farming, the effort it puts into certification, credible control and the labelling system have 

over the years seen a substantial increase in organic food consumption amongst Danish citizens.  

Faiers, Cook and Neame (2007) in their study on the adoption of green power found that 

between the years 1995 and 2002, there was an increase of 675 000 customers for green energy in 

the Netherlands. This was only made possible because the Netherlands government developed a 

virtual cycle system where it funded green power markets, leading to an increase in consumer 

demand for green energy products and subsequently this demand led to reductions in costs. The 

reduced costs in turn stimulated further investments in green power products leading to greater 

demand.  

In sum, these examples from existing studies bring to attention the importance of structural 

conditions and other contextual factors in either facilitating or inhibiting pro-environmental 

behaviour. Individual concern for the environment and individual resources alone may not necessarily 

overcome contextual barriers to action. The cases of proactive organic food consumption in Denmark 

and the adoption of green energy in the Netherlands are indications of the important role of 

government in facilitating pro-environmental behaviour. When the macro context is changed and a 

mechanism is provided for behaviour change to take place, the probability of individual action 

increases as illustrated in the examples given, because the effort required on the part of an individual 

decreases (Seyfang, 2006; Thøgersen, 2010; Siu & Xiao, 2016).  
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2.4.3 Trust in Government  

Another influential factor found to impact pro-environmental behaviour is the public’s trust in 

government institutions. Trust can be defined as ‘the willingness to rely on those who have the 

responsibility for making decisions and taking actions related to the management of technology, the 

environment, medicine, or other realms of public health and safety’ (Siegrist, 2000, p. 196). Trust 

works at various levels of abstraction (Lange & Gouldson, 2010). Trust is what informs personal 

relationships and what also infuses social structures (Lange & Gouldson, 2010). The pre-existing levels 

of trust that lie among citizens and regulated businesses can influence how they will interact with a 

regulator (Lange & Gouldson, 2010). At the same time, trust can also be an output of a regulatory 

regime. The specifications laid out by a regulator or regulated businesses as well as third parties have 

the capacity to either generate new trust in the public, enhance existing trust or destroy trust in a 

regulatory regime. This is because judgements based on trust not only have a cognitive component 

but also a strong affective dimension (Lange & Gouldson, 2010). 

Public trust has been found to be especially important for pro-environmental behaviour 

because effectiveness of pro-environmental behaviour campaigns is only possible if the public trusts 

the government organisations and NGOs responsible for communicating the messages. 

Unfortunately, the intensity of distrust and lack of faith in government institutions seem to be quite 

deep in a clear majority of people in several pro-environmental behaviour studies  (e.g., Macnaghten 

& Jacobs, 1997; Burgess et al., 1998; Barr, 2003; Gadenne et al., 2011; Fielding & Head, 2012; Kua & 

Wong, 2012). In Macnaghten and Jacobs’ (1997) research, for example, participants were divided 

according to their gender, age, socio-economic status, geographic location and marital/parenting 

status. Regardless of these demographic segmentations, the distrust in central government was 

widely prevalent. The common views and opinions of participants were that central government is 

highly corrupted, irresponsible and often run on short-term business interests with no genuine 

concern for public welfare (Macnaghten & Jacobs, 1997; Fuchs & Lorek, 2005). Therefore, even if the 
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government was to provide accurate and salient information about sustainability issues, the public 

was not willing to buy the information (Macnaghten & Jacobs; 1997; Barr, 2003). The public strongly 

believes that any information presented on environmental grounds by government institutions is 

incomplete and only facts that seek to serve their pervasive nature are communicated to the public 

(Macnaghten & Jacobs; 1997, Burgess et al., 1998; Fuchs & Lorek, 2005).  

Nonetheless, when asked who the public saw as most credible in delivering accurate 

messages about the environment, many people still chose government institutions (Blake, 1999; 

Macnaghten & Jacobs, 1997). The reason commonly cited is that although government institutions 

are viewed as untrustworthy, they are still the ones with the power to make changes (Blake, 1999; 

Macnaghten & Jacobs, 1997; Fielding & Head, 2012). People generally feel a sense of powerlessness 

and ineffectiveness of their individual actions without the involvement of their government (Fien, 

Yeneken & Sykes, 2002; Fielding & Head, 2012).  

Notwithstanding, it is increasingly being recognised that when institutions adopt a 

collaborated approach to environmental measures by including the public as its stakeholders, the 

public’s trust in the information provided by the respective institutions and the institutions 

themselves increases (Kua & Wong, 2012). If environmental initiatives include a social component in 

which the public is welcomed to have a say in the design of the initiatives, people’s levels of trust 

toward government institutions may increase (Blake, 1999). Government agencies and respective 

institutions should bear in mind that overcoming the trust issue requires a ‘gradual construction of 

more equitable relationships between individuals and institutions of local governance’ (Blake, 1999, p. 

269). 

2.5 An Amalgamation of Cognitive Schema and Context 

The foregoing sections discussed the cognitive and contextual lines of reasoning to predict 

and explain pro-environmental behaviour. The review on the cognitive strand of research discussed 

how environmental psychologists advance knowledge by studying behaviour as a function of 
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processes internal to the individual. The review on the contextual line of research focused on the 

study of pro-environmental behaviour as a function of contextual factors. On the contrary, few social 

science researchers of late have attempted to integrate these two perspectives by linking the micro 

world of individual behaviour with the macro social context (e.g., Derksen & Gartrell, 1993; 

Guagnano, Stern & Dietz, 1995; Corralizza & Berenguer, 20120; Bamberg, 2003).  

Proponents of this integrative approach argue that researchers who focus on cognitive 

schema to understand and explain pro-environmental behaviour treat individuals as ‘atomistic agents 

autonomous of social structure’ (Guagnano, Stern & Dietz, 1995, p. 700). Those cognitive researchers 

who focus on internal processes promote education and persuasion as the best way to encourage 

pro-environmental behaviour. On the other hand, advocates for the contextual line of pro-

environmental behaviour research view individuals as ‘automatons programmed by forces beyond 

their comprehension’ (Guagnano, Stern & Dietz, 1995, p. 700). These researchers push for 

interventions such as stricter regulations or higher taxes to change behaviour; however, even if either 

group is successful in gaining influence, problems will arise when policy makers try to apply social 

science to change behaviour. Policies will still fall short because the critical insights provided by the 

other perspective become neglected in the process (Guagnano, Stern & Dietz, 1995).  

Therefore, integrative researchers concur that to make policy changes more meaningful and 

effective, one must look at the interaction effects that exist between both social psychological 

variables and contextual factors (Derksen & Gartrell, 1993; Guagnano, Stern & Dietz, 1995; Corraliza 

& Berenguer, 2000). The advocates for an integrative research approach argue that pro-

environmental behaviour is an ‘outcome of a series of causally linked external and internal factors’ 

(Stern & Oskamp, 1987 as cited in Guagnano et al., 1995, p. 700). It is contingent upon a range of 

factors (Stern, 2002) and at a specific place and time, different types of drivers and barriers interact 

with one another (Blake, 1999). Whilst in one situation, psychological factors may be better predictors 
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of behaviour, in another situation contextual factors may take precedence (Corraliza & Berenguer, 

2000; Bamberg, 2003; Welsch & Kühling, 2009; Thøgersen, 2010).  

One of the earliest works of integrative pro-environmental behaviour research is by Derksen 

and Gartrell (1993). They studied the interaction effect of social context on recycling. On its own, 

environmental concern did not correlate strongly with recycling behaviour; however, in areas where 

blue recycling bins were placed, the effect on recycling behaviour was significant. Furthermore, 

individuals who were presumably not concerned towards the environment were found to recycle 

more with the placement of additional blue recycling bins.  

Building on Derksen and Gartrell’s (1993) work, Guagnano, Stern and Dietz (1995) examined 

the predictive value of Schwartz’s (1977) Norm Activation Theory (NAT) in a field setting in which a 

natural experiment varied the external conditions of household participation in the recycling of glass, 

aluminium and plastic waste. They found the Schwartz model to be very effective in predicting 

behaviour for households without bins, but it had no predictive value for households with bins.  

Bamberg (2003) conducted a study to determine the factors that encouraged the decision to 

acquire informational brochures on green electricity. The structural equation multivariate analyses on 

the surface revealed that attitude, subjective norm and perceived behavioural control together 

explained 63% of the variance in intention (Bamberg, 2003). Attitude had the strongest effect on 

intention; however, when a multiple group analysis was run within the structural equation modelling 

approach, this was not the case. Subjective norm was the most significant predictor of intention for 

students with low levels of environmental concern and perceived behavioural control for highly 

concerned students (Bamberg, 2003).  

In all the above studies, the impact of the interaction effects between personal, contextual 

variables and intention to act appear to be quite prominent. These interaction effects suggest that an 

integrative way of studying pro-environmental behaviour by exploring both contextual factors and 

cognitive variables together to explain the facilitators and barriers of pro-environmental behaviour is 
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perhaps more ideal as opposed to studying pro-environmental behaviour exclusively from either 

cognitive or contextual perspectives alone.  

To this point, the above literature review sheds light on the three main lines of pro-

environmental behaviour research. From the review, it can be observed that in the last forty years or 

so, significant advances have been made in the area of pro-environmental behaviour research. 

Despite these advances, gaps in knowledge remain. While it is beyond the scope of this thesis to 

address all the deficiencies and anomalies, this thesis is an attempt to address three of the gaps 

identified in the literature review.  

2.6 Deficiencies and Anomalies  

2.6.1 Inadequate Studies on Pro-Environmental Behaviour in South East Asian Cities 

The first gap identified in the existing pro-environmental behaviour literature is that a large 

body of work on pro-environmental behaviour has been conducted on Western populations living in 

the U.S. or the UK (e.g., Burgess, Harrison & Filius, 1998; Macnaghten & Myers, 1998; Blake, 1999; 

Corraliza & Berenguer, 2000; Barr, 2003; Thøgersen, 2009; Thøgersen, 2010) with a paucity of studies 

on pro-environmental behaviour conducted in Asian countries, specifically urban cities in Asia (Chan, 

2001; Leung & Rice, 2002; Soyez, 2012; Lee, Kurisu & Hanaki, 2013). Diamantopoulos, Schlegelmilch, 

Sinkovics and Bohlen (2003) reported that 80% of studies on pro-environmental behaviour studies 

were from the U.S. Although, in recent years, pro-environmental behaviour research has expanded 

outside the U.S. and the UK to include other cultures (e.g., Schultz & Zelezny, 1998; Aoyugi-Usui, 

Vinken & Kuribayashi, 2003; Cordano et al., 2010), little is still known about pro-environmental 

behaviour in Asian cities. This thesis contends that pro-environmental behaviour research in Asian 

cities is warranted for two important reasons and these will now be discussed in turn.  

2.6.1.1 Inherent cultural differences between the East and the West  

Firstly, facilitators and barriers for pro-environmental behaviour that exist for Western 

societies may not necessarily be the same for Eastern societies. The main reason for this are the 
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underlying cultural differences between the two societies. Culture can be best defined as ‘shared 

attitudes, beliefs, categorisations, expectations, norms, roles, self-definitions, values and other such 

elements of subjective culture found among individuals whose interactions were facilitated by shared 

language, historical period, and geographic region’ (Triandis, 1972, p. 3). One of the most widely used 

cultural dimensions is the individualism-collectivism dimension (Hofstede, 1980). The fundamental 

premise of the individualism versus collectivism dimension is that societies differ in their basic beliefs 

on how they should behave with respect to their interaction with others, in their allocation of priority 

for group goals and the importance they place on unity with others (Hofstede, 2001; Kim & Choi, 

2005).  

While individualistic societies and cultures prefer ‘a loosely knot[ted] social structure in which 

individuals take care of themselves and their immediate families only’ (Hofstede, 1980, p. 87), 

collectivists, on the other hand, assume that ‘groups bind and mutually obligate individuals’ (Hofstede, 

1980, p. 5). People who are from individualist cultures tend to be independent and self-oriented 

whereas people from collectivistic cultures are more interdependent and group-oriented (Cho et al., 

2013).  

Based on this cultural dimension, there is substantial evidence in existing literature (e.g., Chan, 

2001; Leung & Rice, 2002; Aoyagi-Usui, Vinken & Kuribayashi, 2003; Milfont, Duckitt & Cameron, 

2006; Chen et al., 2011) indicating that differences in cultures produce dissimilar psychological, 

behavioural, structural and institutional consequences (Chan, 2000; Cordano et al., 2010; Park & Ha, 

2012). Western cultures tend to focus more on the importance of attitudes, beliefs, needs, 

personality, idiosyncratic values and processes that are internal to individuals (Wong & Ahuvia, 1998). 

On the contrary, norms, collective needs, collective self-definitions and values are integral to many 

non-Western cultures, specifically Asian cultures (Triandis, 1996). 

In relation to pro-environmental behaviour, existing literature reveals differences in the 

determinants and barriers of pro-environmental behaviour between Asian and Western cultures. It 
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appears that the extent to which emphasis is placed on self versus group goals manifested in the 

cultural syndromes of individualism and collectivism has varying implications for individuals’ pro-

environmental behaviour commitment levels (Kim, 2011).  

For example, Chan and Lau (2002) investigated green purchasing behaviour between Chinese 

and American consumers. While attitude exerted a stronger influence on Americans’ green purchase 

intentions, subjective norms were significantly more important in predicting green purchase 

intentions in the Chinese. Similarly, Lee (2008b) found social influence to be the most significant 

predictor of green purchasing behaviour in Chinese adolescents. An interesting finding also emerged 

in her study. Adolescents who showed low levels of concern towards the environment reported that 

they would purchase green products if people in their in-groups did the same. The influence of 

collectivistic group conformity was quite evident in these two studies.  

The structure of environmental values also differs between Asian and Western cultures. 

Schwartz and Bilsky (1990) tested the universal structure of their motivational domains of values in 

seven societies, six of which were Western societies and one, Eastern (Hong Kong). The dynamics of 

value conflict and compatibility were found to hold well as postulated in the samples from the six 

Western societies but not in the Hong Kong sample (Schwartz & Bilsky, 1990). Value domains which 

were perceived to be incompatible in the West, such as restrictive conformity and maturity were 

found in contrast to be perceived as compatible by the Hong Kong sample (Schwartz & Bilsky, 1990). 

Schwartz and Bilsky (1990) concluded that the consistency in organisation of the motivational domains 

of values across their Western samples and the deviations found in the Hong Kong sample clearly 

pointed toward a lack of universality in cultural values between Western and Eastern cultures.  

Like Schwartz and Bilsky (1990), Aoyugi-Usui, Vinken and Kuribayashi (2003) explored 

differences in environmental values between Asian and Western countries. They found environmental 

values in their Japanese and Thai samples to be linked with both altruistic and traditional values such 
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as honouring parents and family security, whereas the Dutch and American samples linked 

environmental values only with altruistic values.  

Nguyen, Lobo and Greenland (2017) investigated the influence of collectivistic and long-term 

orientation values on green purchase behaviour intention among Vietnamese consumers. In their 

study, their findings showed that individuals’ collectivistic and long-term orientation cultural values 

facilitated consumers’ green purchase behaviour intentions by enhancing environmental attitudes and 

subjective norms. At the same time, collectivistic values were found to motivate the perceived 

inconvenience associated with green purchases. Long-term orientation values were found to have the 

most influence on environmental attitudes.  

There is evidence in current literature pointing towards a relationship between environmental 

worldviews and cultural and other social belief systems as well (e.g., Liu & Lederman, 2007; Liu & Lin, 

2013). For example, Liu and Lin (2013) found that the Taiwanese respondents in their study did not fall 

into any of the environmental worldview typologies previously discussed. The authors suggested that 

the respondents’ environmental worldviews were shaped by the traditional Chinese concept of nature 

where people perceive humankind as part of nature and who are subjected to natural laws. Therefore, 

humans should not try to rule over it and must follow the natural rules for prosperity and harmony.  

In another study on Taiwanese students by Liu and Lederman (2007), slightly different results 

were obtained. It was found that participants held diverging environmental worldviews. These authors 

argued that while the Chinese concept of nature was still dominant in their participants, influence 

from Western values was also observed where, like individuals in Western cultures, Taiwanese 

students believed that human beings can control nature. It is believed that notions of modernisation 

could have possibly influenced students’ environmental worldviews (Liu & Lederman, 2007). Results 

from both these studies bring to attention the complex and dynamic nature of culture, how cultural 

beliefs and values vary among different groups of people and across generations and how they 

influence environmental worldviews.  
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In sum, the results from the above-mentioned studies clearly underline the importance of 

understanding the differential patterns in cultural beliefs, norms and values in relation to pro-

environmental behaviour in Asian and Western cultures. However, research exploring the influence of 

cultural factors on pro-environmental behaviour from an Asian context needs further investigation.  

2.6.1.2 Growing environmental degradation in South East Asian cities 

The second reason for an urgent need to study pro-environmental behaviour in an Asian city 

context is the escalating pace of environmental degradation in Asian cities (Martinson, So, Tin & 

Wong, 1997; Hobson, 2004). In the year 2000, Southeast Asia contributed 12% of the world’s total 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (Phdungsilp, 2009). Between 1990 and 2000, the region’s total 

emissions increased by 27% which was faster than the global average rate of increase (Phdungsilp, 

2009). During the same period, the region’s GHG emissions increased by 83% making it the highest 

among the major emission sources (Phdungsilp, 2009). These high emissions can be attributed to 

rapid economic growth, energy consumption and carbon emissions in South East Asian cities. These 

high emissions are expected to increase exponentially in the near future (IEA, 2010, as cited in Hori et 

al., 2013; Worldwide Fund for Nature, 2012). Energy consumption, for an example, in Chinese and 

Indian cities alone is expected to increase by 54% in the years to come (IEA, 2010, as cited in Hori et 

al., 2013). As a result of increasing consumption levels, more natural resources will be required, 

consequently leading to higher levels of GHG emissions (Phdungsilp, 2009).  

Existing research on climate change shows that cities are the main drivers and targets of 

climate change (Phdungsilp, 2009; Savage et al., 2015). Although cities occupy only 1% of the world’s 

land area, urban consumers consume up to 70% of the world’s food, energy, natural resources and 

manufactured goods, besides being centres of pollution, sewerage and garbage (Savage et al., 2015). 

Yet, pro-environmental behaviour researchers have not explored cities, especially South East Asian 

cities in their studies.  
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As previously stated, environmental needs in many Asian cities, especially in South East Asian 

countries such as Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam have taken a backseat in light of their 

economic prosperity (Hobson, 2004). Various societal stakeholders from these countries have 

become content with the increase in economic growth and thus, have failed to feel any form of 

urgent threat from environmental degradation (Chan & Wong, 1994; Schultz, 2002; Hobson, 2004; 

Lee, 2008; Chen et al 2011; Liu & Lin, 2013; Lorek & Spangenberg, 2014).  

One possible reason postulated in existing literature is that Asian countries, in general, look 

up to Western development pathways and lifestyles as ideal definitions of success in life (Wolf & 

Moser, 2011; de Koning, Ta, Crul, Wever & Brezet, 2016). Aspiring to Western brands and valuing the 

quality and other attributes associated with these Western brands are signals of progress in life (de 

Koning et al., 2016). Hence, it is believed that one’s social identity and social standing improves if one 

adopts the Western consumerist lifestyle by engaging in the consumption of luxury goods (Maruyama 

& Trung, 2006; de Koning et al., 2016). Consequently, these perceptions are leading to stupendous 

increases in personal and household consumption levels in Southeast Asian countries (e.g., Maruyama 

& Trung, 2006; de Koning et al., 2016).  

Considering newfound affluence and an insatiable desire to consume more, the once popular 

philosophies in Asian cultures such as Buddhism, Sufism and Gandhism which professed frugality as 

the aspired way of life are also seen to be dwindling away (Khan, 1995; Chan, 2001; Polonsky, 

Kilbourne & Vocino, 2014). However, more research is warranted to explore this issue further from 

the perspectives of individuals living in South East Asian cities to determine their opinions and views 

on pro-environmental behaviour.  

2.6.2 Lack of Research on Lay Public’s Perceptions of Pro-Environmental 
Communication 

The second anomaly observed is the dearth of research looking at how environmental 

communication influences pro-environmental behaviour among the lay public, especially from an 
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Asian context. How do members of the lay public in Asian cities, by watching or listening to 

environmental messages through the various mass media outlets or through interpersonal 

communication with significant others, relate to the perceived threats to their daily lives raised in the 

messages? How do they interpret these messages, evaluate them and work out their individual 

responsibility towards the environment?  

It is of considerable significance to find out how individuals from Asian cities consume 

environmental meanings and values through the various communication channels because the lay 

public’s receptivity and reactions to the messages from these communication channels have been 

shown to affect various cognitive and behavioural outcomes (Burgess, 1990; Ho, Detenber, Rosenthal 

& Lee, 2014). The type of communication tools used to reach out to the public, the way 

environmental messages are framed and the media used to communicate environmental messages 

have implications on how individuals respond (Corner, 2012).  

The most common environmental communication model utilised by policy makers is the one-

way information transfer communication model. In this model, communication is seen to flow in one 

direction; from policy maker to the lay public (Macnaghten & Jacobs, 1997; Ockwell, Whitmarsh & 

O’Neill, 2009). This information deficit model treats members of the lay public as “empty vessels” 

waiting to be filled with the right knowledge on pro-environmental behaviour. When the correct and 

right information is provided using the proper medium which policymakers feel is appropriate, the lay 

public will rationally act accordingly (Myers & Macnagthen, 1998; Ockwell et al., 2009). Implicit in this 

model are two assumptions; scientific realism and instrumentalism. Scientific realism assumes that 

environmental problems are obvious for everyone to see (Myers & Macnaghten, 1998). 

Instrumentalism is the assumption that it is believed individuals will act upon seeing the 

environmental messages being communicated (Myers & Macnaghten, 1998). However, information 

transfer can fail if (1) people are unaware of the extent to which the threat is imminent, (2) people 

are aware but the environmental messages are too simplistic and unclear, (3) environmental 
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messages are clear but people do not feel that the threats are relevant to them personally, (4) people 

are aware of how the threats concern them but they have lost trust in the institutions which are 

promoting pro-environmental behaviour to them, and (5) people recognise that they should take 

some form of action but do not possess environmental responsibility (Myers & Macnaghten, 1998). 

While this rationalistic communication approach may work for energy-saving behaviours, they 

may not be as effective in fostering other forms of pro-environmental behaviour such as using public 

transport instead of riding cars to work because these behaviours are influenced by underlying social 

norms and cultural values which are not easy to change (Ockwell et al., 2009). As the review of 

existing literature demonstrated, there is a wide plethora of barriers preventing individuals from 

being pro-environmental. Any approach taken to change behaviour should consider the complexity of 

the barriers faced by members of the lay public.  

As noted in this example, as well as many other pro-environmental behaviour studies, existing 

environmental communication approaches have not been hugely successful with members of the lay 

public due to the scientific realism and instrumentalism assumptions implicit in the information-

deficit model proposed by policymakers (e.g., Burgess et al., 1998; Ockwell et al., 2009). However, 

environmental communication by policy makers does play a potent role in helping to shape 

individuals’ pro-environmental behaviour (Harrison, Burgess & Filius, 1996). What is required though 

is an understanding of an approach of how the lay public can be engaged at an affective and 

emotional level (Ockewell et al., 2009). One way to do this is to take a bottom-up approach by 

exploring the views and perceptions of the lay public in relation to existing pro-environmental 

campaigns. Most environmental campaigns are developed and implemented based on top-down 

expert opinions (Ockwell et al., 2009). Most pro-environmental campaigns make assumptions about 

what the lay public thinks about the environment, their communities, the organisations which are 

initiating pro-environmental activities and their own capacities for action (Myers & Macnaghten, 

1998). However, efforts can go wasted if these assumptions are incorrect or worse still, 
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counterproductive as was demonstrated in the example of Singaporeans’ car use. Therefore, to 

prevent such assumptions from going wrong, it is imperative that policy makers and pro-

environmental behaviour researchers seek to understand environmental communication from the 

perspectives of the lay public.  

As Burgess et al. (1998, p. 1447) aptly stated, ‘lay publics are experts in their own lifeworlds’. 

They are well aware of their social dilemmas and know situations in which environmental messages 

can influence them and situations in which they will not. While there have been attempts made in this 

area, studies are still based on Western populations with few conducted in Asia (e.g., Ho, Liao & 

Rosenthal, 2015).   

2.6.3 Overreliance on Quantitative Research Methods  

The third deficiency observed in a significant body of research on pro-environmental 

behaviour is that studies are mostly deep-rooted in quantitative methodology (e.g., Tanner & Kast, 

2003; Tonglet, Philips & Bates, 2004; Ertz, Karakas & Sarigöllü, 2016). More specifically, self-report 

questionnaires are commonly used with data often drawn from large, nationally representative 

samples (Wolf & Moser, 2011; Stevenson, 2009; Peterson, Russell, West & Brosius, 2010; Liu & Lin, 

2013). While studies using self-report questionnaires have been incredibly useful in helping 

researchers recognise varying patterns in people’s opinions, attitudes, levels of understanding and 

concern for environmental issues (Wolf & Moser, 2011), three key disadvantages exist in relying 

completely on self-report measures to predict pro-environmental behaviour. 

2.6.3.1 Inadequate capture of social contexts  

To begin with, it is hard to discern from studies that employ self-report questionnaires how 

and why beliefs and opinions are formed and held. The standardised and fixed nature of the questions 

in surveys usually do not allow for follow-up to better understand the responses provided by 

participants (Wolf & Moser, 2011). Two assumptions underlie survey methods. Firstly, it is assumed 

by users of surveys as a tool for pro-environmental behaviour research that individuals’ responses to 
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survey questions can be isolated from their social and physical contexts (Macnaghten & Urry, 1998; 

Ho, 2015). Secondly, researchers assume that social responses and norms can be obtained by 

aggregating scores on individuals’ actions, beliefs and values. As Ho (2015) rightly stated, 

‘conceptualising “behaviour” and values as individuated variables…reflects a mechanistic ontology - 

that human action can be compartmentalised, reduced to abstract variables with linear and 

predictable interactions, just like a machine can be understood as the sum of its mechanical parts’.  

 Human action consists of complex modalities of values, norms and duties among other 

things, which cannot be completely understood through quantitative research methods alone (Ho, 

2015). For example, how do individuals define and understand environmental issues? What roles do 

individuals feel they play in protecting the environment and why? What kinds of arguments do 

individuals mobilise to rationalise their performance or non-performance of some pro-environmental 

behaviours over others? What are the constraints they experience in their daily lives which restrict 

them from being pro-environmental? 

Answers to these questions cannot be obtained through surveys but they are necessary if the 

end goal of pro-environmental behaviour studies is to support meaningful discussions and policy 

making on environmental issues (Gatersleben et al., 2002) and make long-term behaviour change 

happen. Answers to these questions will provide researchers with a more comprehensive and holistic 

picture of individuals’ underlying mental models, misunderstandings, belief systems regarding 

environmental issues, affective and behavioural responses to pro-environmental behaviour change 

information (Wolf & Moser, 2011). Subsequently, answers to these questions can provide better 

leverage to design more effective pro-environmental outreach and engagement campaigns.  

In-depth qualitative research methods such as observations, interviews and focus group 

discussions are perhaps more appropriate for seeking answers to these important questions as well as 

more useful in helping to capture the complex nature of the social and cultural contexts out of which 

decisions are made by individuals to be pro-environmental or not (Lorenzoni & Hulme, 2009).  
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2.6.3.2 Investigator-imposed measurement paradigms 

Secondly, self-report questionnaires tend to be constrained by conventional, investigator-

imposed measurement paradigms with no input from participants (e.g., Tonglet, Philips & Bates, 

2004). Researchers prefer to use instruments based on expert judgement (Gaterslebene et a., 2002; 

Larson et al., 2015). The lay public’s perspectives are seldom taken into consideration in the 

construction of these questionnaires (Harrison et al., 1996; Myers & Macnaghten, 1998; Gatersleben 

et al., 2002;). Although a researcher can sit in an office and develop measures based on their own 

expert judgement which they think is relevant for the target population, as explained earlier, the 

researcher will not be able to explain what the target population believes about performing a given 

behaviour (Fishbein, 2008). For instance, respondents are often asked to indicate how often they 

perform a given behaviour based on a list of behaviours which are usually generated by the 

researchers themselves (Gatersleben et al., 2002). In doing so however, there is some possibility that 

other environmentally significant behaviours in which individuals may be partaking could be 

overlooked by researchers.  

If researchers wish to employ self-report questionnaires to understand pro-environmental 

behaviour, then it is imperative that the lay public’s input is included in the construction of the 

questionnaires because the lay public are the target for most pro-environmental public engagement 

campaigns by policymakers. It is only reasonable that their input is considered to identify, support and 

implement pro-environmental behaviour solutions (Wolf & Moser, 2011). Studies that have made 

attempts to include the input of their participants in the construction of questionnaires have not only 

reported higher percentages in variances but have also been able to explain why the variances are 

such (e.g., Bamberg & Schimdth, 2003; Greaves, Zibarras & Stride, 2013; De Leeuw, Valois, Ajzen & 

Schmidt, 2015).   

For instance, using the TPB, Greaves, Zibarras & Stride (2013) sought to explore employees’ 

environmental intentions in the workplace. Instead of using pre-tested scales, they went to the target 
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population, elicited information on environmental behaviours through facilitated workshops and 

extracted salient antecedent beliefs underlying the identified behaviours through one-to-one 

interviews. Three specific behaviours were obtained through this process: switching off the PC, use of 

video conferencing in place of travelling to meetings, and recycling as much waste as possible at work. 

Based on the findings from this elicitation process, they constructed and administered a bespoke 

questionnaire. The TPB constructs in their study were found to account for 61% variance in 

employees’ intentions to switch off the PC, 46% of variance in intentions to use video conferencing in 

place of travelling to meetings and 53% variance in intentions to recycle as much waste as possible at 

work. The relatively high variances in their study are in direct contrast to a similar study by 

Laudenslager et al. (2004).  

Laudenslager et al. (2004) sought to assess whether the TPB was useful in explaining Air Force 

members’ intentions to participate in three pro-environmental behaviours – recycling, car-pooling 

and energy conservation. They based their questionnaire items on the measure developed by Taylor 

and Todd (1995) to investigate consumer attitudes to composting behaviour at home. The variances 

in intentions in Laudenslager et al.’s study ranged from 21% to 35% which were significantly lower 

than the higher variances reported in Greaves et al.’s (2013) study. It is postulated that a possible 

reason for the lower variances could be because Laudenslager et al. (2004) did not develop their own 

measure. They focused on behaviours they were interested in investigating without soliciting the 

behaviours directly from the Air Force members themselves. They also did not elicit salient 

antecedent beliefs from the Air Force members.  

The prominent discrepancy in variances between both Greaves et al.’s (2013) study and 

Laudenslager et al.’s (2004) study clearly points towards the benefits of enhancing the validity of 

quantitative concepts and inquiries by first engaging the target population in the research process by 

using qualitative research methods. Rowan and Wulff (2007) suggested that when quantitative 

research concepts and inquiries are grounded in real-life situations and observations through 
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interviews, researchers can enhance the validity of these concepts and inquiries. The results from 

Greaves et al.’s (2013) study is a good example of this. As opposed to most quantitative studies which 

stop at reporting the variances alone, Greaves et al. (2013) were able to explain why variances were 

such because of the effort they took to first elicit information directly from their study participants.  

2.6.3.3 Biased and inaccurate reporting 

The third disadvantage is that self-report questionnaires can increase biased responses from 

respondents and lead to inaccurate reporting (Gatersleben et al., 2002). Social desirability bias has 

been found in pro-environmental behaviour studies employing self-report questionnaires (Tan et al., 

1998; He & Kua, 2013). Social desirability bias or socially desirable responding (SDR), is formally 

known as ‘the tendency of subjects to attribute to themselves in self-description, personality 

statements with socially desirable scale values, and to reject those with socially undesirable scale 

values’ (Edwards 1957, p. vi). There are two types of social desirability bias; acquiescence bias 

(tendency to agree or disagree with most of the questions asked in a survey) and extremity bias 

(tendency to select extreme ratings in response-scale formats) (Paulhus, 1991). In one study, 500 

participants filled out a questionnaire on personal responsibility for picking up litter. Ninety-four 

percent acknowledged that individuals should bear responsibility for picking up litter but only 2% 

picked up the litter which was planted by the researcher (Bickman, 1972).  

Inaccurate reporting can also occur when respondents and researchers have different 

perceptions about what constitutes pro-environmental behaviour. Differences in perceptions arise 

primarily because both researchers and their subjects have varying levels of environmental 

awareness, knowledge and emotional involvement (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). While the 

researcher would be an expert in his or her area, it would not be fair to expect the respondent to be 

equally knowledgeable with similar levels of awareness and emotional involvement towards acting 

pro-environmentally.  
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It is not the intention of the researcher to discredit the use of self-reports for the study of 

pro-environmental behaviour but to highlight that pro-environmental behaviour is a topic which is 

highly complex and subjective in nature. Therefore, when what is inherently complex in nature is 

simplified for convenience, erroneous conclusions are likely to be drawn. As seekers of truth, 

researchers should attempt to understand the complexity and not simplify it for convenience (Silver, 

Stevens, Wrenn & Loudon, 2013).  

To conclude this section, the author would like to borrow Bhaskar’s (1997) critical realism 

theory and use it in relation to a pro-environmental behaviour study by Kua and Wong (2012) to 

demonstrate her argument for qualitative research methods for the study of pro-environmental 

behaviour.  

Kua and Wong (2012) conducted a household energy conservation pilot intervention study 

among Singaporean households. They utilised a combination of surveys as well as counselling and 

feedback sessions in their intervention study. They tracked household energy consumption levels by 

viewing the energy bills for each household throughout the intervention period. After the 

intervention program, Kua and Wong (2012) observed discrepancies between self-reported ‘action 

scores’ (the amount of energy household residents believed they saved) and actual household energy 

consumption levels reflected in the energy bills. Through the counselling and feedback sessions, they 

learnt of the possible reasons for these discrepancies.  

It appears that five of the households which did not show any reductions in energy 

consumption had larger household sizes with five to twelve residents at home. Therefore, it became 

harder to advocate recommended conservation measures to all the household residents. Hence, self-

reported behaviour change from these large-size households was not reflective of all the household 

members living in these households. Consequently, the bigger the household, the larger the margin of 

error.  
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Further to this, it was also found through personal interactions with household residents that 

60% of the households which had no reduction in electricity consumption levels had either an elderly 

member above 60 years old or children at home. Residents from these households mentioned that 

the elderly and children often forgot to practise energy conservation. Moreover, since the elderly and 

children spent more time at home, any form of energy conservation achieved by other residents of 

the household became invalidated.  

Kua and Wong’s (2012) study can be applied to Bhaskar‘s (1997) critical realism theory of 

three levels of ontology; the empirical, the actual and the real. These are illustrated using a tree in 

Figure 2.3. This idea has been adapted from Walsh and Evans’ (2014) study on midwifery research. 

The ‘empirical’ is what can be visibly observed (the leaves on branches). Beneath the ‘empirical’ is the 

‘actual’ which refers to what is going on (the trunk). This may not be always observed directly. Finally, 

the roots of the tree represent the ‘real’ which drive both the ‘actual’ and ‘empirical’. The application 

of Bhaskar’s (1997) ontological levels to Kua and Wong’s (2012) study is as follows: 

• At the ‘empirical level’, household energy consumption during the intervention period 

was observed through the energy bills provided by household members. Intervention 

researchers were able to directly observe the discrepancies between the self-

reported action scores and actual energy reductions achieved on the bills. 

• At the ‘actual level’, where no reductions in household energy have been observed 

through the energy bills, the intervention researchers knew without having to visit 

each household which participated in the intervention study that household 

members would have probably left their electrical appliances switched on for long 

periods of time or would not have switched them off. This prior knowledge would 

have been obtained by the intervention researchers through their general readings on 

household energy consumption and past experiences with energy conservation.  

• The deepest level consisting of the roots in Figure 2.3 constitute the ‘real’ causative 

agents which are regulating the ‘actual’ and ‘empirical’. In this case, the real factors 
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for no reduction in household energy consumption in certain households are 

household size and presence of elderly and children who stay home the longest and 

thus forget to practise household energy conservation.  

 

Figure 2.3: Illustration of the three ontological levels using a tree diagram (Adapted from Walsh & 

Evans, 2014) 

 

The key ‘take-away’ from this example is that it is because of these additional findings 

through the personal interactions with household residents that the researchers were able to find out 

the ‘real’ reasons behind the discrepancies observed between the self-reported action scores and 

actual household energy consumption levels which would have otherwise gone unnoticed if the 

researchers had relied solely on self-report questionnaire answers and energy bills. The underlying 

problem to be addressed in this instance therefore is to find out how the elderly and young children 

Empirical: Leaves on 

branches representative 

of what can be visibly 

observed. 

Actual: Trunk 

representative of what is 

known but cannot always 

be seen. 

Real: Roots 

representative of 

generative mechanisms 

which are not visible but 

drive the actual and 

empirical  
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can be motivated to conserve household energy as they are the main ‘target audience’. This example 

demonstrates the usefulness and importance of the incorporation of qualitative research methods for 

the study of pro-environmental behaviour. 

2.7 Research Purpose  

Against this foregoing review and bearing in mind the deficiencies and anomalies identified 

above, the purpose of this research was twofold. Firstly, from an Asian context, this research aimed to 

explore and understand in-depth through a qualitative method, the socio-cultural factors and the 

barriers and facilitators of pro-environmental behaviour from an Asian context, specifically an urban 

city in Asia. Singapore was selected as the context for this study and the rationale for this decision is 

provided in Chapter 3. 

Secondly, this research aimed to understand directly from the lay public themselves, their 

reactions to existing pro-environmental campaigns, how they translated pro-environmental 

information from policy makers, formed opinions and made decisions on their actions.  

2.8 Research Questions 

Based on the research purpose, the two research questions which this study sought to answer 

were: 

RQ1: What are the socio-cultural factors, other barriers and facilitators of pro-environmental 

behaviour among Singaporeans? 

RQ2: How do individuals react to environment-related information relayed to them by policy 

makers, form opinions and decide on the course of action to take? 

2.9 Chapter Summary 

 This chapter reviewed existing works which have been conducted in the area of pro-

environmental behaviour. The three main lines of research that dominate the pro-environmental 

behaviour domain were discussed in detail, following which, deficiencies and anomalies in the existing 
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literature were identified. Through the review of literature, it was found that there is a lack of 

research conducted in Asian countries in relation to pro-environmental behaviour. While studies in 

Asia have been increasing over the last few years, they are still in their infancy thus warranting a need 

for further research. Further to this, it was also found that environmental communication studies 

which looked at the perspectives of members of the Asian lay publics are limited. Finally, the 

disadvantages of relying on quantitative research methods alone for the study of pro-environmental 

behaviour were raised and it was suggested that qualitative research methods may offer better scope 

to explore pro-environmental issues in depth. The chapter concluded with the statement of research 

purpose and the research questions that this thesis seeks to answer. The next chapter will provide 

substantiation for selecting Singapore as the context for this study.  
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CHAPTER 3: CLEAN AND GREEN CITY SINGAPORE 

3.0 Introduction 

Singapore is a Southeast Asian island city-state situated off the southern tip of the Malay 

Peninsula, with a land space of 779.7 square kilometres and population of 5.61 million (Department of 

Statistics Singapore, 2017). Following its separation from neighbouring Malaysia in 1965, Singapore 

has seen rapid industrialisation and urban growth (Perry, Kong & Yeoh, 1997). From a third-world 

country with most Singaporeans living in overcrowded slums and squatter settlements without proper 

sanitation, lighting and ventilation, today, five decades later, Singapore has achieved the impossible 

(Centre for Liveable Cities, 2015). It has carved for itself a global reputation as Asia’s cleanest and 

liveable city (Ministry of Foreign Affairs Singapore, 2012). Singapore’s pollution levels are well within 

the World Health Organisation’s standards; Singaporeans have accessibility to clean potable water; 

sewage treatment facilities are of tertiary standards; public health is well safeguarded, and its streets 

and public spaces are clean and lush with greenery (Kong, 1994; Hesp, 1995; Mekani & Stengel, 

1995). As such, the Singapore government promotes the city-state as a ‘Clean and Green City’ (Hesp, 

1995, p. 141).  

Singapore also plays an active role in mitigating climate change. The Singapore government 

has pledged its full support for efforts to reduce carbon emissions and develop alternative energy 

sources as part of its long-term plans for sustainable development (MEWR, 2017). It has established 

several key agencies such as the National Council of Social Service (NCSS), and the National 

Environment Agency (NEA). NCSS is an agency dedicated to coordinate Singapore’s domestic and 

international policies and strategies regarding climate change (Detenber, Rosenthal, Liao & Ho, 2016). 

The NEA under the leadership of the Ministry of Environment and Water Resources (MEWR) was 

created in July 2002 (NEA, 2016). It is the leading public organisation responsible for developing and 

spearheading pro-environmental engagement campaigns in Singapore.  
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Despite taking a committed stance towards tackling climate change and promoting 

sustainable development, Singapore lags in fostering pro-environmental behaviour change among 

members of its lay public (Detenber et al., 2016). Adoption rate of pro-environmental behaviour is 

low among Singaporeans (Savage, Tan, Kay, Kim & Goh, 1998). This is reflected in Singapore’s high 

carbon and ecological footprints. Recently, the Singapore government faced a strong rebuke from the 

President of WWF, Yolanda Kakabadse, for its high carbon footprint (CleanBiz Asia, 2012). She 

reproached Singaporeans by stating that ‘every member of the population in relation to the size of 

the country is consuming a lot in food and in energy. Singapore is a society that maybe is one of the 

best examples of what we should not do’ (CleanBiz Asia, 2012, p. 1). Supporting this view, in 2013, 

Singapore’s ecological footprint stood at an alarming 8 gHa (Global Footprint Network, 2017).  

The ecological footprint measures the biologically productive land and water surfaces 

required to produce the goods and services which individuals consume and uses the figure to 

compare with Earth’s bio capacity (Worldwide Fund for Nature, 2016). The bio capacity in global 

hectares of productive usable land needed for supporting human life was estimated at an average of 

1.72 gHa per person in 2014 (Global Footprint Network, 2017). However, if everyone on Earth was to 

live like an average Singaporean, 3.5 planet Earths would be needed to sustain the current population 

level (Yang, 2012).  

It is important to understand better why existing efforts by NEA and the Singapore 

government at large have failed to engender public support for pro-environmental behaviour despite 

the Singapore government’s strong dedication towards sustainability. The general conclusion reached 

by researchers who have sought to determine the reasons for Singaporeans’ low adoption of pro-

environmental behaviour is that the meticulous efficiency of the Singapore government has 

contributed to an overall laid-back culture and a lack of public ownership amongst Singaporeans 

(Chib, Han, Kumar, Lim and Ale, 2009; Detenber et al., 2016). More research however, is warranted to 

explore this issue in depth. Although there has been an increase in studies on Singaporeans’ pro-
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environmental behaviour which have provided good starting points for discussion, these are still 

limited. In addition, a few anomalies were observed in existing studies on Singaporeans’ pro-

environmental behaviour.  

Firstly, most of the studies on Singaporeans’ pro-environmental behaviour have utilised 

surveys as the main tool for investigation (e.g., Foo, 1997; Ho, 2002; Ho et al., 2015) with only a 

handful using qualitative methods (Ong & Sovacool, 2012; MEWR, 2013a; MEWR, 2013b; Ho, 2015). 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, the aim of this researcher is not to discredit the use of surveys as a tool 

for research but to question its applicability to the context studied, in this case, Singapore. Survey 

results from these studies consistently reveal Singaporeans to be strongly environmentally conscious 

with high levels of environmental knowledge and environmental concern (e.g., Foo, 1997; Tan et al., 

1998). However, Singaporeans’ actual pro-environmental behaviour rate does not correspond with 

the high levels of environmental concern reported in these studies as evidenced by the escalating 

ecological footprint of an average Singaporean as well as stagnated recycling and the increase in 

littering behaviours (Ong & Sovacool, 2012; Lim, 2016).  

Secondly, Singapore is a collectivistic society and it has been shown in studies that social 

desirability bias in self-report questionnaires is stronger for collectivistic cultures in comparison to 

individualistic cultures (Lalwani, Shavitt & Johnson, 2006). This stems out of a need for individuals 

from collectivistic cultures to present themselves in a way which does not compromise their social 

approval by others and to save face (Lalwani et al., 2009). Hence, this may explain Singaporeans’ high 

levels of environmental concern and environmental consciousness reported in existing studies. 

Moreover, most of these studies either did not control for social desirability bias or mention how it 

was controlled for (e.g., Foo, 1997; Ho, 2002;).  

Thirdly, Singaporeans’ perceptions and opinions of existing pro-environmental campaigns, 

environmental communication tools and their environmental communication preferences have not 

been investigated sufficiently in current studies. More specifically, how does the Singaporean lay 
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public relate to environmental messages raised in the various mass media outlets, interpret and 

evaluate them? How do they work out their individual responsibilities following the evaluation of 

these environmental messages and decide to be pro-environmental or not? Answers to these 

questions are important to ensure meaningful development of pro-environmental campaigns which 

will motivate long-term behaviour change in Singaporeans.  

Even though NEA has been conducting a multitude of public engagement campaigns over the 

years to encourage the Singaporean public to embrace several types of pro-environmental behaviour, 

as mentioned earlier, the adoption rate has been consistently low. Research on Singaporeans’ 

perspectives of how they view existing environmental communication approaches and their preferred 

environmental communication tools, messages and media may provide better insights into why some 

of the existing campaigns have failed.  

Finally, and not an anomaly, Singapore provides a unique and novel context to study due to its 

multiculturalism as well its mix of East and West (Ho et al., 2015). From the outset, it portrays a 

Westernised outlook, but it is a country which is still firmly embedded in Asian values (Detenber et al., 

2016). Furthermore, as opposed to other South East Asian countries with the exception of Malaysia 

and some parts of Indonesia, Singapore has three main cultural groups; Malays, Indians and Chinese. 

It would be interesting to observe if facilitators and barriers to pro-environmental behaviour differed 

across the three cultural groups.  

The aim of this chapter, therefore, is to expand on the reasons highlighted above for selecting 

Singapore as the study context for this research. The rest of the chapter proceeds as follows. Section 

3.1 provides the reader with a peek into Singapore’s environmental journey thus far. Section 3.2 

brings to the reader’s attention the specific pro-environmental behaviours which have the highest 

rates of non-participation among the Singaporean lay public. Section 3.3 discusses the anomalies 

identified in existing pro-environmental studies conducted on Singaporeans. Section 3.4 argues the 
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case for Singapore being a unique and novel context for this research. A diagrammatic overview of 

the chapter is provided in Figure 3.1.  
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3.1 A PEEK INTO SINGAPORE’S 
ENVIRONMENTAL JOURNEY 

- The ‘Brown Agenda’ Phase 

- The ‘Green Agenda’ Phase 

3.2 INDIVIDUAL PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL 
BEHAVIOUR OF SINGAPOREANS 

- Anti-Littering Behaviour of Singaporeans 

- Household Recycling Behaviour of 
Singaporeans 

- Household Energy Behaviour of Singaporeans  

3.3 IDENTIFIED ANOMALIES 

- Reliance on Survey Methods and Social 
Desirability Biasness 

- Public Perceptions on Existing Environmental 
Communication Methods 

3.4 A MIX OF EAST AND WEST 

 

3.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 

Figure 3.1: Diagrammatic Overview of Chapter 3 
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3.1 A Peek into Singapore’s Environmental Journey  

In the domain of environmental management and governance, the literature usually 

describes environmental issues with reference to the allegorical terms, ‘Brown and Green’ agenda (Du 

Plessis, 2015, p. 1849). The ‘Brown Agenda’ involves the solving of two kinds of environmental 

problems. The first is associated with traditional environmental health issues such as dengue, 

unhygienic sanitation, poor drainage and solid waste services (Bartone, Bernstein, Leitmann & Eigen, 

1994; Williams, 1997). The second kind comprises issues to do with urban industrialisation such as 

toxic and hazardous waste from factories, noise, air and water pollution and industrial accidents 

(Bartone et al., 1994; Williams, 1997). These ‘brown’ environmental problems are commonly faced by 

third-world and developing countries (Williams, 1997). 

The ‘Green Agenda’, on the other hand, focuses on the protection of ecosystems, preventing 

the degradation of natural resources such as water, soil, environmentally fragile lands and forests and 

engaging in mitigation efforts to reduce or stop the loss of natural life-support systems and improve 

biodiversity (Du Plessis, 2015). Singapore’s environmental journey can be said to be marked first by 

the ‘Brown Agenda’ and in recent years, it has undertaken a paradigm shift towards the ‘Green 

Agenda’.  

3.1.1 The ‘Brown Agenda’ Phase 

In the first three decades between the 1960s and the 1990s, the Singapore government’s 

efforts revolved around addressing ‘Brown Agenda’ issues. During the time of independence, 

Singapore faced severe housing, environmental and public health issues. More than two-thirds of the 

population were living in slums and squatter settlements with squatters using attap leaves, old boxes 

and scrap metal for housing (Cheam, 2012; Centre for Liveable Cities, 2015). There was no proper 

central sewage system in the country and hence, most of the population was using pit latrines 

(Cheam, 2012). The Singapore River which was in those times, the main mode of economic survival 
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for Singaporeans reeked of rotting garbage, and human and chemical waste as merchants and traders 

disposed of their waste into the river and littered the streets around the river (Cheam, 2012).  

The Singapore government soon realised that ‘brown’ environmental issues and economic 

growth were directly related (Neo, 2010). If Singapore was to progress and develop as a first-world 

nation for others in the region to emulate as well as become a renowned global city, tackling these 

‘Brown Agenda’ issues was not an option but an imperative. It embarked on a nationwide public 

cleansing plan to address these ‘brown’ environmental issues. Six main areas were focused upon. 

They were: ‘anti-littering, clean public toilets, dengue fever prevention, waste minimisation and 

recycling, clean river and food hygiene’ (Neo, 2010, p. 874).  

Keeping these six main areas as its primary focus, on October 1st, 1968, the Singapore 

government launched its first pro-environmental public engagement campaign; the ‘Keep Singapore 

Clean’ campaign (Chia & Lim, 2012). The aim of the campaign was to establish Singapore as a country 

that was clean and green to cultivate national pride among the citizens as well as to paint a better 

image of Singapore to attract foreign investments (Lim & Kah, 2013). The campaign was held for a 

period of one month during which drastic changes were made. Public health laws were introduced; 

itinerant hawkers were relocated and were obliged to have appropriate food licenses; proper sewage 

systems were developed; an army of cleaners was employed to clean up public spaces to control the 

outbreak of diseases; and trees were planted all over the island to build a green image of Singapore 

(Public Hygiene Council, 2011). Given the urgency of the environmental situation in Singapore then, 

the government had to involve its public to play their part as well. Therefore, the Singapore 

government used a mixture of social persuasion and disciplinarian approaches throughout this period 

to spread awareness of the campaign to the Singaporean public at large and urge them to keep their 

surroundings clean.  

Several mass media tools, in particular the news press (e.g., The Singapore Free Press and The 

Straits Times), radio and television were utilised to spread the message (Chia & Lim, 2012). Three 
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hundred and fifty thousand posters and banners in Singapore’s four official languages (English, Malay, 

Mandarin & Tamil) were printed by the government and placed around frequently visited public 

places such as bus stops, flats, community centres and coffee shops (The Straits Times, 1968). The 

Singapore government also held public talks by health officials and sent government officials to 

conduct ‘on the spot’ inspections of factories, government buildings and residential homes (Chia & 

Lim, 2012).  

In addition to these coordinated publicity efforts, strict enforcement laws, penalties and 

public-shaming measures were put in place as deterrents for recalcitrant littering offenders (Ang & 

Chia, 2015). In 1992, the ‘Corrective Work Order’ (CWO) was introduced, a punitive measure targeted 

at repeated littering offenders (Chan, 2002). First-time perpetrators of littering were initially fined a 

hefty sum of money but recidivists were issued with the CWO notice and had to clean public premises 

while wearing the CWO vest under the supervision of health inspectors. CWO is still a mainstay in 

Singapore’s anti-littering law system. The dirtiest public spaces and offenders of littering were also 

photographed and displayed in mass media (Chia & Lim, 2012).  

These measures undertaken by the Singapore government for the ‘Keep Singapore Clean’ 

campaign were tremendously successful as the transformation in that one month was clearly visible. 

There was an ‘air of cleanliness and confidence’ felt among members of the public (Feng, 2015). 

Following the success of this inaugural campaign, several other supplementary campaigns were 

introduced over the years, such as Tree Planting, Clean Water, Use Your Hands, Keep Singapore 

Pollution Free and Keep Your Factory Clean to ensure that Singaporeans did not slip back into their 

old habits (Chia & Lim, 2012).  
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3.1.2 The ‘Green Agenda’ Phase 

The shift to the ‘Green Agenda’ took place in the early 1990s when the Singapore government 

felt more confident in having dealt with a majority of its ‘brown’ environmental issues. In 1992, during 

the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development, which was held in Rio de Janeiro, 

the Singapore government unveiled its Singapore Green Plan: Towards a Model Green City (Han, 

2016). This plan was developed following the Singaporean government’s recognition of growing 

worldwide concern over global warming, loss of natural habitats for development purposes and 

demand for better quality standards of living from a growing population. This subsequently meant 

that the government had to review its existing policies to come up with new ones which would ensure 

an optimised balance between Man and Nature (Chew, 2016). Hence, the Singapore Green Plan was 

born. The plan outlined the government’s new strategic directions in environmental education, 

resource and nature conservation, promotion of clean technologies, building of greener infrastructure 

and control and monitoring of air, noise and water pollution (Han, 2016). 

In 2002, the plan was reviewed and amended and an updated Singapore Green Plan (SGP) 

2012 was born. The aim of SGP 2012 was to move beyond being a ‘Garden City’ to a city that 

embraced environmental sustainability, by 2012. Under the SGP 2012 banner, the Singapore 

government focused on eight key areas. They were waste management, nature conservation, clean 

air quality, increase in water supply and quality, public health, partnership with community, 

collaboration with international countries and innovation in environmental sustainability (Ministry of 

Environment, 2002). To date, the Singaporean government continues to focus its attention on these 

eight areas. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to expand on each of these key areas; therefore, the 

areas of focus which will be emphasised more in existing pro-environmental behaviour campaigns 

(e.g., waste management, energy conservation and saving water) have been selected for discussion in 

this chapter. The key initiatives under each of these selected areas of focus and their respective 

programs/legislation acts/communication measures are briefly summarised in Table 3.1.  
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Please note that the following discussion on these three areas is to illustrate how the 

Singaporean lay public lags behind in the adoption of pro-environmental behaviour despite extensive 

efforts undertaken by the government to promote the various pro-environmental behaviours under 

these areas. It was not the intention of the researcher to focus on these specific areas for the actual 

research. For the actual research, the researcher focused her attention on eliciting the types of pro-

environmental behaviours participants are engaged in directly from the participants themselves 

without influencing their responses by focusing on these three areas. The main reason for this 

decision was that the researcher believed the focus should be on the ‘actual types of activities’ (Gilg & 

Barr, 2005, p. 608) that participants engaged in. There is a tendency in existing research to take on a 

‘sectoral approach’ to pro-environmental behaviour (Hargreaves, 2012, p. 318) by only studying 

behaviours related to popular policy terms such as ‘energy’, ‘waste’ and ‘water’. Consequently, what 

happens is that other types of pro-environmental behaviours that people engage in, which may not 

necessarily fall under these three areas, but may be equally important do not receive due attention.  
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Table 3.1: Key Initiatives for selected Areas of Focus  

Area of Focus Key Initiatives in place for each area and Communication tools and measures 

Waste 
Management 
(NEA) 

3RS – Reduce, Reuse and Recycle for home, school and work 
At Home 

- Online tips for reducing waste 
- Online guide to 3R practices for households 
- Recycling at Home Flyer 
- Recycle Bin Labels 
- 3R Online Video for Households 
- 3R Poster 
- Every 5 HDB blocks with one shared recycling bin 
- OneMap to find locations of second-hand goods collection points 
- myENV App 

At Work 
- Online 3R Guidebook for offices with step-by-step instructions 
- 3R co-funding scheme for recycling and waste minimisation projects by corporate 

organisations 
- 3R Awards for hotels and shopping malls 

At School 
- Schools Recycling Corner Program 
- Provision of recycling bins in certain primary schools 
- Pre-school 3R Awareness Kits for Teachers with pictorial cards 

Energy 
Conservation  
(NEA) 

The Energy Efficiency Program 
Household 

- Online Energy-saving tips 
- Online tips on buying energy saving electrical appliances 
- Online Energy-efficient Interior Design Tips 
- Online Lifecycle Cost Calculator 
- Contact Details of Home Energy Management Solution Companies 
- Mandatory Energy Labelling Scheme (MELS) for air- conditioners and refrigerators  
- Minimum Energy Performance Standards (MEPS) Scheme for air-conditioners and 

refrigerators to prevent consumers from being locked into high energy costs and 
consumption from inefficient appliances 

Industry 
- Energy Efficiency Promotion Centre: one-stop place for obtaining industrial energy 

efficiency-related information 
- Various mandatory energy management Acts (e.g., Energy Conservation Act) 
- Incentives and Grants (e.g., Energy Efficiency Fund, Singapore Certified Energy 

Manager Training Grant) 
- Energy Efficiency National Partnership (EENP) 

Public  
- Public Sector Taking the Lead in Sustainability Initiative 
- Environmental Sustainability Measures (e.g., Resource Management Plans, 

Sustainability Managers for each Ministry) 
- BCA Green Mark Scheme 

 

Water 
Management 
(Public Utilities 
Board)  

Save Water 
At Home 

- Water Closet Replacement Project to replace water closets in older housing board 
development buildings to water efficient closets 

- Online Water Saving Tips 
- Free Water Saving Kits (dispatched when ordered online) 
- Mandatory Water Efficiency Labelling Scheme (WELS) to reflect water efficiency levels 

of taps and mixers, washing machines, among other products 
- Handbook for Domestic Helpers 
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At Work 
- Organisations which use at least 60,000 cubic metres of water in a year required to 

submit annual Water Efficiency Management Plans to PUB 
- Water Efficient Building Certification 
- WELS 
- Water Efficiency Fund 
- Green Mark Certification  
- Water Efficiency Manager Course 

At School 
- Initiatives implemented from pre-school up to tertiary institutions 
- Pre-Schools (e.g., The Adventures of Water Wally Animated Videos, Water Education at 

NEWater Visitor Centre) 
- Primary Schools (e.g., Primary 3 Time to Save Assembly Show, Student Water Audit 

Exercise) 
- Secondary Schools/Junior Colleges (e.g., Geographical Investigation Field Study, Water 

Education at NEWater Visitor Centre) 
- Tertiary Institutions (e.g., Water Education at NEWater Visitor Centre) 

 

As it can be observed from Table 3.1, in the areas of waste management, energy conservation 

and water management, the Singaporean government has been doing a remarkable job with the 

plethora of initiatives and programs it has put in place for all sectors of the society (people, private 

and public). However, despite the provision of these comprehensive programs and measures, in 

terms of individual pro-environmental behaviour, the Singaporean lay public lags other developed 

nations (Savage et al., 1998). This is especially pertinent for anti-littering, recycling and household 

energy consumption behaviours. The next section will elaborate in detail on each of these behaviours 

in relation to the Singaporean lay public. 

3.2 Individual Pro-Environmental Behaviour of Singaporeans 

3.2.1 Anti-Littering Behaviour of Singaporeans 

In the case of anti-littering, although public education efforts have been in place since the 

inception of the ‘Keep Singapore Clean’ campaign, one can still observe a sheer lack of public 

ownership over the cleanliness of the environment in Singapore (Ong & Sovacool, 2012). Between the 

years 2002 and 2008, the number of littering complaints received by NEA had increased from 60 to 

Developed for this thesis based on information from NEA (2017) and PUB (2017) official websites 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

96 

 

2000. In line with the number of complaints, littering numbers also increased six-fold from less than 

5000 in 2005 to 32 000 in 2008 (Ong & Sovacool, 2012).  

Studies which have looked at Singaporeans’ littering behaviours, report findings that 

correspond with the littering numbers stated above. Tan et al. (1998), for instance, sought to examine 

environmental knowledge, attitudes and behaviour of high school and junior college students in 

Singapore. Nearly 70% (69.3%) of students in their study admitted to having littered before. Likewise, 

an internal study which was commissioned by NEA and led by National University’s Department of 

Sociology’s Associate Professor Paulin Straughan found 36.2% of the respondents admitting to 

littering and 54% of those who littered to be under the age of 30 (Straughan, Ganapathy, Goh & 

Hosein, 2011; Ong & Sovacool, 2012). The common reasons cited by respondents in this study for 

littering were: ‘do not give much thought to littering’, ‘something which comes very naturally to 

them’, ‘almost like a way of life for them’ and ‘just plain lazy’ (Straughan et al., 2011). Boh (2015) 

suggested that a culture of complacency has set in where Singaporeans are used to cleaners cleaning 

up after them. Furthermore, cleaning public spaces in Singapore is viewed as a ‘lowly task’ and waste 

as a ‘nuisance’ (Ong & Sovacool, p. 41). The point of concern in these studies though is that young 

Singaporeans are more prone to littering than the older generations. In fact, a public survey of 402 

young Singaporeans aged between 21 and 34 years old conducted in April 2011 found less than one 

percent of the respondents indicated environmental issues to be an issue that concerned them the 

most (The Straits Times, 16th April 2011 in Koh & Wong, 2015). This comes across as surprising 

because NEA has over the years channelled a lot of its pro-environmental efforts into schools.  

One such example is NEA’s Litter Free Schools (LFS) initiative launched in 2004 which aimed 

to encourage students to take ownership of their littering behaviour and realise the importance of 

keeping public and personal spaces clean (NEA, 2011). To ensure that the older youths were not left 

behind as well, NEA in collaboration with Environmental Challenge Organisation (ECO) Singapore 

initiated the ‘Youth Speak Up! Dunk It!’ program in 2007. Youths from all over Singapore were 
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requested to come together and participate in interactive games with their fellow peers to learn more 

of the impact of littering and promote good binning habits among themselves (NEA, 2011).  

3.2.2 Household Recycling Behaviour of Singaporeans 

Besides anti-littering, Singaporeans are also backward in their household recycling behaviour. 

In comparison to other developed nations in the world such as the UK, Berlin, Japan and Taiwan, 

Singapore’s household recycling rate is at the lower end of the spectrum (Zhang, Keat & Gersberg, 

2010; Ong & Sovacool, 2012; Lim, 2016). While the UK’s and Taiwan’s household recycling rates, for 

example, were 42% and 44.2% respectively for the year 2013, Singaporeans’ household recycling rate 

has been stagnant at 19% between the years 2005 and 2015 (Lim, 2016). In addition, it was found 

that 30% to 50% of materials which Singaporeans place in recycling bins were not suitable for 

recycling (Lim, 2016).  

Studies which have focused on Singaporeans’ household recycling behaviour have found 

mixed results. There seems to be a discrepancy between environmental concern, intention to recycle 

and household recycling behaviour. In 1991, for example, the Ministry of Environment ran a pilot 

project on the segregation and recovery of waste paper and plastics from household waste (Foo, 

1997). While 96% of the residents who participated in the pilot project were receptive and 

participated in the project at least once, this number declined drastically once the scheme was in 

place (Foo, 1997). Only 9% of the residents in the targeted neighbourhood precincts regularly 

recycled (Foo, 1997). Most them either recycled occasionally, during the annual ‘Clean and Green’ 

events or never participated at all.  

Like Foo’s (1997) results, Koh and Wong (2015) found that 62% of their respondents 

expressed high levels of environmental stewardship but when it came to household recycling 

behaviour, only 29% said they recycled.  
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Conflicting results were obtained in MEWR’ (2013) study on household recycling as well. A 

combination of surveys and focus group discussions was used to explore predictors and barriers of 

Singaporeans’ household recycling behaviours (MEWR, 2013a). Out of the 2500 respondents who 

completed the surveys, 95% mentioned that they recycled on a regular basis. The main motivations 

for recycling were that it helps save the environment, it is morally the right thing to do and that it will 

benefit others. But when asked for suggestions on encouraging household recycling, only 18.5% of 

respondents mentioned using environmental values to promote recycling; this contradicts the earlier 

main motivation of recycling which was to save the environment.  

Common barriers cited by respondents for not recycling in all these studies relate to lack of 

conveniently located recycling bins under housing flats, walking routes and bus stops and lack of 

knowledge on what can be recycled. (Foo, 1997; MEWR, 2013; Koh & Wong, 2015).  

Ho (2002) investigated the recycling behaviour of Singaporeans who had moved to Sweden. 

She sought to find out the similarities and differences in recycling behaviour prior to moving to 

Sweden and after moving to Sweden. In her research, she discovered that Singaporeans recycled 

more after their move to Sweden. The increase in Singaporeans’ recycling frequency while residing in 

Sweden was explained by two reasons; the first reason being the availability and accessibility of 

recycling facilities provided by the Swedish government and the second reason being that 

Singaporeans who had moved to Sweden felt conformed by social pressure to recycle as the Swedes 

are known to be enthusiastic and avid recyclers (Ho, 2002).  

The ten-year stagnant rate in household recycling behaviour of Singaporeans and the lack of 

recycling facilities cited as a main barrier by respondents are unexpected given the fact that the 

National Recycling Program (NRP) in Singapore has been in place for the past sixteen years (NEA, 

2017). Over the years, under the NRP scheme, NEA has actively and consistently been striving to 

make recycling more accessible and convenient for Singaporeans (Neo, 2010). There are two notable 

changes which have been made by NEA to facilitate recycling for the Singaporean public.  
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Firstly, NEA has made available more than 4100 recycling bins Singapore-wide to facilitate 

recycling for the public (Zhang et al., 2010). These bins have been strategically placed at busy 

pedestrian walkways and streets, petrol service stations, and commercial and residential areas (Zhang 

et al., 2010) and there is a minimum of three weekly collections by waste collectors (Neo, 2010; Aza, 

2016). Finally, NEA has commenced building dual-waste chutes; one for normal waste and the other 

for recycling, on every floor of new high-rise buildings which have more than four storeys (Boh, 2017). 

This decision was made after NEA found the convenience of in-home central chutes to be more of a 

barrier to household recycling behaviour (Koh & Wong, 2015; Lim, 2016).  

Neo (2010, p. 883) suggested that a possible reason for the lack of participation in household 

recycling behaviour among Singaporeans, despite these notable changes by NEA, could be due to the 

‘technocratic’ and ‘top-down’ approach to get things done taken by the Singaporean government 

since the day of independence. He argued that by taking this approach to promote household 

recycling and other forms of pro-environmental behaviour, the role of environmental values has been 

neglected. Consequently, this approach has caused a lack of public ownership of household recycling 

behaviour similar to anti-littering behaviour. 

On the other hand, Melissa Tan, the chairman for the Waste Management and Recycling 

Association of Singapore, stated in an interview, that Singaporeans have been spoilt by an efficient 

government and so the recycling culture has not been strongly developed (Aza, 2016). Detenber et al. 

(2016), along the same lines of thought, opined that Singapore’s government’s efficiency in managing 

the city state’s natural resources and infrastructure has developed an impression among 

Singaporeans that it can resolve most of the problems which arise. Subsequently, this perception and 

overreliance on the government has created a kind of ‘nanny state syndrome’ where people become 

indifferent to environmental issues (Detenber et al., 2016, p. 4741). This attitude is a serious 

impediment to not only Singaporeans’ household recycling behaviour but to other forms of pro-

environmental behaviour as well.  
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3.2.3 Household Energy Behaviour of Singaporeans 

In terms of household energy behaviour, overall household electricity consumption levels 

have increased from 6092.5 GWh in 2005 to 7220.9 GWh in 2015 (EMA, 2016). In general, studies 

which have been conducted on Singaporeans’ household energy behaviours have found Singaporeans 

to be reluctant to make reductions in their household energy consumption (e.g., He & Kua, 2013; 

MEWR, 2013b; Ho, 2015). For example, in MEWR’ (2013b) household energy efficiency study, focus 

group participants were found to view electricity consumption as a form of ‘personal need’ and 

electricity conservation as involving some kind of sacrifice. Some of these participants mentioned that 

they would not decrease their electricity consumption level even if it incurs them a higher electricity 

bill as electricity consumption is necessary for their personal lifestyle. Ho (2015) obtained similar 

results to MEWR (2013) where the use of all major electrical appliances such as air conditioners, 

refrigerators and clothes dryers was considered as a necessity by his participants.  

Kua and Wong (2012) in preparation for a community energy conservation program ran a 

pilot intervention study on Singaporean household residents between August and November 2008. 

They found that 80% of the households which were in the treatment group did not practise switching 

off appliances at the power sockets and 71.4% did not use fans instead of air-conditioners (when they 

had both options at home).  

Their result concurs with Koh and Wong’s (2015) finding where only 36% of households 

regularly switched off their lights, fans and air conditioners when not in use. The reason for this is 

because respondents were aware of the energy efficiency levels of their electrical appliances and 

hence, did not feel the need to turn these appliances off. This perception poses a challenge because it 

is an indication of individuals’ incorrect assumption that owning energy-efficient appliances provides 

them with an option to leave the appliances switched on for longer periods of time or use them more 

frequently. This is referred to as behaviour offsetting in the literature (Fielding, Russell, Spinks & 

Mankad, 2012). Fielding et al. (2012) for instance, explored the determinants of water conservation 
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practised by Australian households. In their study, they mentioned that behaviour offsetting occurs 

when individuals assume that they can alter their water consumption levels since they had installed 

water-saving devices.  

In summary, it can be observed that Singaporeans’ adoption rate of pro-environmental 

behaviour among the three main environmental domains discussed in the preceding discussion is at 

the lower end of the spectrum. Through the discussion, some of the predictors and barriers of 

Singaporeans’ pro-environmental behaviour in these three environmental domains were identified. 

However, there is still more room to explore in-depth the facilitators and inhibitors of pro-

environmental behaviour among Singaporeans as behaviour change continues to be stagnant (e.g., 

ten years of stagnant household recycling behaviour) and low. In fact, as mentioned earlier, 

Singapore’s carbon and ecological footprints have been steadily increasing with little sign of 

improvement.  

Furthermore, a review of existing works reveals two main anomalies that need to be 

addressed as well in relation to Singaporeans’ pro-environmental behaviour. Addressing these may 

provide a more holistic picture of why Singaporeans’ pro-environmental behaviour rate is consistently 

low.  

3.3 Identified Anomalies 

3.3.1 Reliance on Survey Methods and Effects of Social Desirability Bias 

The first anomaly identified is that most of the studies discussed above are quantitative in 

nature relying primarily on self-report questionnaires to understand Singaporeans’ pro-environmental 

behaviour (e.g., Tan et al., 1998; Ho, Liao & Rosenthal, 2015; Koh & Wong, 2015; Loo & Neo, 2015). 

Only a handful of studies have attempted to explore Singaporeans’ pro-environmental behaviour 

using qualitative methods (e.g., Ong & Sovacool, 2012; He & Kua, 2013; Ho, 2015). As mentioned 

under the deficiencies and anomalies section in Chapter 2, caution needs to be exercised in 
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interpreting survey results. Chances of social desirability bias where there is no perfect 

correspondence between what people say they do and what they actually do, may exist in self-report 

questionnaire data. This is especially so for sensitive topics such as individual pro-environmental 

behaviour (Kim & Kim, 2016). Moreover, several studies have revealed that the cultural background of 

respondents tends to impact social desirability bias. Social desirability bias has been found to be 

greater in magnitude and strength in collectivistic cultures like Singapore (Bernadi, 2006; Lalwani et 

al., 2006; Lalwani, Shrum & Chiu, 2009; Kim & Kim, 2016).  

Paulhus (1986) distinguished between two types of social desirability bias; self-deceptive 

enhancement bias (SDE) and impression management bias (IM). SDE is usually motivated by one’s 

tendency to see oneself in an inflated manner where one thinks he or she is a highly competent and 

self-reliant person. Due to this overconfident view of oneself, the self-deceiver, when answering 

survey questions, tends to report inflated views of his or her skills and capabilities (Paulhus, 1986). In 

contrast to this, IM refers to respondents’ distorting their responses in a positive manner to portray a 

more favourable image to the researcher. This tendency is associated with one’s desire to present 

oneself in a way which does not compromise one’s social approval, and to save face (Lalwani et al., 

2006). While SDE has been found to be present in people from individualistic cultures such as the U.S. 

and the UK, IM is more common in people from collectivistic cultures because collectivists tend to be 

more conscious of losing face in social situations and seek to portray themselves in a more favourable 

light in front of others to create good impressions of themselves (Triandis, 1996; Lalwani et al., 2009). 

IM has been found to be applicable to the Singaporean society (Lalwani et al., 2006) and a 

review of existing studies that utilised surveys to examine Singaporeans’ pro-environmental behaviour 

reveals signs of IM and other forms of social desirability bias. For instance, He and Kua (2013) in their 

district-level energy intervention and conservation program found discrepancies in self-reported 

energy consumption behaviour and actual reduction in consumption of electricity among the 

households which were part of the intervention program. This was more obvious for households 
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which were counselled by student volunteers. Households in the counselled group reported the most 

improvements in their household consumption behaviour on the questionnaire but when their actual 

electricity consumption levels were checked, the numbers did not correspond with the self-reported 

answers. He and Kua (2013) suggested that household residents could have possibly lied to impress 

the researchers as they knew they were being monitored.  

Tan et al. (1998) in their study observed that students had indicated on the survey that they 

held strong positive attitudes for environmental issues such as waste disposal in the oceans and 

conservation of forests. However, this overwhelmingly positive response is of concern because the 

identified environmental issues do not have any direct bearing on the students’ lives (Tan et al., 

1998). Therefore, there is a possibility that social desirability bias has influenced these answers. Bohl 

(1976, p. 187 as cited in Tan et al., 1998) expressed that this high level of concern towards general 

environmental issues, which do not affect students directly, could be an indication of ‘learned 

responses’.  

This continual inconsistency between high levels of environmental concern and behaviour in 

studies due to the possibility of IM and other forms of social desirability biasness points towards a 

need to look at alternative ways of studying Singaporeans’ pro-environmental behaviour. Studies 

which have employed either a fully qualitative method or a mixed method approach where surveys 

were supplemented with qualitative research methods have generally reported better success and 

more accuracy in predicting Singaporeans’ pro-environmental behaviour (e.g., Kua & Wong, 2012; Ho, 

2015). In mixed-method studies, qualitative research methods helped negate social desirability 

biasness and Hawthorne effects from the use of self-report questionnaires. One such example is Kua 

and Wong’s (2012) pilot intervention study on Singaporeans’ household energy conservation which 

was earlier described in Chapter 2 under deficiencies and anomalies.  

To iterate, Kua and Wong (2012) supplemented self-report questionnaires in their study with 

counselling and feedback sessions for household residents. After the intervention program, Kua and 
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Wong (2012) observed discrepancies between self-reported ‘action scores’ (the amount of energy 

household residents believed they saved) and actual household energy consumption levels. Through 

the counselling and feedback sessions, they learnt of the possible reasons for these discrepancies. It 

appeared that five of the households which did not show any reductions in energy consumption had 

larger household sizes with five to twelve residents at home. Therefore, it became harder to advocate 

recommended conservation measures to all the household residents. Hence, change in self-reported 

behaviour from these large size households was not reflective of all the household members living in 

these households. Consequently, the bigger the household, the larger the margin of error.  

Further to this, it was also found through personal interactions with household residents that 

60% of the households which had no reduction in electricity consumption levels had either an elderly 

member above 60 years old or children at home. Residents from these households mentioned that 

the elderly and children often forgot to practise energy conservation. Moreover, since the elderly and 

children spent more time at home, any form of energy conservation achieved by other residents of 

the household became invalidated.  

There are three main ‘take-aways’ from Kua and Wong’s (2012) study. Firstly, personal 

interactions with household residents during the counselling and feedback sessions revealed 

significant information which would have otherwise been missed if the researchers had relied solely 

on the findings from the self-report questionnaires alone. Secondly, it is because of these additional 

findings through the personal interactions with household residents that the researchers could 

explain the reasons behind the discrepancies observed between the self-reported action scores and 

actual household energy consumption levels, hence negating any social desirability biasness or 

Hawthorne effects. Based on the answers to the self-report questionnaires, the researchers could 

have assumed that the residents of households which had no reduction in electricity consumption 

levels did not take heed of the intervention measures (e.g., leaflets and stickers) which were provided 

to them. However, by choosing to personally interact with household residents who did not show any 
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reductions in their electricity consumption levels, Kua and Wong (2012) were able to uncover the 

‘real’ reasons behind these residents’ limited responses or inaction towards household energy 

conservation. 

Thirdly, these additional findings reveal the importance of context, in this case, household 

dynamics as they are lived. Kua and Wong’s (2012) study is an illustration that lay public’s responses 

and engagement with pro-environmental behaviour are often embedded in the course of their daily 

lives. Therefore, any attempt to study pro-environmental behaviour must take this factor into 

account. Ho (2015) reached similar conclusions as well.  

Using Practice Theory and material geographies, Ho (2015) sought to examine why certain 

household energy practices in Singaporean homes had become normalised and accepted as 

normality. He interviewed members of eight households on their energy consumption and illustrated 

through his findings the complexities of everyday household dynamics which inhibited household 

energy conservation behaviour. For instance, participants in his study acknowledged the substantial 

amount of electricity air-conditioners and clothes dryers consume but participants felt that the use of 

air-conditioners is reflective of a comfortable lifestyle and clothes dryers are nested ‘within normative 

and pragmatic visions of an orderly household’, therefore making consumption of these two 

appliances a need (Ho, 2015, p. 157). From a normative perspective, using the clothes dryer facilitates 

parental duty of care in ensuring that clothes are clean and free of lint. From a pragmatic perspective, 

clothes can be dried faster using a clothes dryer as opposed to air drying which can be slower given 

Singapore’s rainy weather throughout the year. Moreover, using the clothes dryer allows household 

members to ‘control’ the laundry process (Ho, 2015, p. 157).  

These findings from Ho’s (2015) study have captured the complex nature of social practices 

which bind individuals and inhibit household conservation behaviour. His findings also challenge the 

usual ‘Green’ energy initiatives promoted by environmental organisations such as NEA which 

encourage people to adopt practices that often do not suit the actual and complex household 
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dynamics as they are lived (Ho, 2015). Again, like Kua and Wong (2012), Ho (2015) was only able to 

uncover these in-depth details by using semi-structured interviews for his study. This method enabled 

him to enter and understand people’s lived worlds.  

3.3.2 Public Perceptions on Existing Environmental Communication Methods 

The second anomaly observed is the limited research exploring Singaporeans’ perceptions, 

views and opinions of existing pro-environmental campaigns, environmental communication tools 

such as the various outreach instruments used in these campaigns and their environmental 

communication preferences. It is not well understood how the Singaporean lay public relate to 

environmental messages raised in the various pro-environmental campaigns designed and 

implemented by NEA and other environmental bodies. For example, how do Singaporeans interpret 

environmental messages from the various environmental communication outlets, form opinions and 

work out their individual responsibilities towards the environment? What are their thoughts and 

feelings on current environmental communication tools (e.g., leaflets, thimbles for taps, social media) 

used by NEA and other environmental organisations to promote pro-environmental behaviour? What 

forms of environmental communication tools do Singaporeans prefer and why? These questions are 

important as it has been shown repeatedly that the lay public’s receptivity and reactions to the 

messages from the different types of environmental communication channels and mediums can 

affect various cognitive and behavioural outcomes (Burgess, 1990; Ho, Detenber, Rosenthal & Lee, 

2014).  

Furthermore, these questions are of considerable significance because as noted earlier, NEA 

has been making extensive efforts over the years to promoting pro-environmental behaviour through 

its numerous public engagement campaigns. However, most of these initiatives have failed to garner 

the attention of the national audience and most importantly have failed to motivate adoption of pro-

environmental behaviour (Savage et al., 1998; Chib et al 2009). For instance, NEA introduced the 

‘Bring your own bag day (BYOBD)’ campaign in conjunction with Earth Day to encourage supermarket 
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shoppers to bring their own grocery bags or use reusable bags when shopping on Wednesdays 

(Teasdale-Hensby & Ly, 2015). This campaign failed to be effective as its key message did not reach 

out widely to the audience and the campaign itself was short-lived (Majid, 2006 as cited in Chib et al., 

2009). A similar fate has been met by several other campaigns such as the ‘Plastic bottles line-up’ 

project (Majid, 2006 as cited in Chib et al., 2009) and the ‘Things you can do’ campaign 

(Environmental Challenge Organisation, 2006 as cited in Chib et al., 2009).  

It is incumbent on both policymakers and environmental researchers to find out why these 

and other pro-environmental campaigns have failed to motivate action among the Singaporean lay 

public. As previously discussed in several sections, environmental needs in South East Asian countries 

including Singapore have taken a backseat in light of increased urbanisation and economic prosperity 

(Hobson, 2004; Clark, 2017). Increased urbanisation in Singapore and other South East Asian cities 

have caused rising emissions from transportation, congested infrastructure, high energy consumption 

levels consequently adding to the rapid environmental degradation which is occurring now (Clark, 

2017). The only solution is communication; communication of what is happening and getting the 

various stakeholders including the lay public to act. Learning the public’s views from the directly 

would provide better insights into the failure of certain campaigns and enable NEA and other 

environmental organisations to design and implement campaigns which will work. 

There are a few studies based on the Singaporean context which have attempted to examine 

this anomaly, in part. For example, in Kua and Wong’s (2012) pilot intervention study on household 

energy conservation, tailored information on energy conservation was provided through three 

outreach instruments; pamphlets, reminder stickers and counselling. Counselling was found to be the 

most instrumental in reducing actual consumption of energy among households in the treatment 

group. During the actual intervention study undertaken by He and Kua (2013), instead of providing 

every household with all three outreach instruments, the researchers split the households into three 

groups. One was the control group with no treatment provided. The second was the leaflet/reminder 
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sticker group and the third was the counselled group. In this study though, the household group 

which had received the leaflets and reminder stickers achieved the highest reduction in electricity 

consumption—not the counselled group.  

He and Kua (2013) suggested that a likely explanation for counselling to have been the most 

effective outreach instrument for the pilot intervention study was probably because university 

researchers were used. On the other hand, in the actual study, student volunteers were recruited to 

counsel households. He and Kua (2013) believe that the university researchers used in the pilot 

intervention study by Kua and Wong (2012) were better equipped with knowledge on the topic 

compared to the student volunteers in the actual study. Hence, they would have provided higher 

quality of advice to the households during the pilot intervention study. These two studies bring to 

attention the importance of the type of communication medium used to spread pro-environmental 

messages to the lay public. While student volunteers are good mediums to use, university researchers 

in this case were better, given the sound background and knowledge they had on energy 

conservation.  

Another study by Chib et al. (2009) focused on [minus] plastic, an online public environmental 

promotional campaign aimed at encouraging Singaporean youth to learn the importance of 

responsible plastic management, adopt positive pro-environmental attitudes and subsequently 

embrace the practice of responsible plastic management. They found that Singaporean youth who 

participated in the campaign could be classified into five stages which correspond with the stages of 

change model of Prochaska and DiClemente (1982). They focused only on the first three stages; pre-

contemplation, contemplation and preparation since their aim was to alter youths’ attitudes towards 

responsible plastic management. They concluded that campaign messages targeting the youth 

audience must be strategically crafted according to the stage in which the youth is. 

For instance, youth in the pre-contemplation stage in their study prefer environmental 

messages to emphasise low-involvement with the target pro-environmental behaviour for them to 
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change their attitudes, whereas youth in the contemplation and preparation stages prefer 

environmental messages which highlight short-term intangible stimuli such as saving costs and 

convenience, along with low involvement. The youths who participated in this study also reported the 

online medium to be the most effective in altering their pro-environmental attitudes and fear appeals 

to be the least effective. Celebrity endorsements of the targeted pro-environmental behaviour were 

also found to be an important influencing factor.  

Chib et al.’s (2009) study is a good illustration of the importance of carefully designing and 

tailoring environmental messages to each specific group of audience (Kotler & Keller, 2008) as each 

sub-group may require information which is of a different nature and at changing levels (Detenber et 

al., 2016). Similar conclusions were reached by Detenber et al. (2016) who sought to understand how 

different groups in Singapore perceived climate change and their inclinations to act on it. Through 

audience segmentation analysis, they yielded three different groups; the concerned, the disengaged 

and the passive. The concerned group consists of individuals who are already highly engaged with the 

idea that individuals should be doing more to combat greenhouse gases. They are attracted to 

campaign messages which frame climate change as an issue that can cause personal harm as such 

messages will trigger worry in this group and subsequently motivate them to act pro-environmentally. 

They are also more prone to campaigns which provide concrete knowledge; for instance, on 

separation of recyclables from non-recyclables and teaching them how to recognise energy-efficient 

appliances.  

The second group, the passive, is disinclined to act pro-environmentally as they believe their 

efforts will not be fruitful. For this group, the researchers suggested norm-based messages. Lastly, the 

disengaged group consists of people who may be aware that climate change is real but are not 

bothered by it or feel motivated to learn about it. Unfortunately, according to Detenber et al. (2016), 

this group represents more than one-third of Singaporeans. The authors suggest that more research 

is needed to understand the types of campaigns which will motivate some form of action for this 
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group of individuals. They feel that perhaps campaigns which frame climate change in a manner that 

promotes a gain or loss aversion by acting on a specific type of pro-environmental behaviour may 

induce attitudinal and behavioural changes among members of this group.  

Ho et al. (2015) as part of their study on predicting pro-environmental behavioural intentions 

in Singapore examined the effects of media dependency, traditional media attention and internet 

attention on Singaporeans’ green-buying and civic engagement intentions. They reported attention to 

pro-environmental messages in newspapers and on TV to predict green-buying intention and pro-

environmental messages on the internet to predict civic engagement.  

The above-mentioned studies have provided good starting points for discussion on the topic 

of the influence of environmental communication on pro-environmental behaviour and insightful 

suggestions for improvements have been made by the authors. However, this topic is still in need of 

further exploration as it is still in its infancy as far as the Singapore context is concerned.  

3.4 A Mix of East and West 

The preceding discussions identified gaps in existing studies on Singapore and provided 

theoretical rationales for the need for more pro-environmental behaviour research in Singapore. 

Apart from these identified gaps, two other factors make Singapore a unique and novel context to 

study. Firstly, from the outset, Singapore reflects a Western outlook but from the inside, it is a 

country which still retains its Asian heritage and values (Detenber et al., 2016). The parliamentary and 

cabinet form of government in Singapore is fundamentally British and it has adopted the free 

enterprise system of the West for economic development (Wu, 1975). But Confucian ideology has 

always been emphasised directly by the Singapore government in both the education system as well 

as in the socialisation of Singaporeans (Lau, 1992). This balance of East and West stems from the 

Confucian Principle of the Golden Mean or otherwise known as Tao of Chung Yung which refers to a 

state of equilibrium and harmony between two polar forces (Tan, 1989).  
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Secondly, Singapore was selected for its cultural fluidity. Unlike its other Asian counterparts 

such as Korea, Japan and China where there is only one dominant cultural group, Singapore is a 

country which has had four major heritages of mankind’s civilisation come together under one roof to 

form a multi-cultural national identity (Wu, 1975). Since its founding in 1819 by Sir Stamford Raffles, 

an Englishman, Singaporean society has been open to a wide variety of cultural influences (Savage, 

Kong & Neville, 1998). The Judaeo-Greco-Roman tradition from the West was transmitted by the 

English who came to rule Singapore (Wu, 1975). The Sino-Confucian tradition was brought in from Far 

East Asia by numerous Chinese traders hailing from the provinces of Kwangtung and Fukien in China 

who had come fleeing the turmoil in China and eventually settled down in Singapore (Wu, 1975; 

Savage, Kong & Neville, 1998). Indians from South Asia who had also come to work and stay in 

Singapore brought with them the Hindu tradition. Lastly, Malays from neighbouring Indonesia and 

Malaysia brought in the Muslim tradition (Wu, 1975).  

Despite being home to these four different cultural groups and religions, its national culture, 

however, is influenced by Confucian ideology (Lau, 1992; Tan, 2004). It will therefore be interesting to 

see if and how both the individual cultures of the lay public and the national Confucian culture (e.g., 

concept of face and outward harmony as discussed earlier in Chapter 2) play a role in facilitating or 

inhibiting pro-environmental behaviour among Singaporeans. 

3.5 Chapter Summary 

In summary, Chapter 3 provided detailed justifications for selecting Singapore as the context 

for this research. The chapter began with a bird’s eye view of Singapore’s environmental journey to 

date. Then it discussed three main types of pro-environmental behaviour in which non-participation 

rates by the Singaporean lay public were considered to be high. Following this, anomalies with 

existing studies on Singaporeans’ pro-environmental behaviour were identified. The chapter 

concluded with an explanation of why Singapore provides a unique and novel context to study 
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because of its mix of East and West as well as its cultural fluidity. The next chapter outlines the 

research and analysis methods adopted for this study. 
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CHAPTER 4: CONVERSATIONAL INTERVIEWS 

“If you want to know how people understand their world and their lives, why not talk with 

them?” (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 1) 

4.0 Introduction  

This chapter describes the research process from selection of research method to data 

analysis. I have chosen to use the first-person perspective for this chapter. The chapter will begin with 

a brief overview of my philosophical worldview followed by my rationale for selecting semi-structured 

interviews. Next, I will describe how I prepared my interview guide and made my sampling decision 

choice. Following this, I discuss the ethical considerations and present a vivid step-by-step description 

of the actual data collection and data analysis process. The chapter concludes by stating how I 

established the trustworthiness of the findings. Figure 4.1 presents an overview of the chapter. 
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Figure 4.1: Diagrammatic Overview of Chapter 4 
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4.1 Philosophical Worldview 

As argued by Kuhn (1996), any research process should be grounded in one’s philosophical 

worldview. A philosophical worldview can be best defined as ‘a framework within which theories are 

built that fundamentally influences how you see the world, determines your perspective, and shapes 

your understanding of how things are connected’ (Voce, 2004, p.1). The philosophical stance a 

researcher takes ultimately shapes how a researcher formulates his or her research problem and 

questions, and how he or she subsequently seeks information to find answers to his or her research 

questions (Crotty, 1998; Voce, 2004). According to Guba and Lincoln (1994), a researcher needs to ask 

himself or herself the following three fundamental questions to understand better what his or her 

philosophical worldview is: 

• The ontological question – What is the form and nature of reality? 

• The epistemological question – How does the researcher define knowledge, the nature 

of the relationship between the knower and what can be known? 

• The methodological question – How can the researcher go about finding the 

knowledge that can be known? 

Ontological issues relate to the study of the nature of existence and what reality is made up of 

(Creswell, 2013; Gray, 2014). Researchers do not all share the same idea on what reality is and how it 

should be studied (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). For some, reality is independent of its parts—it is 

fragmented—whereas for others, multiple realities exist (Gray, 2014). Epistemology relates to beliefs 

about the nature and scope of knowledge and the relationship between the knower and the known 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Researchers who believe in objectivity argue that there is no necessity to 

interact with whom or what we study whereas opponents of this perspective contend that 

researchers need to get close to the people they are studying to truly understand what is actually 

going on. According to some researchers (e.g., Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Morse & Field, 1995; Lichtman, 

2013), knowledge is best known through interacting with people and learning about their subjective 
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experiences (Creswell, 2013). Lastly, methodology relates to how a researcher goes about seeking the 

knowledge he or she is interested in. While one school of thought argues for the scientific testing of 

hypotheses, another school of thought advocates naturalistic lines of inquiry such as observations, 

interviewing and analysis of texts, to name a few (Phoenix et al., 2013).  

These two competing schools of thought are known as positivism and interpretivism. To date, 

they are the most widely adopted and debated philosophical worldviews. Positivists adopt a dualist 

and objectivist position whereas interpretivists believe that knowledge cannot be obtained 

independently (Phoenix et al., 2013). Interpretivism is characterised by assembling subjective 

evidence based on individual views (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Creswell, 2013). Understanding human 

experiences are important for interpretivists (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006).  

Positivism was the leading research paradigm from the 1930s to the 1960s (Gray, 2014); 

however, in the last few decades, it has been criticised widely (e.g., Keat, 1981; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; 

Willimans & May, 1996). These criticisms are usually made in reference to the failure of positivists to 

take context into consideration and their insistence on ‘reducing complex entities to the interactions 

of their parts’ (Phoeniex et al., 2013, p. 223).  

For my research, I adopted an interpretivist philosophical worldview. While going through the 

process of identifying the research gaps for this thesis and self-reflecting on the steps taken to acquire 

knowledge, I knew intuitively that I am an interpretivist by nature. I believe in observing the real world 

and understanding the subjective meanings of the persons I am interested in studying. By studying 

people in their contexts, I believe that there is a greater opportunity to understand their perceptions 

better.   

4.2 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Gray (2014) suggested that when the purpose of a research is exploratory in nature and 

involves the examination of people’s views, opinions, feelings and attitudes, the best research tools to 
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use in these circumstances are semi-structured interviews. Following his advice, I used the semi-

structured interview method for my research since it was exploratory in nature. Semi-structured 

interviews can be defined as interviews with the ‘purpose of obtaining descriptions of the life world of 

the interviewee to interpret the meaning of the described phenomena’ (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 

6).  

My decision to use semi-structured interviews was reinforced after I read Brinkmann and 

Kvale’s (2015) book on viewing interviews as inter-views and Rubin and Rubin’s (2005) book on the art 

of ‘hearing data’. Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) looked at the concept of the interview in a unique way 

which captured my attention. They saw the interview as an inter-view where knowledge is seen to be 

co-created through the interaction of views between two people conversing about a theme which is 

of mutual interest.  

Using the famous vase/face gestalt drawing by Danish psychologist Edgar Rubin, Brinkmann 

and Kvale (2015) illustrated their point further. The two faces in the drawing can be represented as 

the interviewer and the interviewee each having an ordinary interaction about the interview topic. 

Alternatively, one can focus on the vase between the two faces and ‘see it as containing the 

knowledge constructed inter the views of the interviewer and the interviewee’ (Brinkmann & Kvale, 

2015, p. 5). This dual aspect of an interview is what makes it an incredibly useful tool for qualitative 

research. During an interview, the researcher and the participant alternate constantly between two 

roles. At one point of the interview, they don the robes of the knower and the known and at another 

point, they both play the roles of constructors of knowledge. I liked this idea of alternation in roles as 

it allows the researcher to truly uncover the lived experiences of the people he or she is interested in 

learning about, in a deeper manner.  

Just as I was intrigued by Brinkmann and Kvale’s (2015) unique take on the exchange between 

an interviewer and an interviewee, I was also equally drawn to Rubin and Rubin’s (2005) idea of 

viewing interviewees as conversational partners. The term ‘conversational partner’ implies the 
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interview experience between the interviewer and interviewee is more amiable and cooperative in 

nature where both work hand in hand to achieve a mutual goal of understanding (Rubin & Rubin, 

2005). I find that this concept of ‘conversational partner’ also supports Brinkmann and Kvale’s (2015) 

idea on viewing interviews as inter-views. This is because the goal of qualitative research is to learn 

about the true feelings and opinions of the interviewee related to the phenomena under study. The 

researcher cannot expect openness from his or her interviewee by being impersonal and closed 

(Rubin & Rubin, 2005). As a researcher, you do not want to make the interviewee feel that you are the 

‘king’ and the interviewee, the ‘subject’ (Lichtman, 2013, p. 191).  

I feel that taking this softer approach by perceiving the interviewee as a ‘conversational 

partner’, has the capacity to reduce any form of power difference, hesitation or insecurity that the 

interviewee could potentially feel. For this reason, I was also more inclined to use semi-structured 

interviews for my research.  

4.3 Preparation of Interview Guide 

For the semi-structured interviews, an interview guide was prepared. See Appendix 1 for a 

copy of the interview guide developed and used for this research. An interview guide is a form of 

‘script which structures the course of the interview more or less tightly’ (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015, p. 

156). It consists of a set of broad questions prepared beforehand on the topics the researcher is 

planning to explore during the interviews (Patton, 2015). By making the questions broad, it also 

provides the researcher with the flexibility to explore details that are relevant for each individual 

participant (Arthur & Nazroo, 2003). As an ‘aide-mémoire’ (Arthur & Nazroo, 2003, p. 115), the 

interview guide assists the interviewer to re-direct himself or herself back to the main aim of the 

interview should he or her feel that the interview is going off- topic (Patton, 2015).  

Caution should also be exercised so that researchers are not too focused on asking only the 

questions that have been crafted in the interview guide because that defeats the whole purpose of in-

depth interviewing (Silverman, 2010). The goal of in-depth interviews is not just to obtain answers to 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

119 

 

questions (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Lichtman, 2013; Patton, 2015); rather, it is 

to unearth the lived experiences of the people in whom we are interested to learn about and the 

meanings they attach to their experiences (Gray, 2014; Seidman, 2013). Therefore, the questions in 

the interview guide should be used only to direct the interview (Gray, 2014).  

During the planning stage of the interview guide, I first developed the specific key topic areas 

I wanted to explore with my participants. Following this, I brainstormed and formulated my interview 

questions. As mentioned by Blaikie (2000), interview questions, just like research questions, can be 

inspired from casual observations of possible regularities, from media reports, previous research or 

from discussions with people in the same field. I developed the specific topic areas and interview 

questions based on my readings of previous literature as well as my personal lived experiences in 

Singapore. During this process, I was mindful of Lichtman’s (2013, p. 195) advice where she states 

that developing interview questions or selecting topic areas from the literature can put ‘blinders’ on 

the researcher.  

Maxwell (2012) also pointed out that when developing interview questions, one should bear 

in mind that there are functional differences between research questions and interview questions. 

Research questions are formulated to guide the researcher on what he or she wants to understand 

from his or her research. On the other hand, interview questions are what researchers ask 

participants, to acquire that understanding for their research questions. Research questions also 

differ from interview questions in terms of the language used to formulate the questions (Brinkmann 

& Kvale, 2015). Research questions are usually phrased in theoretical and formal language, but 

interview questions should be developed by keeping in mind that the interviewee is likely not familiar 

with academic jargon (Castillo-Montoya, 2016).  

The next few sections discuss the key interview topic areas I had narrowed down and the 

interview questions formulated for my interviews. Please note that the questions presented here 

were not asked in the same order during the actual interviews (refer to Appendix 1 for a copy of the 
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interview guide to view the actual order of questions). Care was taken to ensure that there was a 

smooth logical flow to the order of questions asked as advised by both Rubin and Rubin (2005) and 

Lichtman (2013). In instances where participants answered a question even before I had a chance to 

ask, I ensured that the follow-up questions flowed logically even if it meant that I had to re-shuffle the 

structure of the questions.  

4.3.1 Key Interview Topic Areas 

I focused my attention on five key areas; perceived environmental worldviews, local and 

global environmental knowledge, environmental locus of control, general facilitators and inhibitors of 

pro-environmental behaviour, and receptivity towards pro-environmental campaigns and 

environmental communication in Singapore. I had also included in the interviews general take-away 

information on Singapore’s ecological footprint.  
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• I would like you to talk about what you understand by the term ‘nature’. What comes to 

your mind when I mention ‘nature’ and why? 

• What about ‘environment’? What comes to your mind and why? 

• What are your thoughts on humans’ relationship with nature? In other words, in your 

opinion, what do you think is the relationship between humans and nature? 

• How do personally feel about your relationship with nature? 

 

4.3.1.1 Perceived Environmental Worldviews  

Table 4.1: Key Topic Area 1 – Perceived Environmental Worldviews 

 

The first key topic area I focused on was perceived environmental worldviews of 

Singaporeans. How do Singaporeans perceive, experience and understand nature, the environment 

and human-nature relationships? It was believed that a deeper understanding behind individuals’ 

motivations to engage in pro-environmental behaviour could be obtained by learning of individuals’ 

perspectives on their relationship with the environment.  
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• In your opinion, what do you feel about the environmental situation in Singapore and why? 

• In comparison to what you stated earlier, what is your opinion about the environmental 

situation in the world and why? 

• How would you compare the environmental situation between Singapore and other 

countries? 

• Moving on, I would like to now discuss consumption in Singapore. From your perspective, 

what are your thoughts on consumption levels in Singapore? Do you think the 

consumption levels have an impact on the environmental situation in Singapore? 

• In 2010, the president for the Worldwide Fund for Nature reprimanded Singapore for 

having a high carbon footprint and cited Singapore as an example of a society that maybe 

is one of the best examples of what we should not do. She further stated that every 

member of the population in relation to the size of the country is consuming a lot of 

energy and food. What are your thoughts on her statement? Do you agree or disagree with 

her and why? 

 

4.3.1.2 Local and Global Environmental Knowledge 

Table 4.2: Key Topic Area 2 – Local and Global Environmental Knowledge 

 

The responses to these questions were expected to provide clues on participants’ knowledge 

of local and global environmental issues as well as explore whether participants are aware of 

Singapore’s high consumption levels. The first three questions in Table 4.2 were developed to obtain 

information on Singaporeans’ local and global environmental knowledge. There is a consensus in the 

literature conducted in the UK and U.S. (Kempton, 1997 as cited in Lorenzoni et al., 2007) that, 

although most people are generally aware of climate change problems, their awareness levels do not 

correspond to a thorough understanding of the causes, consequences and solutions to climate 
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change issues. Furthermore, studies that utilise surveys to elicit individuals’ knowledge on 

environmental issues often provide respondents with a checklist of causes of climate change 

(Lorenzoni et al., 2007) but without this checklist, it has been found that individuals’ understanding of 

climate change and other key environmental problems tends to be lower (Norton & Leaman, 2004 n 

Lorenzoni, et al., 2007). Is this true in the case of Singaporeans? I wanted to explore this issue further 

and find some answers. 

The fourth and fifth questions in Table 4.2 were designed to determine participants’ 

perceptions of Singaporeans’ consumption levels. As previously indicated in Chapter 3, Singapore’s 

carbon and ecological footprints are high (CleanBiz Asia, 2012, Carbon Footprint Network, 2013). 

Singaporeans are known to be highly conscious of their social status and conspicuous consumption 

(Rappa, 2002). They consume a lot in food and energy (Rappa, 2002). In fact, according to Rappa 

(2002, p. 45) a significant proportion of Singaporeans’ income goes to food and for Singaporeans who 

are status conscious, their income goes to what is popularly known as the five “Cs”: cash, credit card, 

cars, condominiums and careers. Similar to de Koning et al.’s (2016) study on the emerging middle 

class in Vietnam, Singaporeans equate the possession of cash, credit facilities, cars, condominiums 

and careers to success. This is reflective in the high proportion of car users in Singapore who are 

willing to pay large sums of money to buy cars which are worth a fraction of the total cost in other 

countries, such as Malaysia and Australia (Rappa, 2002). This is also despite the high costs of 

Certificates of Entitlement (COES) required for car ownership in Singapore as mentioned in Chapter 2. 

I thought it would be a good idea to find out how participants respond to these questions on 

consumption levels. Are they aware of the high consumption levels of Singaporeans or are they not? If 

they are, how do they feel about it and how do they rationalise their own and general Singaporeans’ 

consumption behaviours?   

The third reason these questions were asked is because environmental knowledge has also 

been shown in existing literature to have an influence on individuals’ pro-environmental behaviour. 
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• Regarding issues concerning the environment, what role do you think you personally 

play? 

• In your perspective, whose job is it to look after the environment? 

 

 

When individuals are aware of local and/or global environmental issues, they have been found to be 

more pro-environmental (e.g., Onel & Mukherjee, 2016; Pothitou, Hanna & Chalvatzis, 2016).  

4.3.1.3 Environmental Locus of Control  

 

The questions in Table 4.3 were asked to obtain information on participants’ environmental 

locus of control. Do they attribute responsibility to themselves or other powerful agents in the society 

such as the government and NGOS? People who have a strong internal locus of control will believe 

that their actions will have some form of bearing on the outcome but those who exhibit an external 

locus of control will delegate the responsibility of looking after the environment to government or 

other environmental organisations (Gadenne et al., 2011; Waylen, Fischer, McGowan & Milner-

Gulland, 2012). The literature on environmental locus of control as discussed in Chapter 2 had drawn 

a conclusion that environmental activists are usually the ones who ascribe responsibility to 

themselves to solve environmental issues whereas non-activists and passive members of the 

community have been found to delegate the responsibility to the government (Waylen, Fischer, 

McGowan & Milner-Gulland, 2012). Individuals who attributed responsibility to government often 

stated that they are a ‘tiny cog in the wheel’ and therefore, their contribution will not make any 

significant difference (e.g., Blake, 1999). Understanding participants’ Locus of Control would provide 

greater insight into their perspectives on their personal approaches to pro-environmental behaviour.   

 

Table 4.3: Key Topic Area 3 – Environmental Locus of Control 
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• Now, I would like to discuss with you the government campaigns in place for promoting 

environmental behaviours. Can you talk about the most recent environmental campaign 

that you can recall from memory? 

• Do you have any suggestions for improvements? How could things have been better? Was 

there anything done well? 

• How can we make the environment a part of a central conversation in Singapore? 

 

• What makes it difficult for you to engage in environmentally friendly activities and why?  

• What helps you or makes it easy for you to be environmentally friendly and why? 

• What things get you really upset about environmental issues and why? 

• Is there anything you are proud of? 

• I would like to know the sorts of environmentally friendly activities you are engaged in. 

now. 

1.  

4.3.1.4 Facilitators and inhibitors of Pro-Environmental Behaviour  

 

Table 4.4: Key Topic Area 4 –Facilitators and inhibitors of Pro-Environmental Behaviour 

These questions helped to further establish the problems and issues faced by the participants. 

What is going on that is preventing them from engaging in pro-environmental behaviours? While the 

responses to the questions from the other key topic areas did provide indications of the perceived 

facilitators and inhibitors of pro-environmental behaviour among Singaporeans, these questions were 

included to add more context to the information already obtained from participants through the 

other questions and encourage them to reflect further on the issues raised throughout the interview.  

4.3.1.5 Receptivity towards existing Pro-Environmental Campaigns 

Table 4.5: Key Topic Area 5 – Receptivity towards existing Pro-Environmental Campaigns  

 

Since one of the purposes of this research was to understand the lay public’s perceptions of 

existing pro-environmental campaigns and environmental communication tools, questions in Table 
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4.5 were developed to address this purpose. Learning of the recent campaigns that participants are 

able to recall, and how they responded to these campaigns will provide insights into whether the 

latest campaigns have made a difference to the participants in altering their environmental attitudes 

and subsequently their behaviours to be more pro-environmental (Cox, 2010). In some instances, the 

most common advertisements may receive the worst evaluations by the public. For instance, Uribe, 

Hidalgo and Martinez (2015) examined how disasters were used as a theme in advertising, how the 

public evaluated these different representations of disasters in advertising and the dimensions which 

directly affected the public’s evaluations of the advertisements. They used the February Earthquake 

which happened in 2010 in Chile as the context for their study. Their findings revealed nine types of 

advertisements mostly used by advertisers to raise the public’s attention to the earthquake. However, 

the most common types of ads (information ads) used received the worst evaluations. 

Advertisements which promoted participatory actions were received well. It was also found that the 

public judged an advertisement based on three criteria: brand image of the organisation advertising, 

the content of the ad itself and how it made them feel, and the perception they had of the intention 

of the advertiser.  

Another reason for asking these questions is for policy implications. It is believed that directly 

eliciting opinions and feelings towards existing campaigns from participants themselves and hearing 

their feedback for future campaigns can provide key organisations such as the NEA with significant 

information on how future campaigns can be tailored. As highlighted in Chapter 3, despite the 

continuous proliferation in pro-environmental campaigns by the NEA in Singapore, the pro-

environmental behaviour rate continues to remain low (Savage et al., 1998; Chib et al., 2009). 

However, not much research has attempted to uncover the reasons for the poor success of the NEA’s 

campaigns. This research is one of the few attempts to date that explores the reasons in depth.  
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This is the ecological footprint of an average Singaporean (participant shown an image of Singapore’s 

ecological footprint). An ecological footprint is different to the carbon footprint. The ecological footprint 

measures how much productive land and sea is used by a given population or activity and compares this 

to how much land and sea is available. It was recently estimated that on average, a person only needs 1.8 

gha (global hectare) per capita of usable land for resource use. However, an average Singaporean’s 

ecological footprint stands at 6.08 gha. If everyone on Earth was to live like an average Singaporean, 3.5 

planet Earths would be needed to sustain us at current population levels.  

 

4.3.1.6 Planting a seed in participants’ minds  

Table 4.6: “Take Away” Point 

 

I added this information as a key ‘take-away’ point for my participants. I wanted to leave them 

with something to ponder. In many instances, participants welcomed this information as it prompted 

them to reflect before the conclusion of the interview.  

4.4 Decision of Sampling Choice 

Sampling is often the weakest and least understood part of research design but according to 

Blaikie (2000), the type of sample selected and the method used to select the sample can influence 

other parts of a research design and subsequently these decisions impact on the kinds of conclusions 

one draws from a study.  

4.4.1 The Sample 

According to Morse and Field (1995), there are two principles which must be adhered to in 

qualitative sampling. The first is appropriateness which is the identification of the right people to 

study who can provide honest and reliable information that will meet the theoretical requirements of 

the research (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Morse & Field, 1995; Creswell, 2013). The sample should be 

‘symbolically representative’ meaning that they should characterise a circumstance or possess a 

characteristic that is expected to have salience to the topic that is being investigated (Ritchie, Lewis & 

Elam in Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). Recruitment of participants on a random basis where participants are 
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not familiar with the topic or know very little about it should be avoided in qualitative research. 

Morse and Field (1995) argued that random sampling, in most instances, can make the research 

useless as well as invalid (Morse & Field, 1995).  

The second principle is adequacy. Enough data should be collected so that the research 

investigator is able to develop a rich description of the phenomena under study (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967; Morse & Field, 1995). In qualitative interviewing, there is no definite number for sample size. 

Some argue that fifteen is the smallest sample size which can be obtained from purpose samples used 

in qualitative studies (Bertaux, 1981) while others recommend between five to twenty-eight 

interviews (Creswell, 2013). The consensus in the literature though for achieving adequacy is that 

sampling continues until the data saturation point is reached (Patton, 2002). The data saturation 

point refers to the moment when the same issues and points are being raised repeatedly by 

participants and no new information is emerging (Glaser and Strauss, 1967).  

The sample also needs to be as diverse as possible within the boundaries of the population 

under study (Ritchie et al., 2003). Diversity in the sample allows the researcher to explore the whole 

range of contradictory or overlapping perceptions which individuals hold towards the phenomenon 

being studied, in this case, pro-environmental behaviour (Ritchie et al., 2003; Rubin & Rubin, 2005). 

This is important because in qualitative research and according to an interpretivist philosophical 

orientation, reality is complex and that complexity needs to be accurately captured and portrayed 

(Rubin & Rubin, 2005). When what is inherently complex is simplified for convenience, erroneous 

conclusions can be drawn from the study and that would be unethical to the research (Creswell, 2013; 

Silver et al., 2013). By exploring a wide range of perspectives in trying to understand the complexity of 

the phenomenon under study, the credibility of findings from the interviews will be enhanced. 

For this research, the eligibility criteria for participation in the interviews were as follows: (1) 

being 18 years or older (2) being a Singaporean citizen (3) self-identifying as Malay, Indian or Chinese 

(4) being able to communicate in English fluently. Since the purpose of my research was to explore 
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the socio-cultural factors, facilitators and inhibitors of pro-environmental behaviour among 

Singaporeans in general, without focusing on a specific cultural or age group, I needed to ensure that I 

obtained participants from each of the three main cultural groups in Singapore; Chinese, Malays and 

Indians and that they were 18 years old or above. Having participants from the three main cultural 

groups as well as from a range of age groups increased the diversity in perspectives and also allowed 

me to compare similarities and views across and within the different groups. I targeted members of 

the lay public. Ideally, it would have been better if I had also approached government and 

environmental organisations such as the NEA and the Singapore Environment Council (SEC) to gain 

the perspectives of key decision makers who develop and implement pro-environmental campaigns in 

Singapore. That would have given me an opportunity to compare the views and opinions of decision 

makers with those of the lay public. However, in agreement with Miles and Huberman (1994), 

boundaries must be set when collecting data. I could only study what I was able to within the time 

limits I had.  

In addition to the adults from the three main cultural groups, University students were also 

targeted. This decision was made following my participation in a national dialogue focus group session 

on pro-environmental behaviour conducted by the SEC in March 2014. Galvanisation of youth as 

environmental champions was the most significant common recurring theme that emerged from the 

findings of this dialogue session. For this reason, I thought it would be a good idea to include 

University students as participants in my research to seek their opinions as well.  

4.4.2 Chain-Referral and Referral-Led Sampling  

Recruitment of my participants was implemented using a combination of chain-referral and 

‘researcher-led’ referral sampling strategies. The intended sampling method was chain-referral 

sampling but due to unforeseen circumstances, I had to use ‘researcher-led’ referrals. I have 

discussed this in detail in the following section. 
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Chain-referral sampling is a non-probability sampling method normally used to reach out to 

‘hidden populations’ who engage in behaviours which are illegal or stigmatised such as AIDS, use of 

intoxicants (e.g., alcohol, drugs) and prostitution (Norris, Harrington, Grossman, Hemed & Hindin, 

2016). Since accessibility to members of these populations is relatively limited due to the issue of 

trust, they can only be best reached through known others in their networks (Heckathorn, 1997). 

Chain-referral sampling was selected as the most suitable sampling method for this research after 

taking into consideration the cultural norms and values of Singaporeans. Because Singapore is a 

tightly knot collectivistic Asian society where the core values of Confucianism are espoused by most of 

its citizens, trust in maintaining interpersonal relationships is of paramount importance similar to the 

importance given to trust among people who are from difficult to reach populations (Choudry, 2001; 

Tan & Chee, 2005). Unless they know the research investigator personally or know of someone in 

their social circle who has a good relationship with the research investigator, Asians will generally 

hesitate to participate in the research and if they do choose to participate, they will not reveal their 

opinions freely (Suh et al., 2009). Their trust needs to be earned prior to the interviews and the only 

way this can be done is if the research investigator becomes an ‘insider’ to the participants (Suh et al., 

2009, p. 159). The research investigator needs to be referred by significant other Asian participants 

whom these participants trust.  

To illustrate, let us say I am a research investigator who had previously worked with Cheung 

Yang (fictitious character). I inform Cheung Yang that I need a participant for my research and I 

provide him with my inclusion criteria details. Cheung Yang suggests that his uncle Boon Keng 

(fictitious character) would be a good participant. He then contacts Boon Keng and requests his 

participation for my research. Cheung Yang informs Boon Keng that I am his ex-colleague. Boon Keng 

gives his approval to participate because of the fact that I used to be his nephew’s ex-colleague and 

this has made me an ‘insider’ to him. Even before meeting me, he has started developing trust in me. 

Cheung Yang, as the referral and mediator has also played an important role in bridging me to his 
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uncle Boon Keng. When I eventually meet Boon Keng, any form of distance and/or distrust that would 

have been there if he had not known of my prior relationship with Cheung Yang, would now either be 

smaller or cease to exist since he had already learnt of my prior working relationship with Cheung 

Yang. The trust gained before the interview would most likely motivate Boon Keng to provide honest 

and reliable answers to my interview questions. 

For this reason, that is, the importance of interpersonal trust in Singaporean culture, chain-

referral sampling was deemed to be the best choice. Furthermore, studies on Asian communities 

which used chain-referral sampling have been found to report better success than studies that did not 

(e.g., Samsudeen, Douglas & Bhopal 2011). The main reasons were that Asian participants had either 

well-developed prior relationships with primary investigators or because of the mutual trust built 

between them and the primary investigator through the role of mediators who organised the 

referrals.   

It is important to note here that the chain referral sampling method should not be confused 

with simple snowball sampling. From my readings of research methodology books, it was observed 

that there is a tendency for writers of these books (e.g., Miles & Huberman, 1994; Blaikie, 2000; 

Lichtman, 2003) to use the terms ‘snowball’ sampling and ‘chain-referral’ sampling interchangeably, 

treating them as the same. However, there are distinguishable differences between these two 

sampling methods. In simple snowball sampling, like chain-referral sampling, individuals initially 

selected for the sample are used as informants to locate other potential participants; but, unlike 

chain-referral sampling, where multiple networks are strategically accessed at the same time, in 

simple snowball sampling, only one social network is accessed to gain more referrals (Penrod, 

Preston, Cain & Starks, 2003). The consequence of this is that there will be a higher tendency for 

referrals and the ones who referred them to be similar, meaning ‘others like me’ (Penrod et al., 2003, 

p. 102). This can limit the application of findings. Thus, chain-referral sampling is usually preferred to 

simple snowball sampling for its ability to expand the scope of investigation across multiple social 
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networks (Penrod et al., 2003). The chains of referrals (or multiple snowballs) are usually selected 

prudently and connected to form a better representative sample of the study group (Penrod et al., 

2003).  

4.4.3 Recruitment of Interview Participants 

Having decided on the sampling method for the study, the next key step was the recruitment 

of my participants. Chain-referral sampling often begins with a set of initial subjects who will act as 

‘seeds’ for expanding chains of referrals, with subjects from each wave recommending potential 

participants for subsequent waves. The process usually continues until the desired number of waves 

is reached (Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981; Heckathorn, 2002).  

The recruitment of participants was first initiated by me, the primary research investigator. 

Some known members of the target population (the ‘seeds’) were approached. These ‘seeds’ 

consisted of individuals who had studied with me in high school, in my polytechnic during my Diploma 

days and those who had worked with me during my years in Singapore. I made a list of possible 

participants. Since I had prior knowledge of these people, I knew personally of the ones who would 

provide me with concrete and in-depth information if interviewed. I went through my list and 

selected 20 individuals. This number was selected bearing in mind that a few may not be keen to 

participate. I also would like to be honest here by stating that I come from a research background 

socialised within the positivist paradigm. It is only through the course of this research where I realised 

that I am more of an interpretivist. However, even then, I do have positivist traits since I was trained 

to think like one for years. Therefore, when I started recruiting potential ‘seeds’, I was under the 

impression that the more participants I recruited, the better it would be. I failed to realise then that 

the purpose of qualitative research is not to obtain a sample which will be representative of the 

population I am interested in but rather, it is to discover meaning (Morse, 1986).  
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I contacted the 20 individuals through emails and Facebook Messenger. In my emails and 

messages to these ‘seeds’, I attached the information kit containing details of my research. As I had 

anticipated, six of them either declined to participate due to work or personal commitments or did 

not respond at all. In total, 32 participants took part in my research out of which 14 were recruited 

directly by me and the remaining through non-participant referrals. Data saturation for this research 

occurred at interview number 30 but I conducted two more interviews for my personal satisfaction to 

confirm and ensure that no other new data emerged at all.  

During the process of each interview with the initial set of these 20 individuals who had 

agreed to participate in my study, screening was undertaken to select key locators amongst them. 

Locators are selected participants who would be asked to refer other potential subjects for the study 

(Penrod et al., 2003). I had selected seven participants to be my key locators; however, four of them 

backed out early in the process and only three locators were willing to refer suitable participants to 

me. These three key locators referred one participant each for my interviews. This number was not 

enough as I had not reached data saturation point in my interviews yet. Given the lack of referrals and 

taking my time constraints into consideration, I had to think of an alternative approach to obtain 

participants. 

As mentioned in the previous section, my initial goal was to adhere as closely as possible to 

the rules of chain-referral sampling by expanding on the chains using my initial set of participants. 

Since I was experiencing the above-mentioned issues, I decided to depart slightly from the classical 

chain-referral approach to a more ‘researcher-led’ referral. I approached five known members in my 

social circle for assistance and explained to them the difficulty I was facing in recruiting participants 

for my research. They agreed to be my key locators. I provided them with details of my research 

including the same eligibility criteria which I had used to recruit my first set of subjects. In addition, I 

ensured that all five of them received an information kit by email to forward to potential participants. 
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This method worked successfully. Through the assistance of these non-participants as key locators, I 

eventually obtained fifteen referrals who fitted all my eligibility criteria.  

Similar to my position, Platt, Luthra and Frere-Smith (2015), for their study, also had to move 

away, in their case significantly, from the traditional chain-referral approach and use ‘researcher-led’ 

referrals. They reported higher rates of chain-referrals as well through the ‘researcher-led’ referral 

method. In their study, the populations they had targeted included Pakistanis, who are Asians and are 

known to be densely interconnected as Singaporeans. This suggests that ‘researcher-led’ referrals 

could be a good option for other researchers to consider for studies on Asian societies.  

A summary of interview participants appears in Table 4.7. For privacy and anonymity 

purposes, I have not included the names of participants. I have also altered their ages as suggested by 

Morse and Field (1995) within a two year bracket. I allocated each participant a number from 1 to 32. 

Figures 4.2 and 4.3 illustrate the chains of referrals obtained. Figure 4.2 is an illustration of how three 

of the participants recruited directly by me (P8, P13 and P14) referred three other participants each 

respectively (P16, P18 and P22) (Participant-led referrals). Figure 4.3 illustrates the chains of referrals 

from the non-participants. For an example, non-participant 5 (NP5) referred participants P9 and P23. 

P23, who in turn, referred P25 and P26. P26 then referred P29. As you can observe in Figure 4.3, two 

waves of participants were achieved through referrals from non-participants which was not achieved 

with participant-led referrals.  



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

135 

 

P Age Gender Cultural Group Occupation HOME 

RESIDENCE TYPE

Pro-environmental

Behaviour Engaged In

Pro-environmental

Campaign Noted

1 26 F INDIAN HIGH SCHOOL TEACHER HDB Anti-littering Plant a tree

Save water

Clean & Green

2 28 F INDIAN RESEARCH ANALYST CONDOMINIUM Nil Plant a tree

Bring your own bag

3Rs - Reduce, Reuse, 

Recycle

3 29 F INDIAN COMMUNICATIONS & 

PUBLICATIONS EXECUTIVE

HDB Anti-littering 3Rs - Reduce, Reuse, 

Recycle

Do the right thing. 

Lets bin it.

4 38 F CHINESE IT PROJECT MANAGER CONDOMUNIUM Anti-littering Save water

3Rs - Reduce, Reuse, 

Recycle

No cleaners day

5 27 F CHINESE MARKETING & 

BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT 

MANAGER

HDB Anti-littering Plant a tree

6 29 M MALAY RESEARCH ASSISTANT HDB Non-consumption of 

shark fin

Reduce waste

Stop One, Stop 

Them All

I'm FINished with 

FINS

Do the right thing. 

Lets bin it.

7 33 F CHINESE ENTREPRENEUR HDB Conserve water

Conserve electricity

Reduce waste

General recycling

Earth Hour Haze

3Rs - Reduce, Reuse, 

Recycle

8 31 F MALAY PRE-SCHOOL EDUCATOR HDB Reduce waste

General recycling

Clean and Green

Singapore Kindness 

Movement 

9 30 M INDIAN HIGH SCHOOL TEACHER HDB Conserve water

Conserve electricity

Save water

Energy efficiency

Singapore Garden 

festival

10 49 M CHINESE TAXI DRIVER HDB Anti-littering Do the right thing. 

Lets bin it.

 

 

  

 

Table 4.7 Breakdown Summary of Participants 
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11 53 M INDIAN CEO PRIVATE Nil 3Rs - Reduce, Reuse, 

Recycle

12 26 M CHINESE MECHANICAL & 

ELECTRICAL COORDINATOR

HDB Conserve water

Conserve electricity

Reduce waste

General recycling

3Rs - Reduce, Reuse, 

Recycle

Keep Singapore 

Clean

13 30 F MALAY BUDGETING OFFICER HDB Anti-littering

Conserve electricity

Reduce waste

Earth Hour

We Love SG Flowers

14 29 M CHINESE LAB ANALYST HDB Conserve electricity

Reduce waste

Participate in overseas 

nature reconstruction 

projects

Plant a Tree

Clean and Green

8 Figures

15 54 M CHINESE CLERICAL OFFICER HDB Conserve water

Conserve electricity

General recycling

Saving Gaia

16 31 M CHINESE MARINE MANAGER HDB Conserve water

Reduce waste

Selling an 

environmental 

friendly product

Save water

17 28 F INDIAN LAB MANAGER HDB Reduce waste

General recycling

Write in to foodcourts 

using styrofoam take-

away containers

Nil

18 32 M MALAY IT OFFICER HDB Anti-littering

Conserve water

Conserve electricity

General recycling

Planting trees

Saving Gaia

19 55 F CHINESE AGENCY SECRETARY HDB Conserve water

Conserve electricity

Reduce waste

General recycling

Saving Gaia

20 46 F CHINESE INSURANCE AGENT HDB Conserve electricity

General recycling

Do the right thing. 

Lets bin it.
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21 45 M CHINESE LECTURER HDB Conserve water

Conserve electricity

Reduce waste

General recycling

3Rs - Reduce, Reuse, 

Recycle

22 29 M CHINESE WAREHOUSE PACKER HDB Conserve water

Reduce waste

General recycling

3Rs - Reduce, Reuse, 

Recycle                    

Clean and Green

23 24 F ANGLO-INDIAN UNIVERSITY STUDENT HDB Conserve water

Conserve electricity

Reduce waste

Purchase and use 

environmentally 

friendly products

Save water

Energy efficiency

Starbucks Wooden 

Spoon Initiative

24 29 F CHINESE MEDICAL TECHNOLOGIST HDB Non-consumption of 

shark fin

Reduce waste

Bring your own bag

I'm FINished with 

FINS

Earth Hour

A Fish Full of Dollars

25 23 F CHINESE UNIVERSITY STUDENT HDB Conserve water

Conserve electricity

Reduce waste

General recycling

Cleanest Block

26 24 F CHINESE UNIVERSITY STUDENT HDB Non-consumption of 

shark fin

Save Water

Earth Hour

A Fish Full of Dollars

27 50 F INDIAN HOMEMAKER HDB Conserve water

Conserve electricity

General recycling

Save Water

28 33 F CHINESE BANK OFFICER HDB Conserve water

Conserve electricity

Reduce waste

General recycling

Clean and Green

29 22 F CHINESE UNIVERSITY STUDENT HDB Conserve water

Conserve electricity

Reduce waste

Save Water

Earth Hour

Energy Efficiency

30 52 F INDIAN SECRETARY HDB Conserve water Save water

31 53 M INDIAN ADMIN OFFICER HDB Conserve water

Conserve electricity

Keep Singapore 

Clean

32 55 M INDIAN SESSIONAL TEACHER HDB Conserve water

General recycling

3Rs - Reduce, Reuse, 

Recycle
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Figure 4.2: Participant-Led Referrals 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.3: Non-Participant-Led Referrals 
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4.5 Ethical Considerations 

As Creswell (2013, p. 56) rightly stated in his book, ‘during the process of planning and 

designing a qualitative study, researchers need to consider what ethical issues might surface during 

the study and to plan how these issues need to be addressed’. There are basically three areas of 

ethical concern which have been traditionally discussed in the literature; informed consent, privacy 

and anonymity, and confidentiality of participants (Lincoln, 2009; Creswell, 2013; Lichtman, 2013; 

Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015).  

Informed consent entails informing any individual who is being approached to participate in a 

research of the overall purpose of the research investigation, the key features of the research design 

and any anticipated possible risks and benefits which may arise from participation in the research 

project (Silverman, 2010; Lichtman, 2013; Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015). An informed consent form with 

the above information should be prepared before any direct contact with the participant. Privacy and 

anonymity refers to the expectation of research participants that their privacy will be guaranteed 

(Lichtman, 2013). They would expect no identifying information about themselves to be made public. 

Lastly, confidentiality in research means ensuring that the information (e.g., audio recordings and 

transcripts) provided by the research participants are not shared with anyone else who is not part of 

the research team. 

Although these three areas of ethical concern issues may not necessarily be of concern to 

most research participants, Brinkmann and Kvale (2015) suggested that it is always wise to err on the 

side of caution. In the event conflict arises, particularly within institutional settings, the signed 

informed consent form would protect both the research participants and research investigator.  

Before the commencement of data collection, I prepared an information kit for my 

participants. The information kit consisted of an invitation letter for participation, an information 

sheet with details on what my research purpose was and an informed consent form (See Appendix 3). 

In the information sheet and informed consent form, I clearly stated the purpose of my research and 
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highlighted the information which would be used from the data collection (e.g., quotes from 

participants). The expected benefits from this research which included usage of data for this thesis, 

future journal publications and conference proceedings were emphasised. Any anticipated risks to 

participants were made explicit. I included in my information kit a request to audio-tape the 

interviews; however, I suggested that if the participant was uncomfortable with that procedure, the 

recording would not take place. The dateline for deletion of audio files was provided too. I also made 

it clear upfront that no identifying information of participants (e.g., names and home addresses) 

would be revealed in the thesis and forthcoming publications and any data collected would be strictly 

accessible only by both my supervisors and myself. Further to this, I had included a statement stating 

that direct quotes from the interviews may be used for the thesis and other publications. This 

decision was made after reading Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) book on naturalistic inquiry. They stress in 

their book that agreeing to participate in a research cannot be treated as agreeing to be directly 

quoted, as by doing so, participants can become exposed to the risks of being identified. If 

participants were agreeable to participate after reading the information provided, they were 

requested to sign the informed consent form before the start of the interview. At this time, 

participants were also advised of the option to request a copy of aggregated results from this 

research by contacting me or my supervisors. 

In addition to these arrangements, reciprocity with participants was practised following the 

completion of each interview. Creswell (2013, p. 60) stressed that ethical issues can emerge if 

participants feel that they are being ‘used’ merely for the collection of data by the research 

investigator. Therefore, he suggests that it is a good idea for research investigators to practise 

reciprocity with participants by rewarding them for their time and effort. Taking his suggestion into 

consideration, I gave each participant in my research an environmentally friendly USB memory stick 

following the completion of the interview as a token of appreciation for their participation in my 

research.  
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4.6 Actual Collection of Interview Data  

The actual interviews were held between November 2014 and late January 2015 in Singapore. 

Interviews ranged in length from 29 minutes to 72 minutes and were recorded verbatim. Interviews 

were held in natural settings (e.g., homes, cafes, offices) chosen by participants. My aim was to 

conduct interviews in a setting and manner that would make my participants feel at ease, encourage 

openness and candour from them during the interviews and give them the confidence to explore the 

range and complexity of their ideas freely without feeling any form of restraint. Participants were 

mindful that a quiet space would be preferable so most of them chose to have the interviews either in 

their own homes or in quiet cafes. The interview process consisted of six stages which are listed in 

Figure 4.4. These will now be discussed in detail. 
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Figure 4.4: Actual Interview Process 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

143 

 

4.6.1 Arrival and Getting to Know  

To conduct an interview which will generate useful and meaningful data, it is important to 

first build rapport and establish a relationship with the interviewee (Legard, Keegan & Ward, 2003; 

Lichtman, 2013). However, prior to this, it is also important that the interviewer defines his or her role 

clearly at the onset of any interview as failure to do so will make interviewing difficult (Rubin & Rubin, 

2005). Most of us relate to people we know through ‘culturally understood roles in which obligations 

and responsibilities are known to both parties’ (Rubin & Rubin, 2005, p. 84). Examples include the 

interactive pair of roles played by both husbands and wives, parents and children and teachers and 

students. In the case of qualitative interviewing, the two roles are the researcher and that of the 

participant who is being researched, but according to Rubin and Rubin (1995), simply referring to 

myself as a researcher does not explain much as few people who are not from the research field 

understand what academic research entails. Therefore, when approaching the interview participant, 

the researcher must put himself or herself in a role which the participant can resonate with (Bart, 

1987). I took this into consideration before I went to each interview.  

Before arriving for each interview, I asked myself these questions: How should I present 

myself to this participant? How should I make her or him feel that I am his or her conversational 

partner and not someone of a higher stature? If I sense that the participant feels threatened by my 

role as a PhD student, how should I interview in a way which will take away that threatening feeling? 

For each participant, I decided to define his or her role in my life first. Following which, I decided on 

the role to take for that respective participant. For instance, if the participant was someone with 

whom I had either worked with or studied with before, I took on the role of an ex-colleague or an ex-

classmate. The fact that I had studied or worked with them before put my participants at ease as they 

had known and interacted with me on a personal level.  

If on the other hand, the participant was someone referred by a known other and someone 

who was older than me, I was more careful. I downplayed my role as a researcher which can 
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sometimes imply authority in Asian cultures (Suh, Kagan & Strumpg, 2009). For an example, if the 

participant was an aunt of my ex-classmate, I referred to her as ‘aunty’. This is because in Asian 

cultures including Singapore, there are certain social honorifics to be followed. The decisive factor for 

social honorifics in Singapore is age (Wong, 2014). Kinship terms such as ‘uncle’ and ‘aunty’ are used 

to refer to older men and women relatives in the family as a form of respect for their age (Wong, 

2014). However, this rule applies to strangers as well, since calling the elders by their first name is 

considered to be disrespectful in Singapore (Wong, 2014). Since I am a Singaporean who is familiar 

with these cultural nuances, I practised culturally appropriate manners throughout the course of data 

collection.  

After clearly defining my roles beforehand, I attended the respective interviews. In the first 

ten minutes after arriving and meeting the participant, I spent some time talking to him or her about 

myself first. I generally spoke of my journey from Singapore to Australia, what I have learnt in my 

years in Australia and what I missed about Singapore (e.g., family, food). By practising self-disclosure 

throughout all the interviews, I found that the participants in return felt more at ease to speak about 

themselves, their families and work. I feel that the exchange of stories also assisted in removing any 

form of potential power difference between me and my interview participants. As Lichtman (2013, p. 

194) so aptly stated, ‘In a sense, it is about my being human and approachable, not aloof and on a 

higher place’. All the participants were courteous and welcoming in their disposition towards me. I did 

not experience any form of hostility from any participant. Once the introduction and formalities were 

over, I obtained permission from participants to commence the interview.  

4.6.2 Introducing Research to Participant 

Prior to the start of each interview, all the participants including those who were referred by 

others were emailed the information kit as mentioned earlier. Between the time I sent the email 

containing the information sheet and the time of interview, participants could clarify or ask me any 

questions regarding the interview and/or my research. Therefore, at the time of interview, most of 
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the participants were already aware of my research purpose. Nonetheless, I reiterated my research 

purpose and went over the information sheet with them again. As recommended by Lincoln and Guba 

(1985), it is always a wise idea to recall the nature and purpose of the interview in person. 

Participants were given time to read the information sheet again before signing the informed consent 

form. At this stage, I also obtained their permission to record the interview. One participant, however, 

declined to be recorded halfway through the interview. I stopped the recording for her. I have talked 

about the ‘problem’’ I had encountered with this participant in detail under my personal reflection. 

None of the other participants had any issue with the recording. Once, the participants had signed the 

informed consent form, I proceeded with the interview.  

4.6.3 Beginning of Interview 

Arthur and Nazroo (2003, p. 112) believed that interviews are ‘processes with their own 

dynamic which means that different issues are best addressed at different stages of the process’. 

When beginning the interview, it is recommended that questions are not difficult and are non-

threatening so that participants can be eased gently into the interview (Sorrell & Redman, 1995; 

Arthur & Nazroo, 2003). Most qualitative research writers advocate the use of ‘grand tour’ questions 

for the beginning of interview (e.g., Guba & Lincoln, 1985; Morse & Field, 1995). ‘Grand tour’ 

questions are descriptive questions which are open-ended, the easiest to ask and are the most 

straightforward to answer (Sorrell & Redmond, 1995; Arthur & Nazroo, 2003). I began the interviews 

with simple definitional questions such as: ‘When I mention nature, what comes to your mind?’ and 

‘What about when I mention environment?’. These definitional questions got my participants talking 

and assisted them in understanding that I was taking a more discursive and conversational approach 

to the interviews. 

At the same time, participants’ answers to these questions also aided me in understanding 

their initial reflections and conceptualisations on environmental worldviews. If I had asked these at a 
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later stage of the interview, answers could have been biased as conceptualisations would have been 

influenced by the discussion which had taken place (Arthur & Nazroo, 2003).  

Once participants had responded to these definitional questions, I slowly eased into ‘ground 

mapping” questions. ‘Ground mapping’ questions are a type of ‘content mapping’ question. According 

to Legard, Keegan and Ward (2003), there are two main categories of questions which are used in 

combination to obtain more in-depth information from interview participants. These are known as 

‘content mapping’ and ‘content mining’ questions. ‘Content mapping’ questions are usually 

developed to open up the research topic to gather more data on main dimensions or issues which are 

relevant to the participant. ‘Content mining’ questions are the various kinds of probes used to further 

clarify the dimensions and issues identified through the answers to ‘content mapping’ questions.  

To signal to participants that we would be starting to get deeper into the interview questions 

as well as to provide participants with an opportunity to start organising their thinking for the 

questions to follow (Guba & Lincoln, 1985), I asked the following two ‘ground mapping’ questions: 

‘What do you think is the relationship between man and nature?’ and ‘What is your personal 

relationship with nature?’  

4.6.4 Moving to Core of Interview 

Good interviewers should always want to understand the ‘salience, implications and 

emotional resonance’ of the phenomenon under study (Mariampolski, 2001, p. 197). Keeping this in 

mind, the aim of this core interview stage was to obtain as much breadth of coverage across main 

issues and depth of coverage within each issue mentioned. I used a combination of both ‘content 

mapping’ and ‘content mining’ questions throughout the core interviewing stage. To achieve breadth 

of coverage of key points and issues, I used ‘content mapping’ questions and to elicit depth in 

answers from participants, I used ‘content mining’ questions. I have provided brief explanations on 

the different types of ‘content mapping’ and ‘content mining’ questions in Table 4.8. Table 4.9 
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illustrates the use of the different types of questions and probes using an excerpt from an interview 

transcript.  

Table 4.8: Types of Interview Questions 

 

 

 

Content Mapping Questions Explanation 

Ground Mapping Widely framed questions designed to encourage spontaneity and to 

allow participants to raise issues which are most relevant to them 

Dimension Mapping Used to focus participants more narrowly on specific topic or concept 

which is being discussed 

Perspective-Widening Encouraging participants to look at issues from different perspectives 

to unearth more layers of meaning and richness 

Content Mining Questions Tools (e.g., probes) to explore answers to content mapping questions 

Amplificatory Probes Interviewee participants do have tendencies to answer questions 

through sharing of experiences and stories. Sometimes, these may not 

be explained in depth. To gain a full description and understanding of 

participants’ thoughts and feelings of the experiences and stories 

shared on the phenomenon under study, amplificatory probes are 

used. (e.g., When you say that pro-environmental campaigns you 

have seen are not effective, can you give an example?) 

Exploratory Probes To explore participants’ views and feelings underlying descriptions of 

behaviours, events and experiences (e.g., How did that make you feel 

when you saw the litter on the beach?) 

Explanatory Probes Seeking the ‘why’ to answers provided by interview participants to 

understand reasons behind perspectives and behaviour.  
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Interviewer: So how would you describe, what do you feel about the environmental situation in Singapore? Why? 

(Ground mapping) 
 
Participant: Uhh [pause for 2 secs] okay. Honestly I don’t think people are very aware of the environment. 
 
Interviewer: Why do you say that? (Explanatory Probe) 
 
Participant: Uhh [pause] Firstly I don't see like a recycle bin in every HDB block. One HDB block could easily contain 

like hundreds of people, and these hundreds of people have daily needs. Like daily you can imagine the 
kind of things you can churn out like mineral water bottle, even like monthly shampoo bottles, you 
know, daily packets of food. It just goes into the dustbin. And if people are given awareness and you 
know these bins are around, people can do more. It’s just people are not aware of the importance of 
the environment, and I don’t think that people know that the nature is being destroyed. I think we are 
living in a very comfortable environment, where we think that everything is gold and crystal and 
diamonds, when a lot of the trash is going elsewhere and we don't see that picture, so we think that 
everything is clean and we can do what we want. And I don’t think the government projects to people, 
like other parts of the world, where you know 'we don't have any more trees', or 'this is depleting'. If 
this kind of news is coming to people then people are getting more concern for the nature. I won't say 
fear, but at least concern, do something about it. And people are not aware that a lot of things they are 
using actually comes from the nature. If people actually say that yeah we actually cut down the trees to 
get this paper, things like that, then it will be better. 

 
Interviewer: That's very interesting, because you keep saying that people are not aware, and so does that mean 

that the current campaigns that the government is coming out with, do you think it is reaching out to 
the public? Or do you think it is not sufficient? (Explanatory/Amplificatory Probes) 

 
Participant: No. No it is not sufficient. For sure, what I think is reaching out to public is more of like, [pause for 2 

secs] anything to do with health and beauty. I think Singapore is focusing on - everywhere you turn is 
about like, hair care, like you know hair thinning or like lose some weight. You know some kind of - 
more catered to physical attributes. But if you tell me advertisements, I rarely see. Like even me, I think 
I go to a lot of places in Singapore and all that, but I don't see... Yeah. 

 
Interviewer: So how do you think this can be improved? What do you suggest? (Amplificatory Probe) 
 
Participant: I think first of all, they need to advertise more about how, I think, more like how we get our things 

from nature. Like I think that awareness is important. And second they can tell how people can help to, 
you know, care for the environment. So simple things like recycling, like if they can see uhh, if they can 
like put bins under the block. And all that. At least people can take the first step, to start recycling, they 
don't have to go like, collect the materials, for like one month and go like a few kilometres away, where 
they can find recycle bins. If you have things like that, nobody is going to recycle. 

 

Table 4.9: Excerpt of Interview to illustrate types of questions asked 
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During the interview process, I checked on emerging ideas as well. For example, in the initial 

interviews, participants suggested water rationing as a possible facilitator of pro-environmental 

behaviour. I subsequently included a question on this issue with other participants. At the same time, 

I also challenged some of the answers provided by participants. For instance, Participant 25 

mentioned that a reward and rebate system should be brought in to encourage more Singaporeans to 

be pro-environmental. I challenged her idea by asking ‘Okay, so when we bring in the reward and 

rebate system, don't you think then that's going to be like, I mean when it comes to the environment, 

some people think that it should come out from your own conscious…effort. So, if we have the 

reward system, do you think that will actually encourage people to do it more because of the reward, 

than you know, “oh I really need to do something”.’ The participant in turn did not simply agree with 

my perspective but expanded on her suggestion and offered a clearer response as to why she 

recommended the reward and rebate system.  

Throughout the interview process, I ensured that I practised active listening skills. Active 

listening involves three things: (1) listening to and understanding participants’ verbal messages, (2) 

observing and reading participants’ nonverbal behaviour (e.g., posture, facial expressions, tone of 

voice), (3) listening to the context, which is listening to the whole person in the context of the natural 

settings of participants’ lives (Egan, 1998). I listened to them as they described their experiences. I 

looked out for stories, as stories often can provide greater insights into participants’ real feelings and 

opinions (Rubin & Rubin, 2005).  

Nonverbal behaviour is also treated as a channel of communication which can often be 

neglected if a researcher is too engrossed in listening to the verbal messages of the participants 

(Russell, 1995). I looked out mostly for facial expressions, bodily behaviours such as movements and 

gestures and voice-related behaviour (e.g., tone of voice, pitch, voice level). There was one participant 

who laughed at several intervals when providing her answers. Her answers were reflective, but the 

laughter indicated scepticism of the whole idea of promoting pro-environmental behaviour to 
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Singaporeans. Another participant started shifting uncomfortably in her chair and kept looking behind 

her to ensure that no one was listening to our conversation although it was only the two of us in the 

setting.  

By following the above-mentioned tactics, I was able to obtain rich information related to the 

main questions in my interviews. Following this, I started to wind down the interviews 

4.6.5 Winding down of interview and ‘take-away’ 

 As the end of the interview approached, I signalled to them that we were reaching the 

conclusion of the interview by using phrases such as ‘as a last question’, and ‘this is the final 

question’. After the participant had answered the final question, with his or her permission, I chose to 

do a mini presentation of Singapore’s ecological footprint with an image for illustrative purpose. I 

explained to the participants what an ecological footprint was and where Singapore was currently 

standing. This was the ‘take-away’ topic which I had previously stated.  

4.6.6 Post-Interview 

All participants following the conclusion of the interview received an eco-friendly bamboo 

USB memory stick as a token of appreciation for their participation. Some of the participants were 

keen to share a cup of coffee with me after the conclusion of the interview, especially if the 

interviews took place either in their homes or cafes. They had warmed up to me during the interview 

and were interested to learn more about my research. These participants expressed their happiness 

for my research and showed keen interest to learn of my findings. I reciprocated their congeniality 

and usually stuck around for another half an hour to chat with the participants. The words exchanged 

and the reciprocal feelings supported the fact that I had become an ‘insider’ to the participants’ in-

group and achieved the status necessary for my research investigation.  

After taking leave from the participants, I returned home to record my post-interview 

thoughts in a notebook. As Patton (2002) stresses, the period after an interview is crucial to the rigor 
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and validity of qualitative inquiry. It is a critical time for reflection and elaboration. He suggests that 

reflective notes on the details of interview settings, general observations made about the interviews 

such as interview conditions, quality of questions asked and information received from participants 

should be recorded. This is to ensure the usefulness, reliability and authenticity of the data obtained 

(Patton, 2002). Furthermore, Morse and Field (1995) opined that taped interviews do not portray the 

physical settings where the interviews took place nor the non-verbal communication expressed 

during the interview process. When written up, reflective field notes allow the researcher to take 

note of important non-verbal cues.  

I adapted Miles’ and Huberman’s (1994) Contact Summary Sheet as a template for the 

handwritten notes I created for each person interviewed. A contact summary is a single sheet 

summarising the main concepts, themes, issues, questions and other details of each interview (Miles 

& Huberman, 1994). Often with interviews, large amounts of data exist and it is easy for a novice 

researcher like myself to get weltered in the massive data. I liked the compactness and simplicity of 

this form. Therefore, I adapted the sections which resonated with me the most. I have attached my 

handwritten notes for the second interview I had conducted and three from the later interviews 

under Appendix 3. I personally found that as I did more interviews, my skills improved and I was also 

able to write my reflective memos with better clarity. Since I was a novice interviewer with no prior 

experience, I made a few mistakes in my interviews and these are reflected in my field notes. I noted 

down questions I forgot to ask and also observed how, in some interviews, I had formed judgements 

too hastily.  

 After conclusion of all the interviews, I sent my audio files for transcription after which data 

analysis commenced.  
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4.7 Data Analysis 

Data analysis is the section which I struggled with the most. I followed my intuition for the 

data analysis. Since I was socialised within the quantitative research paradigm, I could not do away 

with having a structure. I needed a structure to guide my data analysis. As Creswell (2013) stated, 

there are bound to be variations in the way each researcher does his or her qualitative analysis. By 

borrowing analysis ideas from Ritchie et al. (2003), Braun and Clarke (2006), Miles and Huberman 

(1994) and Wolcott (1994), I commenced my data analysis. I used a mixture of content analysis 

suggested by Morse and Field (1995) and the Framework analysis method advocated by Ritchie et al. 

(2003).  

4.7.1 Data Reduction 

I started my data analysis process through data reduction. This refers to the process of; 

‘selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting and transforming the data that appear in written-up field 

notes or transcriptions’ (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 10). The data analysis process began with me 

listening to each interview again. This exercise allowed me to relive the interview in ‘real time’, in 

addition to recall information or events that occurred during the interview. I listened for and noted 

any meaning-filled pauses or displays of emotions and corrected any errors in transcription. At the 

same time, I vetted the interview transcripts for errors. This process allowed me to connect 

personally with the dataset and enabled me to delve deeply into the thoughts and perspectives of the 

participants.  

I commenced my data management with the content analysis process (Morse & Field, 1995). 

Content analysis refers to analysing by topic whereby each interview is segmented by the topics in the 

interview guide. I decided to use my five key topic areas as the initial broad themes to analyse my 

data. This decision made the analysis process easier and smoother. It also provided me with a sound 

structure.  
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I began by creating a word document for each key topic area. Eventually as I progressed 

through the interview transcripts, the five sections grew to eight sections: (1) facilitators of pro-

environmental behaviour, (2) barriers of pro-environmental behaviour, (3) recall of campaigns and 

reactions (4) environmental locus of control, (5) environmental knowledge, (6) stories generated by 

participants, (7) environmental worldview and (8) type of pro-environmental behaviour engaged in.  

As I went through the dataset, I identified recurring opinions by participants. I grouped these opinions 

and sorted them into smaller groups of main themes. These ‘main themes’ were in turn placed under 

their respective sections. For example, many participants spoke of the limited availability of recycling 

bins under their blocks, recycling bags and the gradual decrease of rag and bone men popularly 

referred to as ‘karung guni’ in Singapore who collect old newspapers and electrical appliances every 

weekend. The common theme in these factors was the unavailability of environmental services so I 

created a ‘main theme’ and placed any quotes which were relevant to this main theme under the 

‘barriers of pro-environmental behaviour’ section. I followed the same format for every section 

identified earlier. Under ‘barriers of pro-environmental behaviour’ section alone, 24 main themes 

emerged.  

Importantly, Ritchie et al. (2003) had cautioned against the ‘copy and paste’ method as the 

context can be lost. Therefore, when I copied and pasted, I also included the whole story or briefly 

stated next to the quote in what context the participant made the statement. Table 4.10 provides an 

example of one of the main themes, “environmental campaigns” from the “barriers of pro-

environmental behaviour” section. The number P1 for example represents Participant 1.  
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Quotes from selected participants for main theme ‘Environmental Campaigns’  

I will say it’s not consistent, because there will be a point where they will have a go-green 

environment, y’know, planting a tree to show they are going green, but...but it’s not consistent – 

they’ll stop halfway. The campaigns will stop halfway, they’ll start again, y’know it’s not something 

that we do in a daily basis  

It’s a one off event where the MP would come and plant a tree and then...that’s it….We need to put 

in place strategies to ensure that the work just doesn’t stop within a day or we should continue 

everyday (P1, Female, Indian)      

  

I don't know whether planting a tree is part of it....yeah, but it's not very widespread I would say....I 

mean, it's more of a – a how do I put it? Uh [pause] it's more of a high – high class event where you 

have an MP there, y'know, it's - it's very broadcasted, it's not like something like everyone can do it 

any time. [Interviewer: MmHm] Yeah so they set a date for it and then they do it so I mean, and it's 

on TV, or it's streamlined in data, but I mean I'm not sure how effective that message is, yeah I mean 

you see them and it's just planting a seed, and you know that they're supposed to be promoting that, 

but uhh, otherwise I'm not sure if that value's instilled in every single person (P2, Female, Indian) 

 

That advertisement, I think....give me the impression that it is mainly for the foreigner. I know the 

dressing; the way they act looks like, uh [laughing]…We just see....and just catch my attention. Okay, 

so funny this kind of, uh, advertisement. I do not know for me, because we are not those people who 

are always littering around, so for us, it's oh! Okay, probably this one is to target different kind of 

audience. So whether that target audience accept it or not, I'm not sure. (P4, Female, Chinese) 

 

I think it’s good that they used celebrities, but it didn’t really matter to me they used anybody. But 

because usually it’s an idol that people look up to, so …. But then again, having celebrities just for 

the sake of ...maybe it’s not educating enough because they don’t tell you why don’t eat – they don’t 

provide any statistics or whatever. (Spoke in the context of ACRES shark fin campaign) 

there’s the anti-littering campaign, right? Uh, I don’t litter. I think it’s a yearly campaign as in there’s 

so not much publicity so it doesn’t- it doesn’t strike me. (P6, Male, Malay) 

People say there are so much campaigns about uh, you know earth hour to turn off the lights, save 

electricity, but I think, ok that part you know is just one hour, out of once a year, it’s just one hour 

once a year, but uh . . if . . if they educate us to do it in a long-term effect, I think it uh kinda ripples 

the effects to our children also, and if they advocate you know the saving the nature and the 

environment, and things like that, we will also influence our elder folks also, so I think that is more 

worthwhile than just one hour of the earth hour. (P7, Female, Chinese) 

 

 

Table 4.10: Example of ‘main theme’ quotes from selected participants 
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Following this step, I looked through all the main themes in the dataset to illustrate the 

recurring themes under each main theme. I named these, ‘sub-themes’. To illustrate how I developed 

my sub-themes, I will continue to use Table 4.9 as an example. I highlighted recurring and repetitive 

words and phrases in green. After this step, I examined them to see how they could be grouped into 

smaller sub-themes. I observed that the words ‘one off’, ‘stop within a day’, ‘short-term’, ‘don’t last 

long enough’, ‘yearly’, one hour’, ‘once a year’ all denoted time. I could tell that that the infrequency 

of campaigns was a barrier. Consequently, my first sub-theme emerged— ‘infrequency of 

environmental campaigns’. Then I read further and I observed words such as ‘MP’, ‘celebrities’ and 

participants’; these words implied dissatisfaction with the communicator of environmental messages. 

I created the second sub-theme, ‘unsuitable message communicator’. Participants also mentioned the 

words ‘mainly for foreigner’, ‘I don’t litter’, ‘depends on the person who watches these ads’, ‘didn’t 

really matter to me’. These words indicated lack of personal relevance to the message communicated 

in pro-environmental campaigns. I grouped these under ‘lack of personal relevance’. The last sub-

theme I created was ‘inappropriate message content’ based on the words ‘plant a seed…not sure how 

effective message is’, ‘just plant a tree…and then that’s it’, ‘not educating enough’, ‘not English 

spoken’, ‘not user-friendly’ which all point towards the message content. This sub-theme differed 

from the previous one of personal relevance as the phrases and words used for this sub-theme 

related more to general environmental messages communicated to everyone.  

Initially, when I was coming up with names for my main themes, I was using words used 

frequently in the literature such as ‘environmental locus of control’. This was before I had come 

across Ritchie et al.’s (2003) framework analysis method. When I read the chapter on data analysis in 

their book, the authors advised against imposing concepts from the literature at this early stage of the 

process. They recommended that the themes which were emerging should be described using the 

actual words used by participants. Furthermore, introducing terms from the literature at this juncture 

prevents the analysis from being grounded in the data.  
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4.7.2 Labelling the themes and sub-themes 

Once I had created the sub-themes, I created an index system where each main theme and 

sub-themes under each main theme were assigned alphabetic numbers. If you can recall, I had stated 

earlier that I had developed eight sections, each covering one key topic area. So, to prevent confusion 

with the index system, I added an alphabet letter before each number. For example, since I have been 

discussing the barriers of pro-environmental behaviour, I assigned this main theme the index ‘B5.0’, 

where ‘B’ stands for ‘barrier’. If it was a main theme for environmental locus of control, each main 

theme and sub-theme index began with ‘EL’. If it was a facilitator of pro-environmental behaviour, I 

used the alphabet letter, ‘F’. Table 4.11 depicts an example of the index system created for the main 

theme and sub-themes in Table 4.10. After creating an index system, I applied them to the transcripts 

as I moved along the interviews. The index system grew longer as I kept adding main and sub-themes. 

I have provided an example of an excerpt from one of the transcripts with the respective indices in 

Table 4.12. The index numbers are in orange. As mentioned by Ritchie et al. (2003), when the content 

of participants’ descriptions of the phenomena is complex, it is common to find several important 

themes in close proximity to one another or in some instances interspersed with others frequently 

throughout the whole dataset. In both these situations, such occurrences provide initial clues to 

possible relationships between the main themes.  

B5.0 Environmental Campaigns 

B5.1 Infrequency of environmental campaigns 

B5.2 Unsuitable message communicator 

B5.3 Lack of personal relevance 

B5.4 Inappropriate message content 

 

Table 4.11: Example of index system 
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4.7.3 Sorting and Synthesising Data 

After indexing the whole dataset, the next step was to order them in a way which was 

manageable and easy to work with. I extracted data which were similar in content and grouped them 

by main themes on an Excel file. This is referred to as a thematic chart (Bran & Clarke, 2006). I have 

provided an example in Table 4.13. I continued to use the information from Table 4.9 for consistency 

purposes. I also selected the participants to reflect each cultural group in Singapore; Indian, Malay 

and Chinese. During this process, I did not change any of the participants’ words. Care was taken to 

retain the language and words of the participants as they were originally expressed. Interpretation of 

data was also kept to a minimum at this stage though the prominent themes had already started to 

emerge strongly. 
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Table 4.12: Example of indexing on an excerpt of the interview transcript for Participant 17 

Interviewer: So how would you describe, what you feel about the environmental situation in Singapore? Why? 

 

Participant: Uhh [pause for 2 secs] okay. Honestly I don’t think people are very aware of the environment. 

 

Interviewer: Why do you say that? 

 

Participant: Uhh [pause] Firstly I don't see like a recycle bin in every HDB block (B1.1). One HDB block could easily contain like hundreds of people, and 

these hundreds of people have daily needs. Like daily you can imagine the kind of things you can churn out like mineral water bottle, even 

like monthly shampoo bottles, you know, daily packets of food. It just goes into the dustbin. And if people are given awareness (F2.2) and 

you know these bins are around, people can do more (F1.1). Its just people are not aware of the importance of the environment (B14.2), 

and I don’t think that people know that the nature is being destroyed (B14.2). I think we are living in a very comfortable environment, 

where we think that everything is gold and crystal and diamonds, when a lot of the trash is going elsewhere and we don't see that picture, 

so we think that everything is clean and we can do what we want (B13.1, B16.3). And I don’t think the government projects to people, like 

other parts of the world, where you know 'we don't have any more trees', or 'this is depleting' (B10.2). If this kind of news is coming to 

people then people are getting more concern for the nature (F2.2). I won't say fear, but at least concern (F2.2), do something about it. And 

people are not aware that a lot of things they are using actually comes from the nature (B13.1). If people actually say that yeah we actually 

cut down the trees to get this paper, things like that, then it will be better (B5.4, F2.2). 

 

Interviewer: That's very interesting, because you keep saying that people are not aware, and so does that mean that the current campaigns that the 

government is coming out with, do you think it is reaching out to the public? Or do you think it is not sufficient? 

 

Participant: No. No it is not sufficient. For sure, what I think is reaching out to public is more of like, [pause for 2 secs] anything to do with health and 

beauty (B17.2). I think Singapore is focusing on - everywhere you turn is about like, hair care, like you know hair thinning…or like lose some 
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weight (B17.2). You know some kind of - more catered to physical attributes. But if you tell me advertisements, I rarely see (B5.1). Like 

even me, I think I go to a lot of places in Singapore and all that, but I don't see.... Yeah. 
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Table 4.13: Example of a thematic chart from actual data analysis 
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Table 4.14: Example of Descriptive Analysis 

P Data Charted under B7.2 

Long Working Culture 

Identified 

Elements/Dimensions 

Categories 

2 …in a country like this, where most 

people are in the working-class 

population, right, it's very difficult for 

people to actually consider such 

things because....by the time you 

come back home all you want to do is 

eat and sleep. It's that kind of a 

lifestyle.  

 

So, I mean, it's got to do with the 

stress level here, and that fact that 

most people need to work to literally 

stay in this country. 

Difficult to consider being 

pro-environmental 

Working class population 

Just want to eat and sleep 

after getting home 

No time for anything else 

Kind of lifestyle 

Stress level because of 

work culture 

Have to work to live in this 

country 

Difficulties to be pro-

environmental because of 

long working hours 

Resigned feelings to work 

conditions 

Work as forced priority 

3 Especially working long hours and 

cleaning my house on the 

weekend[laughing]. So, the last thing I 

want to think about is cleaning 

anywhere else [laughing]. 

Working long hours 

Spare time only on 

weekends so other 

priorities like cleaning 

Competing priorities 

4 Because I stay in Singapore and live 

everyday work and stay in a city, so 

not much time to interact, so called, 

or have the nature here 

Everyday work 

No time to interact with 

nature 

Work priority  

Lack of time after work 

6 Time constraints …Like I’d wanted to 

be engages in activities outside if 

there is, and I’m sure there are, but 

sometimes you’re busy with life and 

work  

Busy with life and work 

No time to engage in 

activities 

Lack of time after work 

9 I mean, for me time. Seems to be uh 

living ... my profession for one thing. 

Being a teacher is very difficult. I’m 

always busy. So I rarely have time to 

... unless it’s the early days so I mean 

that’s one of the reasons I would say 

uh which is, which affects. 

 

Like I’ve got work, and then family, 

Always busy 

Profession as teacher 

Rarely have time  

Environment not key 

priority 

Work first, family and other 

stuff before environment 

Lack of time after work 

Competing work and 

family priorities  
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and then other stuff you know. And 

then probably this will be like 6th of 7th 

or something along that line so by 

then I won’t be able to, to make it a 

priority anyway so. 

 

12 I feel Singaporeans are very caught up 

with work uh so... it’s more of a rat 

race – economic rat race. So, most, if 

not many of the people here are 

probably not very concerned... or 

have no incentive to be concerned 

about nature 

 

Probably you think of priority, and, if 

you’re work commitment, or your 

family commitment comes in 

between, most of us it does come in 

between you won’t have time to play 

your part especially you have family, 

when you have uh work. Unless of 

course it’s uh endorsed by the 

company so you can take time off to 

do it. 

Singaporeans caught up 

with work 

Priority – work and family 

But if endorsed by 

company, happy to be pro-

environmental 

Competing work and 

family priorities 

Resigned feelings to work 

conditions 

13 But for me it doesn’t impact uh . . 

being office staff who works from 

morning to- the usual hours from 

8am to 6pm, we are not at home, so 

we don’t, we don’t encounter this. 

(question on water rationing) 

Work long hours so water 

rationing will not have 

impact 

Long working hours 

23 You know how we working and we 

are busy with things in it and 

sometimes when you just look at the 

green place for animals - animals are 

also part of the environment, it's not 

just plants, then you just feel very 

happy you know 

Working and busy with 

things 

Nice to look at green space 

– as a respite from work 

Work priority 

Nature as therapeutic 

24 I guess work, because I actually have 

to work on Saturday and Sunday and I 

do get shift works as well - like night 

Work – Saturday and 

Sunday as well, night shift 

Hopes to have time to go 

Resigned feelings to work 

conditions 

Nature as therapeutic 
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shift. But yeah, I would actually hope 

to have more time to go like hiking or 

to go have a walk, in the MacRitchie 

for example, I find that's kind of 

relaxing. 

hiking in nature park for 

relaxation 

 

 

4.7.4 Actual Data Analysis 

Once I had sorted and grouped all the main and sub-themes, the next step was the actual 

data analysis process. I took all the cases under each main theme and created another file. I looked 

across all the cases in each sub-theme and noted down the range of perceptions, views and 

experiences. I identified key elements for each case studied under each sub-theme. Once, I had 

finished that, I moved on to identifying similar elements and dimensions across the data under each 

sub-theme. Categories were created based on recurring key elements and dimensions. I have 

illustrated using an example from one of the sub-themes B7.2, ‘Long Working Culture’ under the main 

theme B7.0 ‘Working Lifestyle’ (see Table 4.14). The key elements were: working for long hours; no 

time as a result of these long working hours; nature as therapeutical from long working hours; work 

comes as first priority followed by everything else. After identifying the elements, I developed 

categories. You can observe how categories with the word ‘priority’ emerged several times but they 

are similar in conception. I have changed some to a broader category, ‘competing priorities’ and left 

others the way I had first categorised them, to demonstrate what I mean.  

Following the development of categories, I listed all of them and then I grouped them into 

overall themes. This process was smoother as I had already sectioned my data at the start. I 

developed explanations for the broad themes which have emerged from the entire data. I looked 

mostly at past literature and existing theories for explanations which I felt explained the findings 

satisfactorily. Chapters 5 and 6 where I discuss my findings and their relation to the literature will 

expand on this more.  
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During the process of data analysis, I also observed ‘matched set linkages’. ‘Matched set 

linkages’ are possible associations between different phenomena (e.g., cultural group and actual pro-

environmental behaviour, working culture and locus of control) (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995; 

Ritchie et al., 2003). For example, I found Chinese participants re-use waste water from the rinse cycle 

for flushing the toilets and washing the corridors. This finding was found only for participants who 

were Chinese and not for any other cultural group. These sorts of findings are important revelations. I 

found explanations for this in the literature and from personal experience as well as I had stayed with 

a Chinese landlord during my initial years in Australia. She practised the same behaviour.  

To this point, I have described my whole research process. As Ritchie et al. (2003) stated, 

‘Only by working through the raw material at this level of intensity do the lines of enquiry to pursue, 

or the puzzles posed by the data begin to emerge. The time invested is therefore worth every 

moment since the “jewels” that await the analyst will certainly begin to glimmer’ (p. 237). 

The next section discusses how I achieved trustworthiness of data in my research.  

4.8 Trustworthiness of Data 

Positivists usually question interpretivists’ qualitative work on the grounds of the 

trustworthiness of the data collected and analysed (Shenton, 2004). However, works of Denzin 

(1978), Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Arksey and Knight (1999) over the years have provided 

qualitative researchers with assistance on how trustworthiness of data can be achieved through 

qualitative research. Lincoln and Guba (1985), for instance, offer four criterion which can be used to 

achieve trustworthiness in qualitative research. They are; (a) credibility; (b) transferability; (c) 

dependability and; (d) confirmability. To date, Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) four criterion are the most 

favoured among qualitative researchers (Shenton, 2004). I describe below how I established 

trustworthiness for my research based on Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criterion.  
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4.8.1 Credibility 

Credibility in qualitative research refers to whether the findings are accurate and credible 

from the researcher’s, participants’ and reader’s points of view (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). This 

criterion is a key component of qualitative research design (Miles & Huberman, 1994). One of the 

ways credibility can be achieved is through researcher reflexivity (Creswell & Miller, 2000). It is the 

process by which researchers report on personal beliefs, assumptions, values and biases which shape 

their inquiry. I described my philosophical stance and reported on my personal assumptions and 

values upfront in this chapter. I have also included reflections on my research journey as well as have 

provided copies of my reflective memos in the Appendices which show my impressions of the 

selected data collection sessions. In the reflective memos, the patterns which appeared to emerge 

during the data collection sessions have been noted. This is called ‘progressive subjectivity’ (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985); the monitoring of researcher’s own developing constructions (Shenton, 2004) which is 

pivotal in establishing credibility.  

4.8.2 Transferability 

The transferability criterion refers to the ways in which the particular phenomenon studied 

can be transferred to another particular context (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). In Patton’s (1990, p. 

489) words, transferability is about researcher’s “speculations on the likely applicability of findings to 

situations under similar, but not identical conditions”. I believe that the findings from this study can 

be useful for other settings similar to the Singaporean context especially Asian countries which share 

similar collectivistic cultural values to Singapore such as Malaysia, Indonesia and Hong Kong.  

According to Schram (2003), depth, richness and detailed description also lay the basis for a 

qualitative research to be relevant in a broader context. Toward this end, I tried to address the issue 

of transferability by way of thick, rich description of the participants and the context.  
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4.8.3 Dependability 

The third criterion offered by Lincoln and Guba (1985) is dependability which refers to 

whether the processes and procedures used to collect and interpret the data can be tracked. By way 

of an audit trail, I provided detailed and thorough explanations of how the data were collected and 

analysed. I included every minute detail of how I had conducted this research (e.g., operational 

settings of where interviews occurred, reflective memos) in full transparency with supportive 

evidence. My intention to use an audit trail was to provide fellow researchers with a ‘prototype 

model’ to repeat the work in other compatible contexts.  

4.8.4 Confirmability 

The fourth and the last criterion is confirmability. This criterion is comparable to the 

objectivity criterion in quantitative research (Shenton, 2004). Researcher must ensure that findings 

are the result and experiences of the participants who took part in the research and are not what the 

researcher prefers. Miles and Huberman (1994) state that the extent to which a researcher admits his 

or her assumptions, explains reasons behind his or her decisions for selecting one method or 

approach over another increases the confirmability of the research findings.  The audit trail which I 

had undertaken further contributes to the confirmability of my findings.  

4.9 Chapter Summary 

In summary, this chapter provided a detailed description of this research’s methodology. The 

chapter began with a brief overview of my philosophical worldview as a researcher, and moved on to 

provide a rationale for selecting semi-structured interviews as the research method. Then information 

on the preparation of the interview guide was provided. Thereafter, the sampling decision was 

discussed. Discussion of the ethical considerations followed this. Finally, the chapter described in 

depth the actual collection and analysis of data, before concluding with accounts on how 
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trustworthiness of data was achieved through various strategies. The next chapter will discuss the key 

findings from the semi-structured interviews.  
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CHAPTER 5: RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

5.0 Introduction 

 The purpose of this research was two-fold. Firstly, this research aimed to explore and 

understand in-depth the socio-cultural factors, barriers and facilitators of pro-environmental 

behaviour in an Asian context. Singapore was selected as the context for this study. Secondly, this 

research aimed to gain a direct understanding of the public’s reactions to existing pro-environmental 

campaigns, and how they translate pro-environmental information from policy makers, form opinions 

and decide on their actions. Thirty-two semi-structured interviews were conducted with Singaporeans 

aged 18 years and above. This chapter presents the key findings obtained from the interviews. The 

findings are presented in three sections: (1) findings related to the types of pro-environmental 

behaviour participants engaged in, (2) findings related to the socio-cultural, facilitators and barriers of 

pro-environmental behaviour among participants, and (2) findings related to participants’ opinions 

and reactions to existing pro-environmental campaigns in Singapore.  

To enable the reader to better understand the realities of the research participants, the 

researcher has set out to document a broad range of experiences by way of thick description, as 

recommended by Patton (2002).  The emphasis throughout this chapter is on allowing the 

participants to speak for themselves. Quotations from the interview transcripts which are illustrative 

of the findings have been included to depict multiple participant perspectives as well as to capture 

some of the richness and complexity of the subject matter. A diagrammatic overview of Chapter 5 is 

provided on the next page.  
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Figure 5.1: Diagrammatic Overview of Chapter 5 

5.1 TYPES OF PRO-

ENVIRONMENTAL 

BEHAVIOUR PARTICIPANTS 

ENGAGED IN 

5.2 SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, 

FACILITATORS AND BARRIERS OF PRO-

ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR 

- Family lays the foundation for pro-

environmental behaviour to occur 

- Existing infrastructure systems inhibit pro-

environmental behaviour 

- Work-centric culture inhibits pro-

environmental behaviour 

- Environmental concern motivates pro-

environmental behaviour 

 

 

5.3 PARTICIPANTS’ RECOLLECTIONS OF AND 

REACTIONS TO EXISTING PRO-

ENVIRONMENTAL CAMPAIGNS 

- Not in favour of Pro-environmental 

Campaigns Recalled and No Personal Impact 

- In Favour of Pro-environmental Campaigns 

but No Personal Impact 

- In Favour of Pro-environmental Campaign 

Recalled and had Personal Impact 

 

 

5.4 CHAPTER SUMMARY 
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5.1 Types of Pro-Environmental Behaviour Participants Engaged in 

To understand what facilitated or inhibited participants’ pro-environmental behaviour, it was 

important to first learn of the types of pro-environmental behaviour that participants engaged in 

frequently. There were three important reasons for this. Firstly, in order to gain a deeper 

understanding of what facilitates or inhibits participants’ pro-environmental behaviour, it is important 

to find out the types of pro-environmental behaviours they are engaged in and the ones they are not 

engaged in. This would provide them with a context to offer their opinions. Secondly, people have the 

tendency to speak of things that are embedded in the context of their daily lifestyles (Hargreaves, 

2010). As such, its human nature to relate enablers and disablers of any given behaviour to the actual 

types of activities people engage in on a daily basis.  As per the researcher’s assumption, many 

participants tended to speak of the facilitators and inhibitors surrounding the pro-environmental 

behaviours they practised on a day to day basis. This provided authenticity to the research findings.  

The third reason is that when a ‘sectoral approach’ is taken by focusing only on behaviour areas 

that are encouraged by policymakers, other important pro-environmental behaviours in which 

participants become involved may be overlooked. The researcher believed instead that focus should 

be on the ‘actual types of activities’ (Gilg & Barr, 2005, p. 608) that participants engaged in rather 

than placing more emphasis on pre-determined pro-environmental behaviours. Table 5.1 lists the 

different pro-environmental behaviours participants frequently engaged in. According to the list in 

Table 5.1, the four most commonly practised pro-environmental behaviours were related to 

conservation of water (17 out of 32 [53%]), conservation of electricity (16 out of 32 [50%]), reducing 

waste (recycling not included) (16 out of 32 [50%]) and general recycling (14 out of 32 [44%]). These 

pro-environmental behaviours are the same as those promoted commonly by NEA and PUB in 

Singapore. At the outset, it may appear that the reason for these behaviours to have emerged as the 

commonly practised ones is the fact that these have been the most long-standing pro-environmental 

behaviours that the Singapore government have attempted to encourage for many years, as was 
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noted in Chapter 3. However, when the interview data was analysed further, pro-environmental 

campaigns by NEA were not necessarily found to facilitate participants’ water-saving behaviours but 

other factors were more influential. These are discussed in detail in the following sections.  
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P Anti-littering Non-

consumption

of shark fin

Conserve

 Water

Conserve 

Electricity

Reduce 

Waste

General 

Recycling

Participate in 

overseas 

nature 

reconstruction 

projects

Selling an 

environmentally 

friendly product

Write in 

to foodcourts 

using 

styrofoam take-

away 

containers

Purchase and use 

environmentally 

friendly products

Planting Trees

1 X

2

3 X

4 X

5 X

6 X X

7 X X X X

8 X X X

9 X X

10 X

11

12 X X X X

13 X X X

14 X X X

15 X X X

16 X X X

17 X X X

18 X X X X X

19 X X X X

20 X X

21 X X X X

22 X X X

23 X X X X

24 X X

25 X X X

26 X X

27 X X X

28 X X X X

29 X X X

30 X

31 X X

32 X X

TOTAL: 32 7(22%) 3 (0.09%) 17 (53%) 16 (50%) 16 (50%) 14 (44%) 1 (0.03%) 1 (0.03%) 1 (0.03%) 1 (0.06%) 1 (0.03%)

Table 5.1 Types of Pro-Environmental behaviour engaged in by participants 
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An observation was also made when looking at the specific pro-environmental actions under 

each pro-environmental behaviour type in Tables 5.2 to 5.5 below. Some of the pro-environmental 

actions undertaken by participants have not been identified or promoted by NEA or PUB previously. 

For example, commonly practised pro-environmental actions for the conservation of water include 

turning taps off when not in use, recycling laundry waste water for flushing of toilets and corridors 

and not having the shower turned on while soaping up. While turning taps off generally when not in 

use and turning the shower off while soaping up are pro-environmental actions regularly promoted by 

the PUB in Singapore, to the researcher’s knowledge, recycling of laundry waste water for flushing of 

toilets and house corridors has not been mentioned in any of its water saving campaigns. 

Furthermore, it was observed that only participants from the Chinese cultural group practised this 

specific pro-environmental action.  

Regarding conservation of electricity, the two common actions were switching off lights when 

not in use and not using the air conditioner at home—two actions continuously promoted by NEA but 

upon closer analysis, the majority of participants did not attribute the facilitators of these behaviours 

to NEA campaigns. Under the category ‘reduce waste’, several pro-environmental actions by 

participants were recorded, except for general recycling. Although, general recycling is also 

considered as a form of waste reduction, it was classified separately because on its own, it is a 

popular main-stream behaviour that the researcher felt should not be mixed with other types of 

waste reduction actions undertaken by participants. So, under ‘reduce waste’ category, other waste 

reduction actions were noted. Under this category, the top three pro-environmental actions were: 

bringing re-usable non-plastic bags for shopping, using spare sides of used papers before recycling 

them, and bringing along own take-away containers for lunch time at work.  

For ‘general recycling’, all the fourteen participants commonly recycled plastic drinking 

bottles and used papers. Nine of them disposed of their recyclables using the recycling bins provided 

by NEA under the void decks of their HDB blocks, whereas two participants stated that they gave their 
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recyclables to either the ‘karung guni’ or a waste collector who comes to the doorstep. Most of these 

participants had their own recycling corners at home which is noteworthy.  
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Table 5.2 Types of pro-environmental actions taken by participants to save water 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

P Pro-environmental Action 

7 Final two batches of water used to hand wash clothes re-used to wash kitchen floor or 

clean corridor floor 

9 Save water (Did not elaborate) 

12 Collect construction waste water in a sum and reuse for other construction activities 

at work 

Use rainwater for construction activities at work 

15 Turn off tap when not in use 

16 Save water (Did not elaborate) 

18 Save water (Did not elaborate) 

19 Keep the laundry waste water from rinsing to wash and flush the toilet 

21 Turn off tap when soaping himself during shower 

Collects rainwater to wash his car 

Keeps the laundry waste water for flushing the toilet everyday 

22 Does not purchase water from outside but uses water from home 

Turns off tap when not in use 

23 Doesn’t keep the water running when brushing teeth and soaping up.  

25 Keep the laundry waste water for flushing the toilet everyday 

27 Turn off the tap when not in use 

28 Turn off the tap when not in use 

29 Wash only when there is a full load 

Turn off the tap when not in use 

30 Wash only when there is a full load 

Turn off the tap when not in use when washing dishes and soaping up in the shower 

31 Turn off the tap when soaping up in shower 

Have a pail of water on standby every day to wash dirty dishes instead of letting 

kitchen tap water run 

32 Turn off tap when soaping up in the shower 
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Table 5.3 Types of pro-environmental actions taken by participants to reduce waste 

P Pro-environmental Action  

6 Brings re-usable non-plastic bags for shopping 

Does not use straws 

7 Opted for paperless billing so all her bills come electronically via email 

8 Divides A4 papers into two 

Uses spare sides on printed papers for writing 

Brings re-usable non-plastic bags for shopping 

12 Does not print unnecessarily 

Uses spare sides on printed papers for writing 

13 Re-use plastic bags and not throw them away after first use 

14 Brings own take away container when going out for lunch during work 

Brings re-usable non-plastic bags for shopping 

16 Packs and sells his products (environmentally friendly baby wipes) in cartons and not individual plastic 

bags 

Uses handkerchiefs in place of tissue papers and if there is a need to use tissue paper, splits one paper 

into two plies  

Brings re-usable non-plastic bags for shopping 

17 Brings own take away container when going out for lunch during work 

Uses spare sides on printed papers for writing 

Brings re-usable non-plastic bags for shopping 

19 Brings re-usable non-plastic bags for shopping 

21 Does not waste food and eats left over from his family members everyday 

22 Uses handkerchiefs in place of tissue papers 

Asks for less food from stall holder when buying take away 

23 Does not purchase any products (e.g., phone cover, clothes) until her existing ones have been utilised to 

the fullest or until the products are not usable anymore 

24 Re-use plastic bags and not throw them away after first use 

25 Uses spare sides on printed papers for writing 

Asks for less food from stall holder when buying take away 

28 Brings re-usable non-plastic bags for shopping 

Brings own cutlery and take away container when going out for lunch or coffee during work 
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Buys longer lasting merchandise so that she does not have to keep purchasing and wasting products 

Upcycles where possible 

29 Uses spare sides on printer papers for writing 

Asks for less food when going to buffets 
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Table 5.4 Types of pro-environmental actions taken by participants to recycle 

P Pro-environmental Action 

7 Recycles cardboard boxes, papers by disposing them into recycling bins under her block or drops them 
off at a recycling centre 

8 Recycles plastic drinking bottles and papers by disposing them into recycling bins under her block 

12 Recycles used papers at work 

15 Have a recycling corner at home to collect drinking cans and disposes them into recycling bins under his 
block 

17 Recycles plastic drinking bottles and unused printed papers at her workplace 

Has a recycling corner at home for papers and plastic drinking bottles and disposes them every fortnight 
by giving them to a charity organisation which collects recyclables 

18 Recycles used papers at work 

19 Recycles plastic drinking bottles and papers by disposing them into recycling bins under her block 

20 Has a recycling corner at home with two boxes; one for papers and the other for plastic drinking bottles 
and milk bottles. She disposes them into recycling bins under her block 

21 Has a recycling corner at home for plastic drinking bottles and papers and disposes them either into the 
recycling bins under his block or gives them to his daughters to recycle in their school 

22 Recycles plastic drinking bottles and cardboards by disposing them into recycling bins under his block 

25 Recycles newspapers and old clothes by giving them to the ‘karung guni’ man as and when he comes for 
collection 

27 Recycles newspapers and plastic drinking bottles by disposing them into recycling bins under her block 

28 Recycles newspapers and plastic drinking bottles by disposing them into recycling bins under her block 

32 Recycles newspapers and plastic drinking bottles by giving them to waste collectors who come every 
fortnight 

 

The preceding tables provide a summary of the various types of pro-environmental actions 

undertaken under the four main pro-environmental behaviour types was provided. The next few 

sections will discuss in depth the socio-cultural factors, facilitators and barriers related to the pro-

environmental behaviours identified here.  

 

 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

179 

 

5.2 Socio-cultural factors, Facilitators and Barriers of Pro-Environmental Behaviour 

Four major findings emerged from the analysis of data pertaining to the first research question 

on socio-cultural factors, facilitators and barriers of pro-environmental behaviour (see Figure 5.2): 

1. An overwhelming majority of participants indicated that family lays the foundation for 

pro-environmental behaviour to occur. 

2. A majority of the participants also indicated that existing infrastructure systems which 

are in place currently in Singapore inhibit pro-environmental behaviour. 

3. More than half of the participants stated that the work-centric culture in Singapore 

prevented them from engaging in pro-environmental behaviour. 

4.  More than half of the participants were motivated to be pro-environmental out of 

concern towards long term effects on the environment due to anti-environmental 

behaviours and fear of future generations not experiencing what participants have 

now. 

These are now discussed in turn. 
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SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS AND FACILITATORS  

BARRIERS/INHIBITORS 

Family Environmental 

Concern 

PRO-

ENVIRONMENTAL 

BEHAVIOUR 

Work-Centric 

Culture 
Infrastructure 

Systems 

Figure 5.2 Socio-cultural factors, barriers and facilitators of Pro-Environmental Behaviour 

among Singaporeans 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

181 

 

5.2.1 Family lays the foundation for pro-environmental behaviour to occur 

The primary and overriding finding of this study was that family lays the foundation for pro-

environmental behaviour to occur. An overwhelming majority of the participants (22 out of 32 [68%]) 

described the roles played by different family members in influencing their pro-environmental 

behaviour. Based on participants’ descriptions and experiences, the influence of family on their pro-

environmental behaviour occurred mostly in their childhood days. Parents were the dominant 

influencers of their pro-environmental behaviour. Participants were able to sustain their pro-

environmental behaviour in their adulthood due to the effect their parents had on them in their 

younger days. The influence from family appeared to be more prominent for two types of pro-

environmental behaviour; conservation of electricity and conservation of water. Participants 

described how their current behaviours of conserving electricity and water reflected their parents’ 

behaviour when they were children. They also explained that they would not be practising these 

behaviours if their parents had not encouraged them in the first place. While some mentioned their 

parents telling them specifically to conserve water and electricity, most of them emphasised that 

watching their parents perform these pro-environmental behaviours instilled in them similar 

behaviour. 

My dad doesn’t turn on the light to bathe. Yeah he just closes the…you know the foldable 

doors…um and he leaves a little bit out and the outside light comes in. He is quite anal 

about you know, ‘don’t turn on the lights if you don’t use it’. You know when we bathe, we 

turn on the water at a certain speed but his would be like…totally cannot hear. He’s very 

thrifty and doesn’t want to waste the water. Because of him doing all these things right, it 

kind of influenced me also. If he doesn’t have this kind of mindset, then I wouldn’t. I would 

be just like, ‘Ok turn it on’. (Participant 7, Chinese, Female) 
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P19 expressed how she learnt to recycle grey water from the laundry to wash the toilet and 

corridor by observing her mother in her childhood days: ‘I saw my mum washing all those clothes. 

Then the water…she started washing the toilet, outside those corridors.’ (Participant 19, Female, 

Chinese)  

Like P19, P25 has also been recycling waste water from the laundry to flush the toilet from as 

young as she could remember. She cultivated the habit from her mother as well: 

I think for my family wise, we have been recycling waste water. We collect it for flushing of 

toilet. I cannot remember when we started this practice, but I think it was since young…like 

my mum says, “you know recycle water, you don’t have to waste it away”. (Participant 25, 

Chinese, Female) 

In some (9 out of 22 [41%]) cases, participants clearly expressed that the underlying intention 

to conserve electricity and water was to save costs. However, the intentions to save costs were in 

themselves influenced by their families from a young age. For instance, P30 was mindful of her water 

consumption to save costs. She ensured that when she was washing her dishes, she did not let the tap 

run and only washed her clothes when there was a full load. While she practised these behaviours to 

save costs, this frugal behaviour was picked up in her childhood from her parents: 

When I’m washing the pots…I make it a point not to let the water run and then the 

laundry…get a full load instead of just washing every half load and when I’m taking a 

shower…soap up and then open the shower. 

When I continued to probe her for the reasons behind her frugality towards water 

consumption, this is what she offered: 

Truthfully, it’s the cost…because we were not brought up to think about, “Oh you are 

wasting the water” in the sense that there won’t be enough. It was basically because our 
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parents said…you waste water means they got to pay more for it. (Participant 30, Indian, 

Female) 

Likewise, P31 also conserved both water and electricity to save money and out of 

environmental concern. However, these intentions were internalised through his parents’ advice in 

his growing years: 

My parents did tell us about saving water and saving electricity. That was when we were 

young and growing up. Like my mum did tell me always in terms of the environment and 

cost. In terms of nature, to have a better lifestyle and…home-wise to actually save costs. 

(Participant 31, Indian, Male) 

P18 had been saving electricity from as young as he could remember from his personal 

observation of his parents: ‘At home for our family, we practise saving electricity. If we don’t need it, 

we turn it off. From when we grew up, our parents always encouraged…for both cost and saving 

electricity’ (Participant 18, Male, Malay) 

Apart from water and electricity conservation, family member effects were also reflected in 

other types of pro-environmental behaviour participants engaged in. For an example, P23 took care in 

reducing the amount of waste she produced each day. She maximised the use of every product which 

she purchased and only disposed of the product when it was no longer of use. She did not do any bulk 

shopping for food and only bought the necessary ingredients when needed. These are habits which 

she acquired from her family: 

I have this…habit that people actually been very surprised with. Whenever I buy 

something, I use it until its purpose deteriorates and I can’t use it anymore and that’s when 

I throw it away. Like say for instance, this phone cover, everyone has been like, “Can you 

please throw away this phone cover and buy a new one? It doesn’t cost much you know?” 
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And I know that I can afford it, but I am like, “No, it still serves its purpose!” Until it loses its 

purpose, until it can no longer protect my phone anymore, I’m still going to use this. 

(Participant 23, Indian, Female) 

When I asked her what motivated this habit, this is what she commented: 

Even in my family…we don’t really waste. We only buy what we need during the time that 

we need it. We don’t practise going to the supermarket and buying in bulk all these things 

and then bringing back home and then afterwards not consuming it…until it expires then 

you have to throw it away. That we don’t do. If we need milk at that moment to make 

coffee, then we just go down to buy. (Participant 23, Indian, Female) 

For the same reason, P28 stated that her waste reduction habit came from her father: ‘My 

dad…from his own experience growing up…has been poor and frugal and he tries to maximise the 

usage of items before throwing them away. So, in a way, that kind of mentality also imparted…to me.’ 

(Participant 28, Chinese, Female) 

It was also observed that the participants whose pro-environmental behaviours were shaped 

by their families from a young age, when asked what will make it easy for them and others to be pro-

environmental, tended to provide suggestions that revolved around the family theme. Their own 

personal positive experiences in having their pro-environmental behaviours moulded by their families, 

appeared to have made them believe that family lays the foundation for pro-environmental behaviour 

to occur.  

Their suggestions were expressed in the following ways: ‘I guess for someone to start first in 

the family and then keep practising it and then influence the family members around.’ (Participant 7, 

Chinese, Female) 
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If mummy and daddy do it (referring to recycling behaviour), the kids see. There’s a 

tendency to follow just like we grow up to behave like our parents and siblings. Similarly, 

this is an extension of how we see and do. (Participant 21, Chinese, Male) 

Whatever we learn, we learn it from our family. We are very much influenced by our family 

and our family is the first contact ever since we are babies. Our parents should firstly 

educate us about the environment. So instead of bringing us to the movies and forcing us 

to watch cartoons, they can actually bring their kids out to the environment…to like, 

interact with the environment which is very important so in that way, family influences. 

(Participant 23, Indian, Female) 

Contrary to those participants whose pro-environmental behaviours were influenced by their 

family, the participants who rarely engaged in any pro-environmental behaviour cited the lack of 

parental support as the key reason for their disengagement: 

I guess from young we are not…taught to be proactive, to recycle. It was never in our 

parents to follow…but I believe...in Canada people…maybe from young or their parents 

already have that in them to recycle…that’s why people follow through. (Participant 1, 

Indian, Female) 

I don’t really think I am doing much to the environment because…very sad to say…I don’t 

separate my waste. It’s not a habit in our family. Usually I will leave my lights on when I 

leave my room thinking I’ll come back in a while. Then I take a while like maybe I’ll just sit 

outside in my living room for an hour. We are not taught from young that we are supposed 

to save the environment…I mean to do environmentally friendly stuff. My parents don’t do 

that. So, the awareness is not there from my parents’ generation. (Participant 24, Chinese, 

Female) 
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Mirroring P1 and P24’s thoughts, P26 felt the same way. She did not practise any water or 

electricity-saving behaviours and she attributed the cause of her lack of pro-environmental behaviour 

in these two areas to her parents. She also opined further on how parents play a more vital role in 

shaping one’s pro-environmental behaviour from childhood: 

Sometimes, I don’t think it’s a lack of awareness. I think it’s more like you don’t care and 

you grow up with that kind of mentality. If you need water, you turn on the tap. 

Your…parents don’t tell you when growing up, “hey…water is precious…electricity is 

precious” and I think that those are very necessary conditions for someone to grow up and 

learn from. Instead of in school where you are already 10 years old and your teachers keep 

telling you to save electricity. That doesn’t work because you don’t practise the behaviour 

from young. (Participant 26, Chinese, Female) 

While most participants spoke of the influence on their pro-environmental behaviour from 

their parents in their childhood days, a few participants (7 out of 22 [32%]) spoke of children being 

change agents to their parents and shared their personal experiences of effecting pro-environmental 

changes to their parents or of their pro-environmental behaviour being influenced by their children:  

I think families are more influential than schools in terms of influencing environmentally 

friendly habits because like what I learnt in school, I can influence my mum. It’s not just like 

parents to children but from children to parents also. (Participant 25, Chinese, Female) 

To illustrate further on what P25 means, take for example, P21 and his wife. They have been 

conserving electricity and water since young as they were both influenced by their respective parents. 

However, their current recycling behaviour only began recently after their daughters started going to 

high school. As part of the high school curriculum, their daughters were required to engage in a range 
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of pro-environmental behaviours including recycling activities which needed P21 and his wife’s active 

involvement: 

So, like my daughters…they go to the beach to clean up. They collect newspapers as part of 

fundraisers. Their school also wanted them to collect plastic bottles, so my wife and I bring 

the bottles for the school. My wife will actually keep…the plastic bottles in a bag. With the 

schools conducting such activities, my daughters have become more environmentally 

responsible. Like sometimes…if I have something and she (one of his daughters) sees it, 

then she will say, “oh you can throw that into the recycling bag.” (Participant 21, Chinese, 

Male) 

P21 while speaking of how his and his wife’s recycling habits was visibly proud and happy that 

the change in their behaviour was motivated by his daughters. The same was also observed in one 

other participant, P19 who practises bringing her own shopping bag when she heads out to do her 

groceries. Sometimes, when she was in a hurry, she forgets and her young daughter reminds her to 

bring the re-usable bag: ‘They watch me…especially my girl, “Mummy, take your bag out.” She starts 

to notice and bring’. (Participant 19, Chinese, Female) 

While P19 and P21 shared their experiences of having their daughters influence their pro-

environmental behaviour from the parents’ points of view, P28 commented on her influence on her 

father from a child’s perspective. P28 who acquired her waste reduction behaviour from her father 

started educating him on recycling following her return from a two-year study program in Berlin, 

Germany. Her recycling behaviour grew more pronounced during her stay in Berlin and upon her 

return, she took it as her responsibility to educate her family members, especially her father, whom 

she knew would be the most receptive to the idea. This is what she commented: ‘He (her father) tries 

to cut down on unnecessary things and now probably that I am back, I influence him to recycle stuff, 

so the two of us are the leaders in the household’ (Participant 28, Chinese, Female) 
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The influence of children on parents was also observed by P8 who was an early childhood 

teacher by profession.  In class, she ensured that she cuts A4 sized paper into halves to educate the 

children on the importance of saving the environment, and that papers come from trees. Her young 

students picked up this habit from her and ensured that when they were home, their parents 

followed through the same habit: 

In my current workplace in the school…instead of using the one A4 piece per child, I would 

cut it in half. And sometimes when I have excess photocopies…I would use that as scrap 

paper, but I would still cut them into half. And I keep telling the children the importance of 

saving trees…because at the end of the day, these things (referring to papers) also come 

from trees. So now when they go home…I do get feedback from parents saying that, “Hey 

teacher…you know…now at home right...I can only use half of the A4 paper”. So, they (the 

parents) ask why (to their children). “Because teacher said we can only use half because 

we need to save trees”. (Participant 8, Malay, Female) 

Interestingly, a number of participants who did not personally experience any form of pro-

environmental influence from their children or did not influence their parents from a child’s 

perspective also tended to provide suggestions that were focused around children bringing back 

environmental messages from school to pass on to their parents at home. This indicates a general 

openness among participants to the idea of children being pro-environmental change agents. These 

participants, like those who were being influenced by their children and those who were currently 

effecting a change in their parents’ pro-environmental behaviours, opined that when pro-

environmental behaviour comes from children, parents would be more receptive to the 

environmental messages:  

It should be uhh…a rather circular motion where parents actually teach their children from 

young or rather the education system should be geared towards nature loving…so that 
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these children will actually uhh influence or rather convince the elders to be 

environmentally friendly. (Participant 12, Chinese, Male) 

Bring them (the children) out for excursions where…they got permanent exhibitions…those 

that tells you about…what you should do and why you should not waste water and how 

much wastage are there. In schools also…teachers will try to educate them and at 

home…they should bring back the message from the school, educate the parents. 

Yeah…it’s the other way around actually. Parents will tend to listen to their kids if they are 

talking sensibly. (Participant 16, Chinese, Male) 

Besides children being change agents to their parents, further analysis of findings also 

revealed subtle hints of one’s spouse or partner being influential in participants’ pro-environmental 

behaviour. A few participants (4 out of 22 [19%]) expressed that they started to re-think their anti-

environmental behaviours more when they saw their spouses or partners engage in pro-

environmental behaviour. In their cases, their spouses or partners came from families which practised 

pro-environmental behaviour from young. This finding perhaps indicates that while one may not have 

established a pro-environmental habit since young from his or her parents, the opportunity to 

establish the habit arises again when one is married or is in a relationship with a partner.  

P4, for instance, used to ask for plastic bags each time she went for grocery shopping. She 

found it useful to dispose of her household waste in plastic bags so would grab as many as she could 

when she went shopping. However, she has stopped doing so after observing her husband’s 

behaviour in the supermarket when they did shopping together: 

Every time I went to the supermarket, I try to get plastic bags but recently…my 

husband…say, “It’s okay. I don’t need a plastic bag.” I asked why and he said, “No need. I 

can…save the environment.” And I’m thinking, “Oh yeah. It’s true.” (Participant 4, Chinese, 

Female) 
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P24 shared a similar experience. It can be recalled that P24 in an earlier narrative attributed 

her oblivion to conservation of electricity to lack of parental support. However, P24 has a partner and 

each time she visited his home, she observed that both her partner and his family did not waste 

electricity and made it a point to turn it off when it was not in use. Her partner reprimanded her when 

he saw her not turning the lights off each time she was at his place. Her observation of her partner’s 

and his family’s electricity conservation behaviour had started to make her notice and re-think her 

own behaviour. Although she did not practise electricity conservation at home, she was forced to be 

mindful of her electricity consumption when she was at his place. She further reflected that her 

partner was environmentally conscious because the habit was ingrained in him since young, 

emphasising again the influence of parents on children’s pro-environmental behaviour. This is her 

narrative: 

I’ve seen from my boyfriend…family. They are really particular about stuff so once they 

leave a room, they will switch the lights off. So it’s a habit for them right now. So 

sometimes he will ask me, “Hey, why don’t you switch off the electricity?” “Oh ok.” So I 

switch off. For them…yeah…I mean once you start young, it’s ingrained. (Participant 24, 

Chinese, Female) 

As evidenced by the findings discussed here, family clearly has a significant influence on one’s 

pro-environmental behaviour. While parents remain the most influential, it was noted in the 

discussion in this section that influence from children to parents also plays a key role in shaping one’s 

pro-environmental behaviour. At the same time, it was also observed that participants who were not 

pro-environmental started re-considering their anti-environmental behaviours after being advised by 

their spouses or partners who were pro-environmental.  
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5.2.2 Existing infrastructure systems inhibit pro-environmental behaviour 

The second major finding which emerged from the interviews was that existing infrastructure 

systems which are in place in Singapore inhibit pro-environmental behaviour. This view was cited by 

21 out of 32 [65.6%] participants. Participants spoke frequently of three types of infrastructure 

systems inhibiting their pro-environmental behaviour; (1) the ready availability of water and 

electricity, (2) the efficient public cleaning system and (3) the inefficiency in the recycling collection 

system. Based on participants’ descriptions, anti-environmental behaviours such as excessive water 

and electricity consumption and reliance on cleaners are emergent outcomes of the efficient systems 

that are in place; whereas, lack of recycling behaviours is often due to the inefficient recycling 

collection systems.  

Implicit in participants’ descriptions of the ready availability of water and electricity is the 

perspective that as far as Singapore is concerned, water and electricity will never run out since they 

have always been available. The following are some of the comments provided by participants in 

relation to this point: ‘I mean water is there, I turn on the tap, there’s bound to be water…you don’t 

see that it will run out, so you actually keep using it’ (Participant 26, Chinese, Female)   

Similar to P26, P17 uses water excessively especially when she takes her shower because the 

availability signifies to her that water is in abundance in Singapore. She also finds pleasure showering 

in the running water: 

I think because in Singapore…you open the pipe…the water just flows. You don’t really care 

about it. So, you just use as much as you want. I mean I’m the culprit. I shampoo my hair. I 

just let the water run. I just find enjoyment in that when the tap can be closed. Because it’s 

available, so why not? When too much is available, your mentality will be like…it’s more 

than abundance, you don’t really have to care. (Participant 17, Indian, Female) 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

192 

 

P1 expressed her disbelief and surprise of water shortages occurring in Malaysia but not in 

Singapore when Singapore’s water comes from Malaysia. In her comment below, she was reflective 

when making this point; but, the availability of water encouraged her to overuse it and not think of 

the possibility of a water shortage:  

As a Singaporean…if you turn on the tap, the water’s always flowing...but if you hear—I 

mean we get our water from Malaysia—if you hear stories from our 

neighbours…Malaysians, they may have water shortages. So it comes to me as a surprise 

that here we are living luxuriously, living on someone else’s water and we get it just like 

that, you know? We don’t have water shortages or anything so we tend to use it…or I 

guess, overuse it (Participant 1, Indian, Female)   

Interestingly, P17 also recounted a thought-provoking story of one of her friends who had 

recently moved to Singapore from Malaysia. The reason for her friend’s move was attributed to the 

periodic water cuts in Malaysia and the availability of water in Singapore which was attractive to her: 

I had a friend from KL (Kuala Lumpur), who shifted to Singapore recently. I never really 

went and researched on this, but she told me in KL now, they shut down the water. She 

told me that there is a timing where they shut down. I think it’s once a week…I’m not sure 

when. She told me that “you know why I came to Singapore? Because there’s a timing 

where they shut down water in KL.” I was shocked! (Participant 17, Indian, Female)  

One participant, P2, who was married to a foreign expatriate shared her narrative of how her 

husband was constantly in disbelief at the amount of lighting used in the shopping malls and CBD 

areas in Singapore. His comments made her reflect on her own electricity and water consumption 

behaviours as this had never occurred to her until her husband brought the subject up. In her 

reflection, she spoke more poignantly about the availability of these natural resources as being 
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commonplace in Singapore because she had never experienced water shortages or power cuts in her 

life. She did not know what it was like to be without water or electricity and so the tendency to 

overconsume was there. She further mentioned that she did not mind overconsuming water and 

electricity because she was paying for it. Here are her thoughts:  

I think the consumption levels are very high...because um...actually I realised this having 

been born and brought up in Singapore but for my husband to come and he used to say 

this all the time…every time we go out right…even to a shopping mall...he would be like, 

"Why do they have to have lights everywhere? Is it really necessary? It’s switched on all the 

time. Seriously? It's night time. There is no one in this building." If you go to the CBD...all 

the buildings are lit up and it's really bright lights. And then when he told me, I was like, 

"Yeah! Actually, I'm not sure why this is being done".  

Being born and brought up here, you don't really think about it that much but when you 

have someone else coming from another country telling you that...you actually stop and 

think about things because this is normal for you. This is what has always been happening 

and to be honest, we are very lucky we don't have power cuts so maybe we are taking 

things for granted. I mean if we look around everywhere...we look at the number of water 

features, how people are using water... I don't think anyone really thinks that because no 

one has cut water supply for us. We have been brought up in such a way that these are 

commonplace to us. These things are so common. They just exist. (Participant 2, Indian, 

Female) 

Like P2, P8 reflected on her energy-saving behaviour. She acknowledged feeling guilty for her 

overconsumption but felt that her reasons to do so were justified. She cited the availability of 

electricity and the hot weather as reasons for her overconsumption: ‘We are very blessed…you know, 
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a touch of a switch and it lights up. At night, I need to sleep with a fan and air con. I do feel guilty but I 

need it. The weather’s been very hot lately.’ (Participant 8, Malay, Female)  

The ready availability of water and electricity can also be seen to impact negatively on 

people’s attitudes towards pro-environmental campaigns. One participant stated how the availability 

of electricity prevented her from taking popular pro-environmental behaviour campaigns such as the 

Earth Hour seriously because she knew that the power cut was only for an hour and following that 

hour, she would receive the electricity back, emphasising again the notion that electricity will not run 

out:  

Once a year, they would turn off the lights. The thing is you just tell yourself...tolerate for 

one day and then you know that the next day you are going to get it, so the mentality is 

not there. I know that it's not going to be available but so what…the next day I'm still going 

to get it. And even if it really affects you, I believe it is only going to affect you for that 

moment (Participant 26, Chinese, Female) 

Similar perspectives on the availability of water and electricity were shared by participants in 

relation to Singapore’s efficient public cleaning system as well. Participants expressed that they knew 

an army of cleaners would always be present to clean up after them in public spaces. Consequently, ‘a 

take for granted’ (Participant 26, Chinese, Female) mentality had developed. For instance, P5 

mentioned how she was not motivated to clean up her table after eating in a public space as she was 

aware of a cleaner doing it for her: ‘You go to a hotel and there are people to clean up the tables for 

us. So, that is also cultivating a habit of not stowing our rubbish properly or returning our trays.’ 

(Participant 5, Chinese, Female) 

P3 shared how the sight of beach litter upset her as it reminded her of marine animals 

choking and dying. On her part, she ensured that she played her role by not contributing to the litter:  
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What really gets me upset …is going to the beach and seeing the litter. It disgusts me. I 

start thinking of the pollution we are doing to the sea and the ocean, and the images or 

documentaries of how we are affecting marine life…them being killed or choked on 

plastics. I would refuse to be that someone who litters in the sea. (Participant 3, Indian, 

Female) 

Seeing P3’s strong reaction, I probed her further and asked if she had contacted the town 

council to inform them of the beach litter or had taken any steps to assist with beach clean-ups to 

which she said, in a shocked tone: ‘Oh…oh! I think it would be dirty but then someone was always 

cleaning up. That thought was there.’ (Participant 3, Indian, Female). Like P3, P7 stated that she did 

not feel the ‘push factor’ to ‘pick up all these litters on the beach’ because ‘we already see our 

friendly cleaners doing it.’ (Participant 7, Chinese, Female) These participants’ perceptions indicate 

that ‘efficiency sometimes doesn’t really educate or doesn’t really get you to where you want them to 

go.’ (Participant 32, Indian, Male) 

While the above quotes from participants described how the efficiency in the infrastructure 

systems in Singapore inhibited their pro-environmental behaviour, some participants spoke of the 

inefficiency in existing infrastructure systems that also inhibited their pro-environmental behaviour. 

They spoke more specifically about the recycling collection system in Singapore. Those who did not 

engage in any form of recycling activities stated that recycling bins were located far from their blocks 

making it inconvenient and inaccessible for them to recycle: ‘Most of the recycle bins are actually 

in…between few blocks so it’s too far away for us to bring and separate out rubbish and all, and 

there’s no bins in our flats’ (Participant 1, Indian, Female)  

Like P1, P24 also mentioned the inaccessibility of recycling bins as a deterrent to her recycling 

behaviour and suggested that recycling bins should be placed in more convenient locations: 
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There is one big bin near the bus stop which is about 5 minutes’ walk. If they actually put it 

in more common areas like under the void decks or they have more of these collection 

bins, it’ll be easier. (Participant 24, Chinese, Female) 

P17, in a similar vein, shared the same perspective as P1 and P24. What was notable about 

P17 though was that she did not have recycling bins under her apartment flat, yet, she was an avid 

recycler. She ensured that she separated her waste at home and recycled them every fortnight. She 

was only able to do this because of her colleagues’ example who were members in a not-for-profit 

organisation which collected recyclables from areas with no recycling facilities. However, she felt that 

it would be better if the government provided the recycling bins for her area: 

I don’t see like a recycle bin in every HDB block. One HDB block could easily contain 

hundreds of people and these hundreds of people have daily needs. Like daily, you imagine 

the kind of things you can churn out like mineral water bottles, even like monthly shampoo 

bottles…you know daily packets of food. It just goes into the dustbin. And if…these bins are 

around, people can do more. So usually at home…what happens is I will try and collect the 

recycle items…and then uhh…second Sunday of the month, there’s this group two of my 

colleagues are in. It’s a big group. They do recycling near my block. So, I give it to them and 

they sort everything out. (Participant 17, Indian, Female) 

Lack of recycling bins is a key inhibitor of recycling behaviour because an analysis of 

participants who recycled revealed the provision of recycling bins under the void decks of their HDB 

blocks to be the main facilitator for their recycling behaviour. For instance, P8 stated that the 

availability of the bins under her HDB flat void deck serve as a reminder for her to recycle: ‘When I go 

to work or on my way to work, I see bins there and it serves as a reminder like OK…you knows these 

bins are for  papers, for general waste and for metal. So I can’t avoid it.’ (Participant 8, Malay, Female) 
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P15 mentioned a similar point to P8 as well: ‘Because anytime of the day or night…if you are 

going to buy something…you definitely pass through the bins. You just can carry it (referring to 

recyclable goods) and just leave it there.’ (Participant 15, Chinese, Male) 

One participant, P27, did not have the habit of recycling before because the nearest recycling 

bin was several blocks away which made it inconvenient for her. However, ever since recycling bins 

were placed in the void deck under her block, she has been recycling conscientiously. She has been 

keeping up with her recycling behaviour for five years now:  

Previously they had a recycling bin…only certain blocks. I had to go walk a couple of blocks 

away which was not convenient. I just used to throw everything in the rubbish chute. Now 

they have put the recycle bins below (under her block) which I think is quite convenient. 

Once the bag is full…I’ve got a recycle bag…I just bring it down, just put it in the bin.  

(Participant 27, Chinese, Female) 

Like P27, P20 mentioned that her recycling behaviour at home started after NEA 

implemented a recycling initiative where recycling collection bags were placed on her doorstep. Ever 

since that initiative was executed, she had been making a conscious effort to separate her recyclables. 

She had a recycling corner next to her door to separate milk and other drinking bottles and papers. 

However, NEA has stopped this initiative and replaced door-to-door waste collection services with 

recycling bins in her void deck. Since she had already established the habit when the waste collectors 

were servicing her block, she continued to separate her waste and recycled regularly but brought her 

recyclables down to the recycling bin under her block: 

I have two carton boxes. One is for papers…you know sometimes we receive a lot of junk 

mail…a lot of additional bank statements or electrical bills…have leaflets inside. Yeah so all 

these additional things you know can be recycled. The other box is for other stuff like uhh 

milk cartons or drinking bottles or umm plastic stuffs. I think starting this little thing was 
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actually part of when they started collecting on a fortnightly basis…so I just accumulate for 

them to collect. They don’t collect anymore but I still carry on doing it. I just bring it 

downstairs to the recycling bin area. (Participant 20, Chinese, Female) 

A couple of participants also mentioned that they used to recycle frequently when the 

‘karung guni’ or someone from the waste collection centre came to their doorstep to collect their 

recyclables; but, similar to P20’s case, these recycling services were either no longer available, were 

infrequent or had been replaced with recycling bins located under the void decks of their HDB 

apartment blocks. As a result, these participants, contrary to P20 and P27 were not encouraged to 

recycle as they found it a hassle to bring their recyclables down the lift: 

Uhh they used to come and collect it and then…now they’ve stopped it and we actually 

need to go down and do it. I mean it’s not a good thing. I just find it a hassle to go down. 

(Participant 30, Indian, Female) 

The only recycling thing that I do at home…is when the karung guni comes and collects. 

Only for that we collect our daily newspapers and sometimes old clothes. Other than that, 

plastics and metals all get thrown down (the central rubbish chute). I mean I do see…more 

recycling bins around…but I will usually throw it in the general waste basket…out of 

convenience. (P25, Chinese, Female) 

P32 was someone who recycled frequently as he had been doing this for a long time. He was 

also the environmental champion for his HDB apartment block. He assisted in collecting recyclables 

from his neighbours to motivate them to recycle. It was easier for him to get his neighbours to recycle 

when the waste collectors came to their doorstep but recently, the service had been infrequent or if 

the waste collectors did come, they did not collect the recyclables from every floor. This inefficiency 

in the recycling collection system had made it inconvenient for the residents in P32’s block as well as 
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for himself who had to then bring their bags of recyclables back inside their homes and leave the bags 

again outside in another two weeks’ time. Residents became disgruntled because there was no 

guarantee that their recyclables would be collected and so did not see any reason to continue to 

recycle. This has further restricted P32’s capacity to perform his role as an environmental champion 

for his block. Following was P32’s full narrative regarding this issue: 

We used to have that recycling system where they used to come and pick stuff from 

outside…the house. When they started that recycling thing…so every two weeks, I used to 

do that. And I used to help out my neighbours also to do that. But the problem is…I can't 

remember which company was…in charge of our area. They weren't very consistent, so it 

was damn difficult to get, convince people who you know, who don't normally to recycle to 

say okay, leave it outside. And if you leave it outside, you know, you're supposed to leave it 

outside your door on the Thursday or something. And then they don't come and collect it. 

So, because, I mean because, partly…because ours is an old block, the lifts don't stop at 

every floor. So, the lift only goes up to 24. So, I suspect they go up to 24th floor and then 

they collect from there and then they walk down. You see, they won't go up one flight of 

stairs, for whatever reason. Either they are lazy or because they are not aware. So, there 

were many times where they didn't collect it. So, when they don't collect it, we take it back 

after a couple of days outside we take it back in, and then the next time they collect is 

another two weeks. So, we'll have another two weeks’ worth of recycling, and um so yeah. 

As I said, for me it was not a problem. But for the other…families, they were very 

concerned. So, what I used to do was…when they put it out on Wednesday night, I used to 

take it out and bring it down to the 24th floor. So, in front of the lift landing, so I used to do 

that. So, it is one flight extra, it's just the one flight of stairs, so it is not that difficult. But 

then sometimes also they don't even come and collect it, on the days when it rains or 

whatever reason. So, it's not a very reliable system and you know, it's difficult to convince 
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people who don't normally think of this as being important to do that. (Participant 32, 

Indian, Male) 

Two participants shared incidents where they felt their recycling efforts were going to waste 

due to cleaners and others treating recycling bins as normal waste bins. For P7, it had reached a point 

where she no longer brought her recyclables down to the void deck to place them in the recycling 

bins. Instead, she drove to the nearest recycling centre to deposit her recyclables. P28, on the other 

hand, still used the recycling bins as she had no other alternative, but she questioned the inefficiency 

in the system and hoped that the matter would soon be sorted out. Both P7 and P28 expressed their 

frustration in the following ways: 

Something that really upsets me…you know the blue bins that are below our HDB flats? 

They (referring to NEA) say they’re for recycling…but at night you see people scavenging 

the...bin to pick up all those things they want to sell.  Because it's my effort to return all the 

things to these recycling companies but people are picking it out and I don't know what 

they are using them for or maybe you know, making money out of it. It comes to the point 

that sometimes I rather drive down to places that...have appropriate bins that they lock up 

and don't allow people to come in. (Participant 7, Chinese, Female) 

I've also seen some of the cleaning staff here…they kind of abuse the recycling facilities in 

the sense that the cleaners themselves who are supposed to clear the rubbish…they use it 

as a normal dustbin, so they throw garbage inside as well. Or it has been already sorted 

into the different bins but they kind of treat it as a waste. So, I'm not sure...whether any of 

the things get recycled eventually. Umm, I'm not sure...whether our recycling facilities 

have automated sorting of the stuff. After all the effort that I put into sorting them 

properly, then it just gets lumped together...then it’s just a lot of inefficiency in the whole 

system. I hope this can be improved. (Participant 28, Chinese, Female) 
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Building on both P7’s and P28’s comments, P11 shared an incident where he observed 

residents in his neighbourhood taking the effort to sort out their waste and throwing it into the 

respective recycling bins. While the residents were doing that, the waste collection truck came and he 

watched the waste truck collecting the recyclables together with the normal waste. This upset him. 

He felt that it was not fair to the residents who were doing their role in putting in effort to separate 

their waste at home and bringing their recyclable bags down only to have them all collected together 

with the normal waste. The incident had affected him so much that he approached the Minister of 

Parliament in charge of his neighbourhood area and requested that the issue be followed up. The 

Minister took his complaint into consideration and conducted an investigation. Following the enquiry, 

the Minister revealed that there was no infrastructure system in place to separate general waste from 

the recyclables during the waste collection process. During the interview, P11 voiced his frustration. 

He felt that the whole inefficiency in the recycling collection system boiled down to the Singapore 

government’s philosophy of ‘changing modalities or actions’. (Participant 11, Indian, Male) This is 

what P11 stated: 

I was actually outside this coffee shop early in the morning…having breakfast. Some people 

including elderly were coming and because the people (referring to NEA) had been telling 

them to do it (recycling), and some of them (the neighbourhoods) have competition— 

which dust bin collects the most in all this. So, they (neighbourhood residents) did…all very 

happy. Then the waste collection truck came. Okay, I am watching right? They come in and 

they collect it, and they dump it all together. I was… “What is this?” You are demeaning the 

effort by the other residents. How will the resident feel if he came all the way down, 

carrying it in different bags and putting it only to know it was actually a waste of his time? 

It's a simple thing, right? So, what do you think should have been done? I called…the 

minister. He said, “No, I wasn't aware of this.” I said, “You better go down and check.” So, 

he actually went down to check and he said, “Yeah, you're right.” Then I said, “What are 
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you going to do about it?” He said, “I'm going to find out.” So, he went and found out. 

Then he got back to me and said, “You know…the reason they gave is that the technology 

only allows them to collect it and not…not separate it there. So, they bring it somewhere 

else and separate it again.” Isn't it stupid? Government can give a grant to these waste 

collection companies. Give them a grant up front…to develop a new waste collection 

system…which up front is compartmentalised.  (Participant 11, Indian, Male) 

P11’s strong reaction and the opinions and thoughts shared by other participants in this 

section reveal two important points. Firstly, an overly efficient system can backfire in some instances 

as described by participants in this study as it had only encouraged them to be more anti-

environmental in wanting to consume more water, electricity and depend on cleaners to clean up 

after themselves. Secondly, in relation to the recycling collection system, there is no win-win situation 

for those who did recycle and those who did not. Both groups were affected by the inefficiency in the 

recycling collection system. For those who did not practise any form of recycling at all, such as P1 and 

P24, they were inhibited by the lack of conveniently located recycling bins but at the same time, for 

some of those who did recycle, such as P7 and P28, they felt inhibited by the ineffectiveness of the 

waste collection system for recyclables rendering their hard work in separating their waste useless.  

The question to ask now is, ‘What type of infrastructure system would facilitate pro-environmental 

behaviour at large’? The answer to this question was found upon closer analysis of statements made 

by participants. 

A connection was found between participants who had travelled overseas and their pro-

environmental behaviour. It was observed that participants (7 out of 32 [22%]) who had travelled and 

lived in other countries for a period of time became more pro-environmental. When probed more to 

determine why this was the case, there was a similarity in all their narratives which stood out. The 

infrastructure systems in place in the countries these participants had lived in were rigid with limited 

or no alternatives to engage in anti-environmental behaviours. Participants admitted that initially they 
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felt the infrastructure systems were troublesome since they were not used to such systems in 

Singapore but over time, they got used to the rigid systems in place and established pro-

environmental habits. For instance, P2 shared how during her time in India, she was used to carrying a 

re-usable bag with her everywhere she went because the supermarkets in India charge an extra fee 

for plastic bags: ‘For me personally one good thing about India was when I was there right...they 

actually charge for a plastic bag in a supermarket so I was very used to carrying a recycle 

bag...wherever I went.’ (Participant 2, Indian, Female) 

P25, who went on an exchange program to Busan, Korea for six months shared her grocery 

shopping experience. The supermarkets in Korea, unlike India, did not charge customers for a plastic 

bag because plastic bags were not provided at all in the supermarkets in Busan. Instead, the 

supermarkets provided their customers with the alternative to pack their groceries in cardboard 

boxes. She admitted finding it difficult in the beginning but soon after, she established the habit of 

packing the groceries automatically in cardboard boxes: 

When we go to the big markets to buy food...there's no plastic bags. Totally no plastic bags 

if you want to pack anything. The very interesting thing is you know they open up their 

paper boxes...you know the cardboard boxes that stock all the things. They open them up 

and then put them on the side. They will provide you with masking tape and wrapping 

paper. So, after you buy them in the trolley, you can push them to one side and then you 

start to choose the size of the boxes you want and then you fold them up and you put in all 

your groceries. Initially, it was very troublesome but after that it became a form of habit 

seriously. (Participant 25, Chinese, Female) 

Similar to P26, P29 also went on an exchange program to Korea and shared how she 

cultivated the habit of recycling there due to the rigid recycling system and the stringent measures 

taken against those who do not recycle: 
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In Korea, they actually have a very rigid recycling practice. So uhh…even their dustbins are 

like...recycling bins. I think it’s quite effective in the sense that you can't just simply just 

anyhow throw. You have to buy the kind of rubbish bag for you to throw your waste. If you 

think it’s plastic, then it has to go to the plastic container, paper to paper and then the rest 

will be considered waste and into the waste plastic bag that you buy from the convenience 

store. If not, you get fined. Because initially we were not aware of this stuff and we got 

scolded by the...Korean auntie. She was like, 'Who was the one who threw this pile of 

rubbish? Don't you know you have to buy the bag from the convenience store in Korea 

now?' Yeah, so during that period of time, we did kind of do this thing. Because we went 

there for 6 months…we had the habit of doing that already. (Participant 29, Chinese, 

Female) 

P25 also shared a similar recycling experience during her stay in Korea. She stated further that 

she struggled with the recycling process in Korea because of her lack of recycling knowledge and 

experience in Singapore: 

When I reached there (Busan), we had to recycle our waste and then I realised that I am 

not sure about what to recycle a lot of time. You know like a packet drink…you are not very 

sure. Should I put it under paper or under plastic components? And then food wise, where 

should I throw everything? It’s like...once you put a Singaporean in a foreign environment 

let’s just say that umm their information about recycling and everything is vague. Because 

we don't have to do all these things at home so when you are put there, a lot of issues 

arise. A group of students did not segregate their waste and the cleaning auntie went to 

knock on every single door to find out who is the one who did that. (Participant 25, 

Chinese, Female) 
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These participants indicated that the rigid and efficient infrastructure systems which were in 

place in the overseas countries they lived in forced them to be pro-environmental and they found the 

rigidity to be effective. Most of these participants, however, except for two admitted to reverting to 

their old behaviours when they returned to Singapore. One main point these participants repeatedly 

made in their comments below was that the pro-environmental culture is not present in Singapore. 

The lack of pro-environmental culture as hinted in their words below was attributed to the 

overwhelming barriers in Singapore’s existing infrastructure systems. They expressed this disconnect 

in the following ways:  

I think the Koreans are more environmentally friendly in the sense that there's a very 

strong recycling thing ongoing practice in Korea whereas Singapore is just dump everything 

together. As in I know that we can separate our waste into these kinds of categories but I 

thought it’s kind of an optional thing so it’s whether you want it or not. It's not like 

compulsory. But in Korea, it’s different, everybody is doing it. If I don't do it, I will be 

singled out. Yeah, so during that period of time, we did kind of do this thing but when we 

came back to Singapore, we were back to our old behaviour. (Participant 29, Chinese, 

Female) 

She further stated that she tried to follow up with the recycling behaviour but had to give up 

soon after: 

Because we went there for six months and then we were kind of like how do I say as in we 

had the habit of doing that already, so it felt kind of weird like, 'hey...where's the recycling 

bin?' And then we realised because in Singapore we don't have this practice and thought, 

never mind. (Participant 29, Chinese, Female) 
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Like P29, P3 adopted recycling behaviour during her two-year stay in Indonesia but upon her 

return, she found it impossible to follow through with her behaviour. She found the central rubbish 

chute on her floor made it easier for her to dispose of all her waste at one go instead of going through 

the hassle of separating her waste: 

Unless I'm in a different culture where it is a norm to do certain things, when you come 

back, it's always following what is working here. So, for example...let's say in Indonesia, I 

had recycling bins…I cultivated the habit. When I came back, it seems to...when you try to 

look for it or the lack of looking for it, you just go back to central chute. 

A similar point was made by P26 who travelled to Australia frequently and every time, she 

observed Australians’ recycling habits and was bemused that the same culture did not exist in 

Singapore but stated that if she had the appropriate infrastructure in place, she would participate in 

recycling: 

Even in Australia, and how they have to separate all the labels, tear off the labels, clean the 

caps and everything and even the man who comes and collects the rubbish will open it up 

to see what is inside there and separate it out again. So, we don't see such a culture here. I 

mean even for me personally, I'm just like whatever, just take it and throw. But if I do see a 

bin that actually says plastic/paper...I will stop and think but if there is just one bin there, I 

will just throw everything in. (Participant 26, Chinese, Female) 

Interestingly, like P26 and other participants who had travelled overseas and found the rigid 

infrastructure systems to be effective, some participants who had not travelled and stayed overseas 

expressed the need for similar or more drastic infrastructure systems and measures to be in place. 

These participants believed that only drastic measures will push them and other Singaporeans to be 

pro-environmental. They voiced their opinions in the following ways: ‘We could have a quota for the 
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use of water every day and if it exceeds, we should pay more…so that we are more conscious.’ 

(Participant 1, Indian, Female) 

Like if you are talking about plastic bags, I would say like charging it like what they do in 

India because you know we really thought twice…do we really need to pay that much for a 

plastic bag? I mean it’s not a very bad amount but it’s substantial for a plastic bag. I feel 

like it’s such a waste of money for a plastic bag. (Participant 2, Indian, Female) 

I saw on TV…they asked the workers…to not sweep for one day…to not clean the area and 

the whole area was full of rubbish. I think it’s good. If one day we don’t have cleaners who 

clean it up for us that is what we see. (Participant 4, Chinese, Female) 

P16 recommended blacking out the whole island for a couple of days as he felt that that is the 

only way people including himself will appreciate the value of electricity:  

Maybe black out the whole island for a day or two. I think they (referring to others) will 

start to realise that they shouldn’t rely too much on…energy. We are able to take in things 

when…met with…disasters…keep on reflecting when something hard has hit. Something 

that I feel is human nature; we all take things for granted until we lose them. Then we start 

to think about what can be done. (Participant 16, Chinese, Male) 

The foregoing discussion clearly shows that a country’s infrastructure systems can 

considerably impact on people’s ability to be pro-environmental. A critical insight that has emerged 

from this finding is that when participants were put in different environments with strict 

infrastructure systems in place, they established pro-environmental behaviour habits. What was even 

more surprising is that the participants welcomed the rigidity which challenges the notion that pro-

environmental behaviour should not be forced, rather it should come from within. Maybe in instances 
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where a complacent culture has taken hold of the society as indicated by the findings here, rigid 

measures may be more appropriate for some types of pro-environmental behaviour.  

5.2.3 Work-centric culture inhibits pro-environmental behaviour 

The third major finding in this study as indicated by 17 out of 32 [53.1%] participants was that 

the work-centric culture in Singapore was an impediment to pro-environmental behaviour. These 

participants indicated that they had minimal time to engage in pro-environmental activities due to the 

long working hours in Singapore. According to the participants, having to leave home early every day 

to go to work and reach home way after 8 in the evening is the typical Singaporean lifestyle. One must 

work these long hours to survive in Singapore.  As a result, participants felt that they had little time to 

consider anything related to pro-environmental behaviour. Furthermore, due to the exhaustion 

stemming from working long hours, they prefer to rest and sleep once they are home. Perhaps this 

may be a possible reason as to why conservation of water and electricity emerged as the two of the 

top pro-environmental behaviours practised by participants as these behaviours mostly occur at 

home and were socialised mainly through family in participants’ younger days, as discussed earlier. 

Therefore, participants did not have to exert extra effort to engage in other types of pro-

environmental behaviours. Following are some of the ways participants expressed their opinions on 

their long working hours and the resulting inability to be pro-environmental:  

You know in a country like this where most people are in the working-class population 

right...it's very difficult for people to actually consider such things (referring to pro-

environmental activities) because by the time you come back home, all you want to do is 

eat and sleep. It's that kind of lifestyle. So, I mean it’s got to do with the stress level here 

and the fact that most people need to work to literally stay in this country. (P2, Indian, 

Female) 
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Like my everyday world, like if you look at the typical person that goes to work right here. 

We leave the house at 8 o’clock, go to work and then come back at 6 o’clock. This is our 

typical day. So, where is the time to do environmentally friendly activities? (P5, Chinese, 

Female) 

For P5, she has become so attuned to the work-centric culture in Singapore that if given an 

option to select between cleaning up litter and work, she would rather work because of the need to 

earn the money: 

I think because I am in an environment where time is money, so. You ask me to commit 

myself three hours to get litter versus three hours where I could earn money. I would 

probably go for three hours to get the money. (Participant 5, Chinese, Female) 

One participant, P3 felt the same as P2 and P5 but her vocal tone carried hints of scepticism 

of the whole idea of promoting pro-environmental behaviour in Singapore where an individual’s work 

is perceived to control his/her life: 

We end up spending most of our time on weekends cleaning the house [laughing] 

especially working long hours [laughing]. So, the last thing I want to think about is cleaning 

somewhere else. (Participant 3, Indian, Female) 

P16 was doing three jobs to sustain himself and his young family which left him with little 

time to engage in pro-environmental behaviour outside of his home. This is what he had to say: ‘I 

don’t have the time. We are always very busy and uhh…I’m actually doing one full-time job and two 

part-time jobs to support my family’ (P16, Chinese, Male)  

Some participants (4 out of 17 [24%]) stated that due to the long working hours on weekdays, 

their weekends were precious. Hence, they would rather save their weekends for self-care or spend 

quality time with their family members. In their comments below, a couple of participants do agree 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

210 

 

that they could be more pro-environmental. However, given the limited spare time on weekends, 

engaging in pro-environmental behaviour was probably least important in their priority list: ‘Time 

constraints…I would want to be engaged in (pro-environmental) activities on site if there is 

but…sometimes you are busy with life and work’ (Participant 6, Malay, Male) 

I think it’s just timing...people just don't have the time or think it's important enough to 

have that time to do something. I think because I've seen recently on the TV...activities 

going on where a whole bunch of people go to pick up litter and all those things, so I think 

basically it's time. Like, my weekends are a so precious kind of thing and I wouldn't even 

think of actually spending time to go out. I just want to rest at home because we've been 

so busy with work. (Participant 30, Indian, Female) 

I don't know how much I can do…because I stay in Singapore…a city...everyday work…so 

not much time to interact. These days in Singapore, time is spent working and on family. 

Weekends…I want to have a relaxed time. (Participant 4, Chinese, Female) 

A teacher by profession, P9 led a busy lifestyle where he rarely had time for himself. 

Therefore, any free time which he earned, he preferred to spend with his family too: 

The priorities aren’t there for environmental issues. Like I’ve got to work and then family 

and then other stuff. And then probably this (referring to environmental issues) will be like 

the 6th or 7th priority. By then, it becomes not even a priority. (Participant 9, Indian, Male) 

Sharing similar views to P9, P12 mentioned: ‘If you think of priority, for most of us, work 

commitment and family commitment comes in between so you won’t have time to play your part for 

the environment. Especially if you have family.’ (Participant 12, Chinese, Male)  

P8 stated that because of the time she spent at work, when she was back home, she was not 

really particular about her electricity consumption. She enjoyed turning the air-conditioner, fan, lights 
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and TV on for longer periods of time as she felt that these were her well-deserved rewards for 

working hard. She also added that she was already paying for the electricity bills so she did not feel it 

was wrong to overuse. This is what she offered:  

Because in Singapore, right, we are very fast-paced. And uh...knowing that all of the 

professionals working here, we work hard and yea...you need to after this work you 

know...need this little luxury of switching on the air con and the fan and switching on the 

lights and watching TV. It's not like "I earn this", it's more like "I pay for this". So, let's 

just...at the end of the day...pay. (Participant 8, Malay, Female) 

Like P8, P2 also mentioned how a work-centric culture has given her the earning power to pay 

for her bills and because she can afford, she would rather pay for her excessive consumption of water 

and electricity: ‘I mean why should we save the lights because we are paying for it anyway? We are 

earning. We don't mind spending so why not?’ (Participant 2, Indian, Female) 

Some of the participants (6 out of 17 [35%]) mentioned that given their long working hours, if 

their workplaces had a strong environmental culture or if employers took the initiative to endorse 

pro-environmental activities, they were willing to participate. P12, for instance worked for the 

construction industry and his workplace practised the recycling of construction waste water for other 

construction activities. Part of his current water conservation behaviour was influenced by this habit 

which he acquired from his workplace. At the same time, he offered that his company could do more 

by planning eco-trips to the beaches and beach clean-ups:  

In my workplace, we actually collect waste water. We actually have a site where we collect 

our construction wastewater. Um...we actually, we process the waste water and we reuse 

them for some of our construction activities so that's uh...so that we don't use 

fresh…water to do construction activities but we use wastewater, rainwater. (Participant 

12, Chinese, Male) 
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When probed further to gather his thoughts on pro-environmental behaviour at his 

workplace, this is what he offered:   

Unless of course it's uh endorsed by the company so you can take time off to do it. If the 

company can do an eco-trip where you go and clean the beaches, and say in some island, 

you have a nature walk. That would be quite fun. (Participant 12, Chinese, Male) 

P3 mentioned that given Singapore’s food take-away culture especially during lunch time for 

working adults, workplaces could start encouraging their staff members to bring their own take-away 

containers and cutlery into work: 

I'm just thinking from a working adult's perspective. Maybe baby steps could be 

implementing things that work with our working lifestyle…with what is so uniquely 

Singaporean. So, if for example, eating out during lunch time is our culture, then find ways 

of implementing environmentally friendly disposable stuff or…cultivating you know the 

usage of maybe bringing your own uh storage containers for example to work instead…a 

workplace where it doesn't encourage the use of uh...plastics. (Participant 3, Indian, 

Female) 

She suggested further that workplaces ‘can have team-building activities. You can organise uh 

beach clean-ups.’ (Participant 3, Indian, Female) 

P4 commented on how her employer frequently stressed upon the employees to save paper 

but as a staff member she felt that the employer was only focusing on cutting costs. Therefore, she 

was not motivated to save paper; but, if the employer were to communicate the message in a 

different way by emphasising the environmental benefits, she said she would be more conscious of 

her behaviour: 
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Having organisations advocating things, like saving paper or like I think that would help, 

helping us understand. Even like in my organisation, they ask us to save paper, right? To us, 

as an employee we would think it is just cutting costs. But we didn't do it properly. If they 

tell us…let’s say the organisation positions it as we are going to save the tree and things 

like that, I would do. (P4, Chinese, Female) 

P24 mentioned that her workplace lacks a pro-environmental culture because her workplace 

deals with biohazard materials. Waste is separated into two types; biohazard waste and other waste. 

The other waste is not further segregated for recycling. Because the workplace does not provide the 

facility, she does not see the need to separate the other waste further:  

At my workplace…isn’t exactly very environmentally friendly. Because we deal with 

biohazard stuff, we segregate our rubbish according to whether its biohazard or not. So 

umm…I try to recycle paper. That’s the only thing I can recycle and the rest into two 

different bins. Because we actually have to process our biohazard stuff differently. That’s 

why we don’t really do like a lot of recycling. (Participant 24, Chinese, Female) 

The suggestions provided above by the participants appeared to hold true for a few 

participants who worked long hours yet were still able to be pro-environmental due to the right 

support from either their employers or their colleagues. For instance, P17 began to be more pro-

environmental after interacting with one of her colleagues who was an environmental advocate. She 

started bringing her own take-away containers for lunch after listening to her colleague provide her 

information on the length of time it takes for styrofoam boxes to decompose. Since styrofoam boxes 

are used commonly to pack take-away food in Singapore, this information from her colleague, made 

P17 reflect on her previously environmentally unfriendly behaviour: 
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How this happened was when I joined this job which was about three years ago, I had a 

colleague who was very into environmental stuff. She was from this organisation in 

Singapore where they do a lot of environmental things. And she told me, "Do you know 

that styrofoam boxes, just one...when you bury it, it takes a thousand years to 

decompose?" I can't remember the exact numerical number she gave but I was shocked. I 

was so shocked that I told myself, you know what, I'm not touching another styrofoam box 

ever again. Like I will do something that saves the environment. So, I always bring my lunch 

box. (Participant 17, Indian, Female) 

P17, as mentioned earlier was also an avid recycler. The only reason she was able to recycle 

every fortnight was because of this same colleague who worked for a charity organisation that 

collected recyclables in P17’s area.  

Influence from colleagues to be pro-environmental was also seen in P14’s case. P14 ensured that 

he brought his own take- away containers to work every day. It was a practice which was started by 

the team members in his department. He did not possess this habit prior to joining his current 

company. This is what P14 had to say:  

For instance, every time when I go for lunch during work time, instead of um sometimes 

you don't dine in, you pack. So actually, my colleagues and I… within our own group of 

colleagues...we wanted to get something so that when we pack out like from food court. 

So, we decided to get a metal container so that we can reuse again and again...instead of 

using those plastic containers that the vendors provide. In a way, you save money because 

the container that the vendors provide costs 20-30 cents but for this metal 

container...even though it costs more initially like $11 to $12, but on the long term, you 

save money on those plastic containers. Then sometimes when I pack, I also use my own, I 

mean from home...I also use my own containers.  (Participant 14, Chinese, Male) 
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Like P14 and P17, P28 brings her own cutlery and take away container in to work as well but 

in her case, she did not have anyone at her workplace influencing her. She acquired this habit during 

her stay in Berlin. However, her colleagues started observing her pro-environmental behaviour and 

some have started bringing in their own cutlery and take-away containers as well:  

I’m trying to start small in my personal day-to-day living. I bring my own cutlery, my own 

take away containers when I pack like coffee and lunches. If I take out my utensils, people 

will be, “Hey that’s interesting, you brought your own…that’s very good and 

environmentally friendly”. There’s like this incredulous look on their faces and nowadays, 

my colleagues do bring their own utensils. The mindset is moving towards…more positive. 

(Participant 28, Chinese, Female) 

Participants’ views on Singapore’s work-centric culture brings to attention the extensive 

consequences long working hours can have on one’s pro-environmental behaviour. It does not only 

hamper them from engaging in more pro-environmental activities but also decreases their spare time 

which leaves participants with little time to prioritise and reflect on environmental issues. In some 

cases, it was observed that participants (e.g., P2, P8) were more inclined to overconsume natural 

resources in their spare time because of the exhaustion they experience at work. However, 

participants expressed willingness to engage in pro-environmental behaviour if their employers took 

the lead to implement pro-environmental initiatives during working hours. It was seen that in 

situations where participants had to work long hours but had pro-environmental activities 

incorporated during their work schedule, they were able to be more pro-environmental.  

5.2.4 Environmental concern motivates pro-environmental behaviour 

The fourth major finding in this study for the first research question is that environmental 

concern motivates pro-environmental behaviour. This was observed in (14 out of 32 [44%]) 

participants’ responses. Under this theme of environmental concern, the biggest driver which 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

216 

 

motivated participants to be pro-environmental was fear for their future generations. 7 out of 14 

[50%]) participants expressed their distress for the future generations not having what they have now 

in motivating their pro-environmental behaviour. The thought of leaving behind an Earth which was 

polluted and damaged for their children and grandchildren was painful for them. The following are 

ways in which participants voiced their concern: ‘Because we only have this earth and then the next 

generations to come, we would like them to have what we have now.’ (Participant 6, Malay, Male) 

‘Because it’s very hurtful, right? This is where your future generation is going to live and then the 

thought of not having earth anymore or not a very good environment for the future generations is 

hard, right?’ (Participant 17, Indian, Female) 

P8 stated her fear of animals going extinct and her children not having the opportunity to see 

these animals motivated her to be mindful of her actions on the environment: 

It’s very important, you know, to save the environment. Because at the end of the day, 

your future generations need it and then I don’t want to you know if I have children one 

day, I don’t want [them] to know that “ooh…what animal is this…I’ve never seen it before” 

because those animals, for example those that live on trees, they’re (the animals) part of 

nature and they (the children) won’t get to see you know the offspring being produced if 

these animals go extinct. I don’t my children to see there are no such animals. (Participant 

8, Malay, Female) 

Like P8, P25 also stated that the urgency to act pro-environmentally was partly due to her 

thinking ahead for her children to come. She has her set of desires to be a mother and grandmother 

and so she felt it was her duty to start thinking ahead for her children and grandchildren: 

I think…have to definitely start doing something now because I don’t know for me I am still 

a young adult. I mean I still want to have children and grandchildren. We still want to be 
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grandparents and everything and so have to start thinking for them. (Participant 25, 

Chinese, Female) 

 One participant, P16 brought to attention the temporal nature of human existence. He 

stressed on the fact that humans will not be bringing the environment with them when they leave this 

world. Humans are only borrowing the environment from their children and grandchildren. Hence, it 

is important that humans look after the borrowed environment and return it back the way it was 

given to them: 

Everyone lives in this world, right? We are…only borrowing the environment to stay in and 

not…how to say…if we die, the environment will not go with us. It will just stay on and pass 

down from our children to the grandchildren. We are not here permanently…only 

temporary means we are borrowing. Like you borrow something, we still have to return it. 

We have to return it back to our future generations. (Participant 16, Chinese, Male) 

He further added on saying that this perspective only occurred to him after he had a child. 

Prior to having his son, he did not think or feel this way but now he is more mindful of his actions 

especially wastage of natural resources because he knows his son is watching and learning from him: 

It just happened when I got my kid. Then I realised a lot of things are changing like I want 

to have at least something from the past which I can relate to with my kids. I can show him 

and bring him…so that he can know a little bit about nature. But I feel if we continue to 

waste resources, then there might not be any sustainable environment in the future for 

our kids. (Participant 16, Chinese, Male) 

Interestingly, P16 was the only participant who was a parent and shared this idea whereas the 

participants mentioned earlier were not parents yet at the time of the interview yet showed similar 
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concern as P16 in voicing out their concern for their future generations not having the same Earth as 

them.  

Two participants engaged in pro-environmental behaviour because they did not want to 

contribute further to existing pollution and saw that at least they could play their part in trying to not 

contribute to further pollution of any kind: 

I find it’s a waste…all this paper…at the same time…all the plastic bags are so new, you 

know. If it can be recycled, I recycle myself. Like cardboard boxes and papers. I think it’s a 

waste to throw away in the rubbish bin. So I…recycle. More effort but you will not pile up 

the rubbish as well. Usually here…they use incinerated burning and it pollutes the 

environment. I try to help in my way. (Participant 15, Chinese, Male) 

I recycle to save the environment. If you throw all this plastic bottles and cans into the 

rubbish chute, all will end up in the dumping side and then they cannot be biodegraded, 

cannot disintegrate and then what happens? Environment gets polluted. (Participant 27, 

Indian, Female) 

Then there were some participants (3 out of 14[21%]) who engaged in pro-environmental 

behaviour out of love and care for the environment. One participant, P13 indicated that the 

environment was her home and just as how one would not dirty their own home, she ensured that 

she did not litter wherever she went including overseas: 

For me, because the environment is like my own home and I mean even if I were to go 

overseas, I don’t like to litter. I don’t like it because you would not do that to your own 

home. When you throw litter, when the other person who sees it or they come across this 

dirty thing, it’s not nice. It’s not a pleasant feeling. So this is the reason why I don’t do it 

(litter). (Participant 13, Malay, Female) 
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For P7, she engaged in quite a number of pro-environmental behaviours and is very fond of 

nature and the environment. Part of her motivation for being pro-environmentally active is out of 

love for the natural environment. Implicit in her description is the fact that she knew if the 

environment was not well taken care off, the nature which she loves with a passion would disappear. 

Here’s her reflection: ‘I do love nature. When I think about nature, I think about greenery and 

mountains. So I really love all these things and so I tend to be more inclined to not waste natural 

resources.’ (Participant 7, Chinese, Female) 

Similarly, P14 engaged in nature reconstruction projects overseas out of love for nature: ‘I did 

it out of love for nature and out of my own free will. I think…it’s a good way to contribute back to the 

environment.’ (Participant 14, Chinese, Male) 

It can be seen in the preceding discussion that environmental concern played a role in 

facilitating participants’ pro-environmental behaviour. Environmental concern was mainly expressed 

in two ways; (1) fear for future generations not having the same Earth and (2) not wanting to damage 

the environment further by contributing to adding to pollution. Out of these sub-themes, fear for 

future generations drove pro-environmental behaviour the most.  

5.3 Participants’ recollections of and reactions to existing pro-environmental campaigns 

The second research question aimed to understand how individuals react to environment- 

related information provided by policy makers, form opinions and decide on the course of action to 

take. To seek answers to this research question, participants were encouraged during the interviews 

to recollect pro-environmental campaigns and to discuss their opinions on them. Three categories of 

reactions to environment-related information from Singaporean policymakers emerged from the data 

analysis. They were; (1) participants not in favour of pro-environmental campaigns recalled and found 

the campaigns to be ineffective, (2) participants in favour of pro-environmental campaigns recalled 

but the campaigns did not have any personal impact on their behaviours and, (3) participants in 

favour of pro-environmental campaigns recalled and campaigns had a personal impact on their 
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behaviours. Please note that participants did not necessarily fall neatly into each category because 

each participant recollected several pro-environmental campaigns. Therefore, in many instances 

while participants expressed disfavour towards one campaign and felt the campaign had no impact on 

them, they liked another and were motivated to act after watching the campaign, for example, on TV.  

In total, participants recollected 21 campaigns, most of which were promoted by either NEA 

or PUB. There were a few campaigns recollected by participants (e.g., Stop One. Stop Them All., A Fish 

Full of Dollars) which were promoted by other organisations such as WWF. The most commonly 

recalled campaigns by participants were the ‘Save Water’ (28%), the 3Rs – Reduce, Reuse and Recycle 

(28%), Clean and Green (16%) and the Earth Hour (16%). Although these were the campaigns which 

participants recalled frequently, they were not necessarily the most well-liked or well-received. 
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Sg

Flowers

8 Figures Save my 

World

(Saving 

Gaia)

Do the 

Right 

Thing! 

Let's Bin 

It!

Starbucks

Wooden 

Spoon 

Initiative

A Fish

Full of 

Dollars 

Documentary

Cleanest

Block 

(Keep 

Singapore 

Clean)

1 X X X

2 X X X

3 X X

4 X X X

5 X

6 X X X

7 X X X

8 X X

9 X X X

10 X

11 X

12 X X

13 X X

14 X X X

15 X

16 X

17

18 X

19 X

20 X

21 X

22 X X

23 X X X

24 X X X X

25 X

26 X X X

27 X

28 X

29 X X X

30 X

31 X

32 X

Total 4 (13%) 9 (28%) 2 (0.06%) 9 (28%) 1 (0.03%) 1 (0.03%) 2 (0.06%) 5 (16%) 1 (0.03%) 5 (16%) 1 (0.03%) 3 (0.09%) 1 (0.03%) 2 (0.06%) 1 (0.03%) 1 (0.03%) 3 (0.09%) 4 (13%) 1 (0.03%) 2 (0.06%) 1 (0.03%)

 
Table 5.5 Campaigns Recollected by Participants  
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5.3.1 Not in Favour of Pro-Environmental Campaigns Recalled and No Personal Impact 

Seventeen (53%) participants indicated that they were not in favour of the existing pro-

environmental campaigns that were in place and had experienced no personal impact from the 

campaigns. More than half of these participants (9 out of 17 [53%]) commented that pro-

environmental campaigns in Singapore are inconsistent and short-lived. Consequently, participants 

felt that they were not provided with enough time to comprehend, understand and establish 

environmental behaviours promoted by existing pro-environmental campaigns. The following are how 

some participants described their dissatisfaction with the irregularity in existing pro-environmental 

campaigns in Singapore: 

I will say it’s not consistent, because there will be a point where they have a Go-Green 

environment, you…know, planting a tree to show they are going green, but…but it is not 

consistent- they’ll stop halfway. The campaigns will stop halfway, they’ll start again…you 

know it’s not something we do on a daily basis (Participant 1, Indian, Female) 

Because I feel currently in Singapore campaigns are being run but you don’t see these 

campaigns every day. It’s like I see this campaign in March, and then after March, maybe 

even October. I feel that if the campaign has to go on, it has to go on every day. It 

shouldn’t go on for one month and then die off. It defeats the purpose of having that 

campaign. If it is something you want us to do, it has to follow through. If there’s no follow 

through, then there’s no point. (Participant 22, Chinese, Male)  

A few participants stressed that when campaigns were often carried out as a ‘one shot thing’ 

(Participant 1, Indian, Female), they were ‘forgotten fast’ (Participant 14, Chinese, Male). Participants 

described this opinion in the following ways: ‘Campaign message needs to be repetitive, like regularly. 

If not, people will be like, after three months…forget.’ (Participant 4, Chinese, Female) ‘Sometimes I 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

223 

 

guess…the campaign period…they don’t last long enough. It’s something that is short term and then 

people forget about it.’ (Participant 25, Chinese, Female) 

P23 proclaimed further that coming up with pro-environmental campaigns is not the issue but 

expecting people like herself to change her behaviour to be more pro-environmental in an overnight 

manner is the main problem. She expressed her displeasure this way: 

You can actually come up with campaigns but it’s not going to give you effects very fast. It’s 

about changing ideas rather than changing something like very fast. I just think it will take a 

very long time to change so you have to cultivate it. So you can have campaigns but you 

will have to have it on a regular basis. You can’t just once in a year have a campaign and 

expect society to change into a new being. It has to be a continuous effort. (Participant 23, 

Indian, Female)  

P7’s comment below perhaps best illustrates P23’s point. She provided an example using the 

Earth Hour campaign and stated that it was not effective due to it being carried out only once a year. 

She further added that if it was done on a long-term basis, she would be more mindful of her 

behaviour and subsequently her behaviour would ripple over to her children and her elders: 

You know Earth Hour to turn off the lights, save electricity but I think…it’s just one hour out 

of once a year…but if they educate us to do it in a long-term effect, I think it kind of ripples 

the effects to our children also. And if they advocate of you know saving the nature and 

environment…we will also influence our elder folks. So, I think that is more worthwhile 

than just one hour of the Earth Hour. (Participant 7, Chinese, Female) 

In summary, participants felt that for long term pro-environmental behaviour habits to 

become established and last long, ‘constant reminders will be good. There’s a need for people to be 
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reminded until it becomes a habit then…the reminder is not necessary’. (Participant 26, Chinese, 

Female) 

The second recurring theme which emerged in this category was scepticism in following 

advice from the government when it comes to environment-related information. A sense of distrust 

towards the government as well as resignation to the fact that economic gain was the government’s 

priority were observed with participants’ comments. P30, for instance, voiced her criticism of the 

government quite strongly. In the earlier section on the inefficiency of infrastructure systems, she 

stated that she had stopped recycling ever since recycling bins were placed in the void deck under her 

block and door-to-door waste collection service was halted. She found it a hassle to bring the 

recyclables downstairs. She further expressed her unhappiness by stating that although she knew the 

provision of recycling bins under HDB blocks was part of the 3Rs – Reduce, Reuse and Recycle 

initiative by NEA, she was not interested in participating. This was what she offered:  

No…not at all interested in the government telling us or trying to teach us when I think 

they are worse in that sense kind of thing. Umm…just basic wastage from them like even 

the way how…simple thing of them paying extra for companies to come and collect…they 

used to come every week to collect it (recyclables) and I think they were just trying to save 

costs so they stopped doing it and they put it down there where actually it’s not a fool- 

proof thing. (Participant 30, Indian, Female) 

P23 commented that the government kept encouraging Singaporeans to be mindful of their 

waste but she saw shopping malls being built. She felt that if the government proposed pro-

environmental initiatives, then the government should lead as an example first: 

See the government is having such campaigns like ‘save this’ and ‘don’t waste’ and 

everything but the government is also building a lot of malls. So, are they like contradicting 
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their stance? Because if you say we have to save the environment, then you should also be 

on that track of doing something for the environment. (P23, Indian, Female) 

In relation to resignation to the fact that economic gain was the government’s priority, 

several participants expressed their feelings on how they could see that the Singapore government 

placed more emphasis on economic growth although at the outset it may appear that the 

environment was their priority. Because of this view, these participants were reluctant to embrace 

environment-related information from the government. The following were some of the comments 

offered on this point: 

I don’t think the environment is their (the Singapore government) main priority.  If I’m not 

wrong…I’m not sure which paper but the Singapore government was promoting 

environmental behaviour…what you should be doing…but they are not active in it. I think 

they care more about the economy…than the environment. (Participant 26, Chinese, 

Female) 

I think what is more important to them (the government) is outlook more than…really 

conserving the energy…the electricity. They’re trying to make Singapore…shine amongst 

the other countries. So I mean, in this way, right…by giving everyone continuous water 

supply, electricity and uhh food…nothing is for nature. This is our way of showing how 

successful the country is, and I don’t think they will back down on anything. (Participant 2, 

Indian, Female) 

P25 recalled a national speech where government officials were speaking of environmental 

issues. She was initially glad listening to the speech thinking that finally, concrete actions were going 

to be taken by the government that would definitely move Singapore forward in terms of sustainable 

development. However, following that speech, the government built natural habitat surrounds in 
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Changi Airport which frustrated her as she felt that while waste was getting offset in one area, waste 

was being created in another way through these new developments. Consequently, this has lowered 

her trust in policymakers’ words: 

I think it’s actually quite a joke. Like that time when they (government officials) had the 

national speech and then they were talking about environmental issues and so I was like 

thinking, oh yeah, maybe this time they will realise it (importance of reducing waste) and 

then they started out with the ridiculous Changi Airport thing…you know…where they built 

the natural habitats surround and I was like, ‘No! That’s not actually helping the issue!’ I 

don’t know what they are thinking but why do they think that our waste can be offset by 

whatever we are trying to…you know like it doesn’t reduce the amount of waste we are 

creating. (Participant 25, Chinese, Female) 

Two participants, P11 and P28 spoke of the rigidity in the Singapore government’s style of 

handling environment-related issues which was a turnoff for them. These two participants sounded 

frustrated when making these statements. They were upset that the general public was not given 

ownership to tackle environmental issues. They felt that by providing members of the public with 

ownership to take responsibility towards the environment, impact would be more positive than 

slamming people with fines, rules and regulations. In P11’s words: 

Why is that…after so many years of so many programs, we are not…we don’t appear to be 

making progress in environment consciousness? I think the problem is the approach we 

are taking. The Singapore style of changing modalities…or shaping modalities or actions 

has been conditioned by how we managed it in the 1960s or 1970s. I would say the 1960s 

and 70s…we had no choice but to quickly build the system and the country because we 

had no one out there to help us. We needed a plethora of rules and regulations. But now…I 

think if part of the education of the next generation of people takes on an eternal 
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approach as to a didactic approach, I think we will convert people. (Participant 11, Indian, 

Male) 

In a similar vein, P28 recollected an incident in Singapore which had caught her by surprise. A 

group of residents from a neighbourhood area had planted vegetables on open patches of grass. A 

government official told the residents that the act was illegal and not authorised. The plants had to be 

removed. P28 expressed her disbelief and commented that people should be given ownership on the 

environment instead of being chastised for what is not necessarily wrong. She believed that when 

residents like herself watch one another investing in the environment, a spiral effect can happen and 

more people would be more conscious of protecting the environment. This is P28’s story: 

You know that some of the open grass patches in HDB have been converted to gardens, 

right? You know the incident where I think is…Brunsland (name changed) or Fortune Park 

(name changed) whereby the citizens over there have a green thumb and they want to 

plant stuff over them. They already have a thriving nursery. And I think somebody 

saw…that it was unauthorised, illegal…then they wanted to clear everything. So, I was 

totally shocked. I mean it’s a nice thing to do. They are trying to beautify their own 

environment. Why do they have to step in with all the bureaucracy and try to say, ‘Hey this 

is not approved. You cannot do this.’ It would be good to give that kind of ownership in the 

environment then when you see your neighbour doing it, you will be interested and then 

you will want to do something as well. That’s how you start small and affect people around 

you. (Participant 28, Chinese, Female) 

She further compared this experience to what she had seen in Berlin when she was studying 

there and stated how a campaign was done in Berlin to promote its citizens to claim ownership of 

unused green spaces. She was impressed by the Berlin government’s support for such a campaign 

which she felt the Singapore government should encourage too: 
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To follow up from what I just said because I got this idea from Berlin…it’s a quirky habit of 

the residents there to, like, engage in this kind of empty establishment tactics like graffiti. 

One of the campaigns that I remember was this guerrilla city gardening whereby if there 

was a green patch somewhere and it was not being used, somebody would go and plant 

some kind of flower patch over there. So, they claimed that green space and it’s quite fun 

to see because…it makes the whole city very lively, quirky and fun. The government didn’t 

say anything. And in fact, it became something viral on Facebook because everyone was 

taking photos. I mean they (Singapore government) could have used this (the preceding 

story of residents in Brunsland and Fortune Park) to their advantage to create a fun image 

rather than coming down and saying, “hey what you’re doing is illegal.” (Participant 28, 

Chinese, Female) 

A couple of participants spoke from a personal point of view when it came to policymakers 

communicating environment-related information to them. They particularly mentioned the ‘Tree 

Planting’ campaign which was launched in 1963 by the late Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew with the 

aim of making Singapore a green city (Naidu, 2016). As part of this campaign, 10 000 saplings are 

planted each year. It is often led by ministers and members of the parliament who organise the 

planting of trees in their own neighbourhood constituencies. P2 and P5 felt that having minsters plant 

a tree for the ‘Tree Planting’ campaign was not personally relatable for them. They commented that 

there were considerable differences especially in social class and stature between ministers and 

ordinary citizens like themselves. Therefore, when a minister was seen to plant a tree, it became a 

high-class event that was over-broadcasted and not relevant to an ordinary citizen. They watched the 

ministers planting trees on TV news channels but were not motivated to reflect or act upon the 

campaign message: 
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It’s more of a high-class event where you have a MP there. It’s very broadcasted. It’s not 

like something like everyone can do it anytime. So, they set a date for it and then they do it 

and it’s on TV but I’m not sure how effective the message is. (Participant 2, Indian, Female) 

All I can remember is some ministers on TV planting trees. I don’t remember the content. I 

just saw the visual. I wasn’t even listening I think…I only remember seeing on TV some 

minister planting a tree. And then I think it’s about being involved and having green hands. 

Personally, I think it was very made up. Anything that was on TV felt like a show. It is their 

job to advocate. I mean they’re our leaders of the country, right? They have to kind of 

show it as an example. I don’t think it’s effective though. If it was effective, then I will see 

my friends around me doing the same thing. But I don’t think any of my friends are doing 

it. It’s just not very relatable for a minister to be planting tree (Participant 5, Chinese, 

Female) 

Participants, generally indicated a preference for ordinary citizens like themselves in 

communicating environment-related information to government officials. For instance, P1, when 

speaking of recycling campaigns in Singapore stated her preference for student volunteers or 

grassroots leaders as she felt they would be more appropriate for promoting pro-environmental 

campaigns: 

If they're going to do a campaign, then they should have uh more volunteers…be it 

students or any grassroots members going around every house and you know teaching the 

members of the public to use the recycle bin because some people know it exists but they 

don't know when they should use it or why they should use it. So, they should make an 

effort to go to individual house and explain.  (Participant 1, Indian, Female) 
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P8 made similar comments to P1. P8 recycles regularly because of the availability of recycling 

bins under the void deck in her HDB block but she also mentioned feeling more motivated when high 

school students from her neighbourhood visited door-to-door explaining to residents the need to 

recycle. She probably could relate to them better since she was an early childhood educator herself: 

My block is quite active in this (recycling) because they do like students coming in to collect 

old newspapers, old clothes…which I think is good as they tap on the secondary school 

students. They state the purpose, like why you know this collection of newspapers are for 

and what it’s about. They have their objective in mind which I think…it’s good. I feel I 

should go the extra mile for them. (Participant 8, Malay, Female) 

In summary, participants’ perspective on not being able to relate to government officials in 

promoting pro-environmental campaigns is best illustrated by the comment of one participant: ‘too 

often the people at the top, they don't live...they don't experience what the people on the ground 

experience.’ (Participant 21, Chinese, Male).  

5.3.2 In Favour of Pro-Environmental Campaigns but No Personal Impact 

Eleven out of thirty-two (34%) participants spoke mostly in favour of the pro-environmental 

campaigns they were able to recall but did not act upon the messages which were conveyed to them 

in the campaigns. The common reason provided by participants for the campaigns recalled not having 

an impact on them was that they were already engaged in the behaviours being promoted in the 

campaigns. Therefore, they enjoyed the advertisements seen on TV or posters but did not find the 

need to practise the behaviours promoted since they were pro-environmentally active. This opinion 

was more widely shared in relation to the ‘Save Water’, the ‘3Rs – reduce, recycle and reuse’, ‘I’m 

FINished with Fins’ and anti-littering campaigns.  

For example, P7 is an avid recycler and she recalled the 3R- reduce, reuse, recycle campaign 

focusing specifically on the recycling aspect of the campaign. She has observed posters at the nearest 
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bus stop in her neighbourhood and could recall the content in the posters. She liked the reminder but 

because she was already actively recycling, she did not feel any impact from the poster: 

Sometimes at my bus stop, I see recycling posters…you know…”Donate your stuff, recycle 

your old clothes”…and bring to the nearest community centre and then you give them 

whatever you have, you get some sort of money. It’s good but I am already recycling. 

(Participant 7, Chinese, Female) 

P16 is aware of the ‘Save Water’ campaigns in Singapore and he frequently sees the 

advertisements on TV and the newspapers but because he has been conserving water since he was 

young having been influenced by his mother, these campaigns had no impact on him. He did like the 

advertisement he watched though because he felt it was a good reminder for people generally to 

remember that Singapore is a water-scarce country which is living on borrowed water from Malaysia:  

Because Singapore have very limited resources for clean water…we have to buy from 

Malaysia… so ‘Save Water’ campaign reminds people of this. Another thinking is also 

(referring to message in the advertisement)…we are saving our money also because we’re 

paying for the water we use. Actually, I think my water consumption is already quite 

low…so the campaign has not much impact on me. (Participant 16, Chinese, Male) 

P31 recalled watching a ‘Save Water’ advertisement on TV which used the ‘Water Wally’ 

mascot to promote conservation of water at home. Like P16, she enjoyed the advertisement, found it 

funny as it made her laugh and discussed the humour element of the advertisement with her 

husband, but it had no personal impact on her water-saving behaviour. Like P16, she was already 

conserving water and had acquired the habit from her parents in her childhood days. This was her 

reaction: 
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I saw it on TV and I remembered it clearly because the campaign was a bit disturbing. I 

can’t remember what was the mascot’s name but it was this weird water drop thing. It was 

funny. I remembered because it was saying, “Save the water” and it was showing this boy 

showering and the cartoon character peering. I mean that’s why it was funny. It had no 

impact on me but the thing is I remembered it. That (saving water) is something I practise 

anyway. It was just fun and we (her husband and she) talked about it…but no one talked 

about the fact we should be saving water. We were just focusing on the advertisement 

(P30, Indian, Female) 

In a similar fashion, P4 also recalled watching an anti-littering campaign on TV. She did not 

subscribe to the advertisement personally as well because she was not one who littered; however, 

she did find the humour element in the advertisement appealing: 

The advertisement gave me the impression that it is mainly for the foreigners. I know the 

dressing…the way they act. We (her family and she) just see…it caught my attention. So 

funny this kind of advertisement. For me…because we are not people who are always 

littering around so for us…it’s probably to target…different kind of audience. (Participant 4, 

Chinese, Female) 

A couple of participants (P6, P24) who discontinued consuming shark fin soup out of concern 

for the diminishing shark population, recalled an anti-shark fin campaign, ‘I’m FINished with fins’ by a 

global wildlife conservation group ‘Wildaid’ which partners with governments across the globe to 

protect fragile marine reserves. An event was held in Singapore during this campaign which was 

graced by famous celebrities and popular radio disc jockeys to encourage Singaporeans to stop their 

shark fin consumption. Both these participants indicated that while they found the use of celebrities 

attractive and probably more applicable to people who would subscribe to celebrities supporting a 

good cause, they personally were not motivated by the use of celebrities.  
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For P6, he stated that the celebrities did not provide a rationale for not consuming shark fin. 

The campaign, according to him, was not backed up with statistical evidence so he was not convinced. 

P24 stated that while she found this campaign good and popular, she felt the documentary, ‘A Fish 

Full of Dollars’ was personally more impactful. The documentary had a host partnering with shark fin 

sellers in Lombok, Bali. She brought tourists to popular shark fin markets in the area to show how fins 

were being chopped off from baby sharks. The sight of dead baby sharks in the documentary shocked 

P24. The visuals made her reflect on her own behaviour and she stopped consuming shark fin 

immediately. The following are P6’s and P24’s reactions and reflections: 

I think there were a few posters at the bus stop. I think it’s good they used celebrities but it 

didn’t really matter to me. But because usually it’s an idol people will look up to. But then 

again having celebrities…maybe it’s not educating enough because they tell you don’t eat 

but they don’t tell you why don’t eat. They don’t provide statistics. (P6, Malay, Male) 

P24 first spoke of the documentary:  

I watched this clip on how this Singaporean is trying to stop the trade of shark fin and she 

went all the way down to Lombok…in Bali. She is doing this program where she actually 

brings tourists around and she hires the people who hunt for shark fins to work with her to 

bring tourists around. She brought the tourists around the market area and I…feel 

like…yeah I should stop. So, I’m not taking shark fin since watching that clip. You will see in 

the video baby sharks just lying on the floor and people will just bid for them. It’s quite 

impactful. (Participant 24, Chinese, Female) 

Then she recalled the ‘I’m FINished with Fins’ campaign: 

I remember a few years back…they actually had a ‘no shark fin’ campaign. I know it was 

quite big because they actually got artists, celebrities, radio DJs to come down and talk 
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about how they are saying ‘No’ to shark fin. It was good but back then I had not watched 

that video yet…the video was impactful. (Participant 24, Chinese, Female) 

Similar to P24, P26 also stopped consuming shark fin soup after watching the same 

documentary and for same reasons: ‘Few years ago, I think I saw it on YouTube like you know how 

they were killing it (referring to sharks). The cruelty I guess to the animals itself…I think that made me 

have an interest in the area and stop eating it.’ (Participant 26, Chinese, Female) 

Many participants, when asked for their opinions on what an ideal pro-environmental 

campaign should consist of and one that would certainly convince them to be pro-environmental, 

responded with suggestions like P24’s and P26’s experiences. These participants offered that 

campaigns should use images of real-life consequences of what would happen if everyone continued 

to engage in anti-environmental behaviours. They stated that ‘when you don’t see it, it’s out of sight, 

out of mind’ (Participant 17, Indian, Female) For instance, P5 does not participate in any pro-

environmental activities primarily because of time constraints but she also did not feel the urge to do 

so as she could not see the urgency or the immediate effects of her actions on the planet. She stated: 

‘I think for me would be living a day without electricity. That would be a real-life experience versus an 

advertisement I can laugh about but maybe still not [be] doing anything about it.’ (Participant 5, 

Chinese, Female) 

P30 argued for removing mascots completely from future campaigns and replacing them with 

real people and with scenes that showcased the actual effects of unsustainable consumption: 

I think they should do away with mascots. If you look at any campaign, they are obsessed 

with and they spend a lot of money coming up with this idea of a mascot and they forget 

the message. So, I think instead of cartoons and all that, use humans...I mean use real 

people and combine it together with real scenes of what effects are happening. 

(Participant 30, Indian, Female) 
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Based on her own experience of having her behaviour changed through the ‘A Fish Full of 

Dollars’ documentary, P26 did not feel existing campaigns will have a big impact on people’s pro-

environmental behaviour. She felt that they raise awareness but will not necessarily encourage 

individuals to reflect upon and change their existing anti-environmental behaviour. She spoke for 

herself too when making this point. She further conveyed her preference for TV advertisements or 

documentaries which had movement with real-life images instead of posters: 

I don’t know how far current campaigns will help. Sometimes I think that maybe it brings 

awareness…but I’m not sure whether it will actually make me do practical things (referring 

to pro-environmental behaviour). It could be useful if it leads you to do more research like 

when I saw about the shark fins, I was like curious about ‘What’s going on? I will go and 

check it out’. I think that will actually help because campaigns are mostly done through like 

posters. Seldom do you see like advertisements…on saving the environment…with more 

powerful images. Something that is moving…than just posters. They (policymakers) should 

show what it’s going to look like if you consume this much electricity. (Participant 26, 

Chinese, Female) 

In summary, participants who spoke of pro-environmental campaigns which appealed to 

them or attracted their attention but personally did not feel motivated to change their behaviours 

provided two main reasons for the lack of impact. Firstly, many of the campaigns participants 

recollected under this category were promoting pro-environmental behaviours which participants 

were already practising and these behaviours were socialised by their families in their childhood days. 

Therefore, they had established strong habits which needed no further push to motivate them to 

continue to be pro-environmental. Secondly, it was observed in some of the participants’ narrations 

that they generally preferred campaigns which utilised TV as the main medium for communication 
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and advertisements or documentaries that showed real-life scenarios of what would happen if 

unsustainable consumption or anti-environmental behaviours continued.  

5.3.3 In Favour of Pro-Environmental Campaigns Recalled and had Personal Impact  

The third category of reactions consisted of participants being in favour of the pro-

environmental campaigns which they had encountered and as a result, had changed their behaviours. 

However, this category of reactions was only observed in a very small handful of participants (6 out of 

32 [19%]). Nonetheless, there are some important insights which have emerged in this specific 

category of reactions making it a significant contribution. The details are discussed below.  

Participants were found to be most in favour and felt encouraged to reflect on their 

behaviours more after watching the 2013 ‘Saving Gaia’ campaign which was part of Singapore’s 

Mediacorp Green Initiative. Participants stated that they enjoyed watching the advertisement 

because it showed children and they also resonated better with the song in the advertisement since it 

was also sung by the children. They also mentioned that they liked the real-life scenes of what’s 

currently happening to planet Earth which were included in the advertisement: ‘This is a nice 

advertisement. That’s a nice song with all the children….picking up rubbish along the seaside. It 

encouraged me that we have to do our part also.’ (Participant 19, Chinese, Female) 

The tune is a prelude to a real-life documentary how a group of children are helping, then 

you can identify the tune with the people and it gives you the kind of motivation that there 

are these kind[s] of people around and I should do my part. It’s kind of a motivation. 

(Participant 18, Malay, Male) 

These participants’ reactions support what was discussed in the previous sections. Firstly, in 

Section 5.2.4, it was found that fear for future generations propelled participants to be more pro-

environmental. The fear of future generations not experiencing the same Earth as participants are 

enjoying now or not having natural resources made participants more mindful of their anti-
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environmental behaviours. This could be why participants liked this specific pro-environmental 

campaign because the song’s lyrics highlighted the future generations of Singapore. Secondly, in 

Section 5.3.1, some participants were quoted as saying that they could not relate to environmental 

messages communicated by government officials and expressed their preferences for ordinary 

citizens to convey environmental messages. This could be another reason why participants who spoke 

of ‘Saving Gaia’ related better to the advertisement because of the use of children as the message 

communicators. Third, in the previous section, it was noted that although participants were in favour 

of the campaigns recalled, they did not act upon the messages communicated in the campaigns as 

they did not showcase real-life scenarios. Participants preferred advertisements which illustrated to 

them existing and future consequences of continued unsustainable consumption patterns. 

Interestingly, those who liked the ‘Saving Gaia’ campaign specifically mentioned the visual images of 

the current conditions on planet Earth in the advertisement as appealing.  

Like the participants who liked the ‘Saving Gaia’ campaign and acted upon the environmental 

messages, P6 spoke of WWF’s ‘Stop One. Stop Them All.’ Campaign: ‘Oh I like that the World Wildlife 

Fund…that advertisement where they have the pyramid of the people standing…I like that one. It was 

quite impactful with the images of the hunters and the carcasses.’ (Participant 6, Malay, Male) 

The preceding sections in this chapter have examined the three categories of reactions from 

participants to environment-related information from policymakers in Singapore were presented. It 

was observed that while participants favoured some pro-environmental campaigns, they did not like 

others especially those which were promoted by government officials and those which promoted 

behaviours that participants were already engaged in. Participants explicitly conveyed their 

preferences for TV advertisements and documentaries that showed them actual consequences of 

unsustainable consumption patterns.  
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5.4 Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented the key findings uncovered by this study. Findings were organised 

according to the research questions. Data from the individual interviews revealed research 

participants’ perceptions vis-à-vis their pro-environmental behaviour experiences. As is typical of 

qualitative research, extensive samples of quotations from participants are included in this chapter. 

By using participants’ own words, I aimed to build the confidence of readers by accurately 

representing the reality of the persons and situations studied.  

The primary finding for the first research question — What are the socio-cultural factors, 

other barriers and facilitators of pro-environmental behaviour among Singaporeans? —was that family 

lays the foundation for pro-environmental behaviour to occur. This finding emanated from the 

expressed descriptions of 68% of the participants who discussed their experiences of having been 

influenced by their parents to be pro-environmental from a young age. In discussing the influence of 

family on their pro-environmental behaviour, participants talked about watching their parents engage 

in water and electricity conservation behaviour. Some participants also mentioned the bi-directional 

influence from child to parent in influencing their pro-environmental behaviour.  

The second finding was that existing infrastructure systems which are in place in Singapore 

inhibited pro-environmental behaviour. This was indicated by 65.6% of the participants. Participants 

mainly spoke of the ready availability of water and electricity and how it has created a perception that 

Singapore will never run out of these natural resources. This perception in turn encouraged them to 

overuse water and electricity. Participants also stressed the lack of ownership and a complacent 

attitude which has stemmed from years of having an efficient public cleaning system. Most 

participants also discussed their dissatisfaction with the existing recycling collection systems. Those 

who were currently not engaged in pro-environmental behaviours spoke more of the unavailability of 

recycling bins in convenient locations, whereas those who were actively recycling discussed the 

inefficiency in the waste collection system.  
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The third finding was that the working culture of Singapore was a barrier to pro-

environmental behaviour. Participants spoke of this mainly from two perspectives—long working 

hours and the lack of pro-environmental working culture. Long working hours prevented participants 

from engaging in pro-environmental behaviour because all they want to do after a long day’s work is 

to have some rest. Or, if they do have spare time on the weekends, they would rather spend it on 

themselves or allocate it to their families. Consequently, the environment is not a prerogative. In 

terms of unsupportive workplace culture, participants described how working in a workplace that did 

not encourage pro-environmental behaviour deterred them further from being pro-environmental. 

However, some participants mentioned that if employers endorsed pro-environmental activities, they 

would be willing to participate.  

In relation to the second research question— How do individuals react to environment-related 

information relayed to them by policy makers, form opinions and decide on the course of action to 

take? – three categories of reactions to pro-environmental campaigns in Singapore were noted. Most 

participants indicated disfavour towards existing campaigns and hence, did not feel motivated to 

adopt pro-environmental behaviours being promoted by policy makers. The three commonly offered 

reasons for a lack of interest in existing pro-environmental campaigns were; (1) temporal nature of 

existing campaigns, (2) sense of distrust towards government, and as a consequence, (3) unable to 

relate to government officials presenting environmental messages. Second, it was found that some 

participants appreciated the campaigns promoted but were still not impacted by the messages in the 

campaigns to take action. In this instance, participants were mostly already engaged in the behaviours 

that were being promoted (e.g., saving water and recycling). Participants also indicated their 

preferences for more serious advertisements that clearly conveyed the consequences of their actions 

through visuals. Only a few participants indicated both liking a pro-environmental campaign and being 

motivated to act. Interestingly, these participants’ descriptions of the campaigns recalled (e.g., Saving 
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Gaia; Stop One. Stop Them All.) matched with suggestions under the earlier categories of reactions. 

The next chapter will now discuss these findings in relation to existing literature.  

 

 

 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

241 

 

CHAPTER 6: PUTTING THE FINDINGS INTO PERSPECTIVE 

6.0 Introduction 

This study aimed to seek answers to the following two research questions:  

(1) What are the socio-cultural factors, other barriers and facilitators of pro-environmental 

behaviour among Singaporeans? 

(2)  How do individuals react to environment-related information relayed to them by policy 

makers, form opinions and decide on the course of action to take? 

It was hoped that a better understanding of Singaporeans’ perceptions of what they feel 

enables or disables their pro-environmental behaviours and their opinions of and reactions to existing 

pro-environmental campaigns would provide insight into how to motivate and encourage future pro-

environmental behaviour among Singaporeans. This research used an interpretive inquiry to collect 

qualitative data by conducting in-depth semi-structured interviews. Participants in the study included 

32 Singaporeans aged 18 and above. Participants from each of the main cultural groups in Singapore 

were selected to be interviewed. The data were coded, analysed using a mixture of content analysis 

by Morse and Field (1995) and the framework analysis method advocated by Ritchie et al. (2003).  

The discussion which follows is organised accordingly. Section 6.1 provides a general 

discussion of the types of pro-environmental behaviours participants engaged in. Section 6.2 

discusses the major findings in relation to the first research question whereas Section 6.3 discusses 

the three main categories of reactions which emerged for the second research question. Section 6.4 

situates the findings in a macro context and tries to put the existing findings into a bigger perspective. 

Figure 6.1 presents the overview of the chapter.  
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Figure 6.1 Diagrammatic Overview of Chapter 6 

 

6.1 PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL 

BEHAVIOURS ENGAGED IN 

6.2 FACILITATORS AND BARRIERS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL 

BEHAVIOUR 

- Influence of family facilitating pro-environmental behaviour 

- Existing infrastructure systems inhibit pro-environmental behaviour 

- Work-centric culture inhibits pro-environmental behaviour  

- Environmental concern facilitates pro-environmental behaviour 

 

 

 

6.3 OPINIONS AND REACTIONS TO PRO-

ENVIRONMENTAL CAMPAIGNS 

 

 

 

6.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

6.4 THE BIG PICTURE 
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6.1 Pro-environmental behaviours engaged in 

Participants in this study were found to engage the most in private sphere pro-environmental 

behaviours. Private sphere environmentalism as referred to by Stern et al. (2009) as making changes 

to one’s own behaviour in the personal or private sphere. Behaviours in this classification typically 

include the purchase, use and disposal of personal and household products which cause 

environmental impact (Stern, 2000). It is not surprising that participants in this study were found to 

engage the most in private sphere pro-environmental behaviour because the political climate of 

Singapore is such that environmental activism is discouraged (Ho, Liao & Rosenthal, 2015). There is a 

general reluctance by Singaporeans to participate in any kind of political activism that goes against 

the government. In fact, one participant, P5 raised this topic and expressed her fear of engaging in 

pro-environmental activism: 

I don’t think [in] Singapore [it] is possible. If you want [to], you are very courageous to do 

it. Yes, you can have a group of people, like 10 or 20 people…like-minded that think about 

social issues and probably you know, write into authorities…have all these campaigns at 

Feng Lee (name changed) Park. But all these people who go and campaign…what is the 

outcome for them? They get jailed. Their family cannot rest in peace. And we don’t want 

this for our family also. (Participant 5, Chinese, Female) 

The four most commonly practised private sphere behaviours by participants in this study 

were, (1) conservation of water, (2) conservation of electricity, (3) waste minimisation, and (4) general 

recycling. Under these behaviour types, several pro-environmental actions were noted, and are 

presented in Tables 5.2 -  5.5. As briefly discussed in Chapter 5, it would be tempting to conclude that 

these behaviours have emerged due to long standing behaviours promoted frequently for years in 

Singapore by NEA and PUB. However, upon closer analysis of interview data, this was not found to be 
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the case. Most of the participants were socialised by their families from a young age to conserve 

water and electricity, and this is discussed in depth in Section 6.2.1.  

While looking at the specific pro-environmental actions under each pro-environmental 

behaviour type, the influence of cultural norms was observed. For example, recycling of laundry waste 

water for flushing of toilets and house corridors has not been mentioned in any of PUB’s ‘Save Water’ 

campaigns, yet it emerged as a key pro-environmental action under the behaviour type ‘conservation 

of water’ in this study. Furthermore, it was interesting to note that only participants from the Chinese 

cultural group practised this specific pro-environmental action. From this finding, it appears that 

cultural differences exist for the types of pro-environmental behaviours and the specific actions 

individuals engage in. This is further supported by Ramsey, Berglund and Goyal’s (2017) study on the 

impact of demographic factors, beliefs and social influences on residential water consumption and 

implications for non-price policies in Jaipur, an urban city in India. 67% of their respondents reported 

taking traditional bucket baths and only 3% reported taking showers. Further to this, a significant 

number of respondents in their study also reported owning and using evaporative coolers. The use of 

bucket baths and evaporative coolers are domestic end uses which are largely unfamiliar in the West 

(Ramsey, Berglund & Goyal, 2017).  

Waste water from the laundry that is recycled is referred to as ‘grey-water’ (Zhu, Wagner, 

Cornel, Chen & Dai, 2017). There are several reasons why this pro-environmental action has emerged. 

Firstly, it is logical to assume that this habit could have been picked up from the “kampung” days, 

before the onset of urbanisation occurred in Singapore. “Kampung” is a Malay word referring to 

village. As described in Chapter 3, Singapore was historically filled with numerous “kampungs”. Given 

its lack of access to fresh water during the “kampung” days, as well as bouts of droughts (Lee, 2016), 

Singaporeans used to minimise their use of water and save as much as they could. The participants in 

this study who practised this behaviour either grew up during this period or have/had parents who 

had lived through the water crisis in the 1960s (Lee, 2016). One participant mentioned having ‘done 
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that before when we were young’ (Participant 19, Chinese, Female) referring to water rationing 

exercises in the 1960s. However, it is noteworthy that this behaviour was only observed among 

participants with a Chinese background. It may be that this tradition was brought to Singapore by 

early Chinese migrants.  

The early Chinese settlers in Singapore were poor peasants who had left their provincial 

homes in China in search of prosperity (Tan, 1989). They mostly came from the Southern provinces 

where living conditions were difficult. China was famously known for being the ‘land of famine’ 

(Mallory, 1926 in Kung & Ma, 2012, p. 4). It experienced severe weather shocks, food shortages on a 

periodic basis and famines in the most extreme cases (Kung & Ma, 2012). Therefore, in their days in 

China these Chinese immigrants would have lived under conditions of thrift and frugality (Chan, 

2006). In particular, their poor experiences would have taught them the value of water (Chan, 2006). 

These habits could have, in turn, been passed on through the generations of Chinese who settled in 

Singapore; which may explain why some Chinese participants in this study mentioned the use of grey-

water for other household uses.  

In addition, Confucian teachings, specifically the Doctrine of the Mean, also known as 

Zhongyong, can be used to explain this finding as well. The Doctrine of the Mean was written by Tze-

Sze, the grandson of Confucius and is one of the four main books on Confucian philosophy (Fong, 

2005). It expresses in the Doctrine of the Mean that ‘attaining equilibrium, heaven and earth will be in 

their right places and all things will come into being.’ (Li, 2003, p. 3). This means that things from 

nature depend on one another and together they form an organic whole (Chan, 2001; Li, 2003). 

Human beings are seen as part of nature and not superior to it. Therefore, when dealing with nature, 

people need to be mindful and ensure the observance of the principle of ‘equilibrium’ so that the 

harmony of nature can be maintained without any adverse problems (Li, 2003). One way of 

maintaining this equilibrium is to ensure that natural resources are used in economical ways, and this 

may also explain why Chinese participants in this study were especially careful of their water use. 
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It is also noted that Chinese participants were the most pro-environmental group in this 

research, when compared to the other cultural groups. They engaged in a considerable number of 

pro-environmental behaviours in comparison to their Malay and Indian counterparts. However, as this 

is a qualitative study, findings are not generalisable. Furthermore, there were more Chinese 

participants in this research than participants from the other cultural groups. Nonetheless, this 

particular finding warrants more investigation in the future.  

Another pro-environmental action which also stood out is the non-consumption of shark fin. 

Although only a handful of participants mentioned this pro-environmental action, it remains 

noteworthy. The emergence of this pro-environmental action is indicative of the influence of socio-

cultural factors on pro-environmental behaviour and that pro-environmental behaviours cannot be 

conflated across countries and cultures. As discussed previously, there is a tendency in existing pro-

environmental behaviour studies to take a sectoral approach and focus only on policy-based 

behaviours, while neglecting other potentially impactful behaviours (Gilg & Barr, 2005). Although on 

its face the consumption of shark fin may seem to be an activity with a low environmental impact, its 

environmental impact is significantly high (Lim & Lim, 2016). Sharks play an integral role in the 

ocean’s ecosystem and if they are removed, it can seriously destabilise that ecosystem. Furthermore, 

sharks’ reproductive rates are much slower than other ocean animals, making it more important to 

protect them (Fairclough, 2016). Approximately 100 million sharks are being killed each year and a 

majority of these are for the shark fin trade (Fairclough, 2016). Singapore ranks 3rd highest in the 

shark fin trade, indicating that it is a leading contributor to the damage this does to oceans’ 

ecosystem (Lim & Lim, 2016).  

Another reason for this being a noteworthy pro-environmental action is because it has a strong 

significance in the Chinese culture. It is often served in Chinese weddings in Singapore and its 

presence on the dining table denotes status and wealth. It is also a symbolic sign indicating that 

prosperity and abundance will follow (Daubs, 2011). Nevertheless, the fact that this pro-
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environmental action emerged is indicative of the deterioration of customary traditions and the 

cultural shifts happening in Singapore. In fact, a study by WWF on Singaporeans’ willingness to reduce 

the consumption of shark’s fin, revealed that eight out of ten people in Singapore think it is 

acceptable to serve alternatives to shark’s fin at wedding banquets (Yeo, 2016).  

6.2 Facilitators and Barriers of Pro-Environmental Behaviour 

In the literature review, it was discussed that a plethora of motivations exist for an individual 

to choose to engage or not choose to engage in pro-environmental behaviour. While some 

researchers argued for cognitive motivational factors which primarily encourage pro-environmental 

behaviour (Tonglet, Philips & Read, 2004; Oreg & Katz-Gerro, 2006; Price & Leviston, 2014), others 

have contended against this and argued for the importance of contextual variables in promoting pro-

environmental behaviour (Shove, 2003; Hargreaves, 2012). Then, there were some other researchers 

who feel that the micro world of an individual should be linked with the macro social context 

(Corralizza & Berenguer, 2002; Bamberg & Schmidt, 2003; Lindeberg & Steg, 2007). Proponents of 

this approach reason that even if either group is successful in gaining influence, problems will arise 

when policy makers try to apply social science to change behaviour. Policies will still fall short because 

the critical insights provided by the other perspective become neglected in the process (Guagnano, 

Stern & Dietz, 1995).  

 In line with the proponents of the integrative approach to the study of pro-environmental 

behaviour, this research identified multiple motivations for the pro-environmental behaviours 

identified by participants. These multiple motivations consisted of a combination of both contextual 

and cognitive factors. As stated by Geng et al (2016), motivations are rarely homogenous. They tend 

to be mixed and diverse. Each behaviour will always tend to have one main motive and several 

secondary motives. As such, this research found the same. Each behaviour type identified by 

participant had a primary motive which was backed up by a few secondary motives. For instance, it 

was found that the primary facilitator for electricity and water conservation was family. Socialisation 
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by family members especially by parents at a young age, developed a long term habit among 

participants. Thus, they were able to sustain it in their adulthood. However, at the same time, their 

secondary motive included cost savings. Surprisingly, multiplicity of motives are rarely considered in 

the pro-environmental behaviour literature (Lindenberg & Steg, 2007).  Table 6.1 provides a list of 

commonly mentioned pro-environmental behaviours by participants and their facilitators and 

inhibitors. From the table, it can be observed that a multitude of motivations exist for an individual to 

either participate or not participate in a pro-environmental behaviour type.  
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No. Type of Pro-Environmental Behaviour Facilitators Inhibitors 

1 Anti-littering 

Moral 

consciousness 

Influence of family 

(parents, children 

and spouse) 

Efficient public cleaning system 

2 Non-consumption of shark fin 

Fear of further 

environmental 

degradation 

Cultural norms 

3 Conserve Water 

Influence of family 

(parents, children 

and spouse) 

Ready availability of water 

Lack of family support 

4 Conserve Electricity 

Influence of family 

(parents, children 

and spouse) 

Ready availability of electricity 

Lack of family support 

5 Reduce Waste 

Fear of further 

environmental 

degradation 

 

Influence of family 

(parents, children 

and spouse) 

High cost of environmental goods 

(e.g., green shopping bag) 

High cost of environmental goods 

and services 

6 General Recycling 

Availability of 

recycling 

facilitators 

Lack of conveniently located 

recycling bins 

Inefficient recycling collection 

system 

Recycling bins treated as normal 

waste bins 

7 
Participate in overseas nature 

reconstruction projects 

Fear of further 

environmental 

degradation 

 

Unavailability of local programs 

8 
Selling an environmentally friendly 

product 

Fear for future 

generations 
High cost of environmental goods 

Table 6.1 Types of Pro-environmental behaviour and list of facilitators and inhibitors 
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9 
Write in to foodcourts using styrofoam 

take-away containers 

Fear of further 

environmental 

degradation 

 

Fear for future 

generations 

 

Moral 

consciousness 

Fear of political climate in 

Singapore 

10 
Purchase and use environmentally 

friendly products 

Fear of further 

environmental 

degradation 

 

High cost of environmentally 

friendly goods 

11 Planting Trees 
Workplace 

initiatives 

Use of government officials as 

communication messengers 

6.2.1 Influence of family in facilitating pro-environmental behaviour 

The primary and overriding finding which has emerged in this study was the influence of 

family on participants’ pro-environmental behaviour. A majority of the participants stated either 

explicitly or indirectly that their pro-environmental behaviour was facilitated by their family members. 

Influence of family on participants’ pro-environmental behaviour occurred mainly in three ways (See 

Figure 6.2). Most of the participants acquired their pro-environmental behaviours from their parents 

during their childhood days. This was particularly most evident for water- and electricity-saving 

behaviours. Secondly, participants discussed children being change agents by motivating pro-

environmental behaviour in parents. Participants’ who were parents spoke of being influenced by 

their children in their pro-environmental behaviour and some others shared their experiences from a 

child’s perspective of impacting their parents’ behaviour. This specific finding was found to be more 

prominent for recycling behaviour. Third, a handful of participants who did not come from families 

that practised pro-environmental behaviour spoke of being forced to re-think their anti-

environmental behaviours by their spouses or partners who, unlike them, came from pro-

environmental family backgrounds. 
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The above insights which have emerged in this research are mostly in line with existing 

studies. It is well documented in both the consumer socialisation and developmental psychology 

literature that family plays a vital role in shaping one’s general and consumer behaviour (e.g., 

Whitbeck & Gecas, 1988; John, 1999). In consumer behaviour research, socialisation theories are 

commonly used to explain the processes by which young people obtain the relevant skills, knowledge, 

attitudes and behavioural patterns needed from their families to function as consumers in the 

marketplace (Ward, 1974; Brim, 1996 in Ando et al., 2015). In a similar fashion, according to 

childhood socialisation research on pro-environmental behaviour, children acquire everyday practices 

within the household and go on to become citizens who will influence the extent to which society 

follows the goals of sustainable development (Matthies & Wallis, 2015).  

It has been shown in both consumer behaviour and pro-environmental behaviour research 

that parental influence has the most impact on adolescents’ various levels of behaviour such as 

attitudes, beliefs and values about the marketplace (e.g., Obermiller & Spangenberg, 2000), product 

and brand choices (e.g., Hsieh, Chiu & Lin, 2006) and environment-related activities (Meeusen, 2014; 

Figure 6.2 Family Influence on Pro-environmental behaviour 
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Matthies & Wallis, 2015). Parents are reported to be the primary socialisation agents for their 

children’s pro-environmental behaviour (Meeusen, 2014; Matthies & Wallis, 2015; Li & Liu, 2016). 

This is because, in a typical household, parents are and have always been their children’s first and 

lifelong reference group (Grønhøj & Thøgersen, 2012). They are usually a part of their children’s 

immediate surroundings (Grønhøj & Thøgersen, 2012). As a result, children are often strongly 

influenced by the norms of their parents (Grønhøj & Thøgersen, 2012). When parents exhibit a strong 

commitment to an attitude, the visibility of that attitude increases (Meeusen, 2014). Subsequently, 

the likelihood of children identifying with their parents’ attitude and copying their behaviour 

increases as well (Meeusen, 2014). On the other hand, when parents show little involvement in 

showing their commitment towards an attitude and or behaviour, chances of the children being 

influenced by other socialising agents such as friends, media and school increase (Jennings & Niemi, 

1968).  

Therefore, it is not surprising that in this study, family and parents were the most influential in 

motivating participants’ pro-environmental behaviour. Participants who had watched their parents 

perform water- and electricity-saving behaviours regularly in their presence or had parents who kept 

communicating the importance of saving water and electricity in their childhood days were more 

consistent in sustaining these behaviours in their adulthood (e.g., P7, P18, P30). On the other hand, 

most of the participants who had no parental support in fostering pro-environmental behaviour were 

found to be mainly pro-environmentally inactive (e.g., P1, P2, P3, P24). The handful of participants 

who did not have any influence from their families but still practised pro-environmental behaviour 

were socialised either at their workplaces, like P17, or by their spouses or partners who came from 

environmentally conscious families (e.g., P4).  

This research also found that while participants’ pro-environmental behaviours were mostly 

influenced by their parents, their environmental attitudes were only established at a later stage. 

Several participants whose water- and electricity-saving behaviours were influenced by their parents 
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mentioned that they learnt to engage in these behaviours with the intention to save costs and not 

necessarily out of environmental concern. In their descriptions, these participants had indicated that 

their parents saved water and electricity for reasons of frugality and as kids, they adopted the same 

attitude. Some of these participants indicated that their environmental concern only surfaced after 

their high school education. For instance, P18 stated that his electricity-saving behaviour was forced 

by his parents and so it eventually became a habit; however, it was only after he started attending 

high school that he learnt the reasons for the need to save electricity: 

Last time, it’s like being forced to, but after a while…it’s a habit. At that point in time, you 

do not know you are saving the environment. Probably after secondary school, you realise 

more. When you are in primary school, you are still growing…still childish. (Participant 18, 

Malay, Male) 

In a similar fashion, P23 also mentioned that while she practised electricity- and water-saving 

behaviours at home, it was only through the modules she was taking at university that she learnt to 

be more environmentally concerned: 

When I was young, my mum used to tell me to switch off the lights, turn off the water but I 

didn’t really see why I should do it. Nobody explained to me. Until I saw this documentary 

video in school about the environment and what is happening to the environment…then I 

was like ‘Oh this is really happening.’ They actually had this series whereby we looked at 

pollution first and then global warming and then waste. So, every week we go to class, we 

watch a documentary and I think these documentaries are the ones which made an 

impact. Because you are able to see it for yourself what’s happening to the earth. 

(Participant 23, Indian, Female) 
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This finding brings to the forefront the learning processes by which children adopt pro-

environmental behaviour from their parents and also highlights that while parents play a key role in 

shaping one’s pro-environmental behaviour from a young age, it is not necessary that environmental 

concern is socialised at the same time. Social norms, more specifically descriptive and injunctive 

norms of parents take precedence in people’s younger days and as they grow older, other 

socialisation agents such as school, peers and the media increase in importance (Matthies & Wallis, 

2015). Nakamura’s (2003), Meeusen’s (2014) and Grønhøj and Thøgersen’s (2017) studies can 

perhaps lend support to this point.  

Nakamura (2003) examined the influence of Japanese mothers’ environmental consciousness 

levels and pro-environmental behaviours on their children. Her findings revealed that mothers’ 

environmental consciousness levels and pro-environmental behaviours exert significant influence on 

those of their children. Of the thirteen pro-environmental behaviours which were included in her 

study, it was found that the children practised ten of them and that the primary motivation was the 

fact that their mothers performed these behaviours. In her study, it was also observed that the 

environmental attitudes of children were not impacted as much as their tendency to engage in actual 

pro-environmental behaviours, thus indicating the influence of injunctive norms where children 

perform the pro-environmental behaviours because that is what they ‘ought to do’.  

Meeusen (2014) found similarity between parents and children’s environmental concern but 

a significant part of the variance in environmental concern among the adolescents studied remained 

unexplained. Meeusen (2014) offered two possible reasons for this. One reason was that other 

socialising agents such as peers, media and formal environmental education may have influenced the 

environmental concern of these adolescents, as was the case for participants in this research, and 

another reason was that there is a possibility that the environment is not such as important issue for 

adolescents who would not have, at that age, fully understood the value of protecting the 

environment or the meaning of ‘environmental concern’.  
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Grønhøj and Thøgersen (2017) investigated the role of parental styles in motivating 

adolescents’ pro-environmental behaviour. They found that when children watch their parents 

perform a pro-environmental act, they learn about ‘normal’ and expected types of behaviour in their 

family (descriptive norms). At the same time, they found that children observe parents’ own 

motivation towards a pro-environmental behaviour and subsequently their parents’ motivation type 

rubs on to their children. This research is illustrative of Grønhøj and Thøgersen’s (2017) study findings 

as participants’ narrations clearly indicated that they not only observed their parents’ water- and 

electricity-saving behaviours but also adopted their parents’ motivations for doing so.  

From a cultural perspective, the dominant influence of family is consistent with Confucian 

cultural values because the family is the “prototype of all organisations” (Hofstede & Minkov, p. 495) 

and filial piety must be observed towards parents (Liu, 2013; Cheng & Sim, 2017). Adolescents must 

show respect to their elders by following what they say and do (Li & Liu, 2016). As discussed 

previously in the literature review, Western cultures tend to focus more on the importance of 

attitudes, beliefs, needs, personality, idiosyncratic values and processes which are internal to 

individuals (Wong & Ahuvia, 1998). On the contrary, norms, collective needs, collective self-definitions 

and values are integral to many non-Western cultures, specifically Asian cultures (Triandis, 1996). It 

has generally been found in the pro-environmental behaviour literature that attitudes exert a stronger 

influence on people from individualistic cultures whereas subjective norms were more predictive of 

pro-environmental behaviour among people from collectivistic cultures (e.g., Chan & Lau, 2002; Lee, 

2008; Kim, 2011; Park & Ha, 2012).  

Singapore is considered to be a collectivistic culture with a score of 20 on Hofstede’s 

individualism scale (Hofstede, 2018). What this means is that most Singaporeans believe that they 

belong to in-groups (e.g., families, clans) who look after each other. Priority goes to the family and 

paying respect to family members especially parents and the elderly is of paramount importance 

(Cheng & Sim, 2017). A ‘yes’ to a behaviour does not necessarily mean approval but it denotes 
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politeness (Hofstede, 2018). The relationship between children and their parents and other elders in 

the family is one that has a moral basis. In Asian societies like Singapore, family and especially parents 

remain as the focal reference group throughout one’s life even after they have established families of 

their own (Cheng & Sim, 2017). Hence, it comes as no surprise that parents had the most significant 

influence on participants’ pro-environmental behaviour.  

The finding on children being change agents to their parents is not new either as this has also 

been extensively addressed in the consumer behaviour literature. However, in the pro-environmental 

domain, the socialisation process by which children influence their parents’ behaviours has been less 

frequently considered and has only just started gaining traction (Gentina & Muratore, 2012; Istead & 

Shapiro, 2014; Grønhøj & Thøgersen, 2017). It is still an underexplored area of study which makes this 

specific finding a significant contribution.  

In the consumer behaviour literature, influence between parents and children on each other’s 

behaviours is known as the intergenerational influence concept (Grønhøj & Thøgersen, 2012). The 

intergenerational influence concept refers to within-family transmission of information, attitudes, 

beliefs, values and behaviours from one generation to another (Grønhøj & Thøgersen, 2012). One 

component of the intergenerational influence concept is ’reverse socialisation’ by which consumer-

related influence goes from children to their parents, and reciprocally, or bi-directionally (Grønhøj & 

Thøgersen, 2009, p. 293).  In the context of pro-environmental behaviour, reverse socialisation can be 

defined as the process through which young people act as catalysts of environmental change and 

influence their parents and other adults in their families as well as communities to adopt pro-

environmental attitudes, beliefs, values and subsequently, pro-environmental behaviour (Gentina & 

Muratore, 2012). In relation to this research, participants’ personal experiences of being either 

influenced by their children from a parents’ perspective or influencing their parents from a child’s 

point of view are specific to this particular concept of reverse socialisation.  
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Existing studies that relate to reverse socialisation in the context of pro-environmental 

behaviour offer mixed results. For instance, Ballantyne et al. (2001) explored the effectiveness of a 

wide range of environmental education programs in terms of both students’ overall learning 

outcomes and the resulting intergenerational influence which occurs through students’ discussions of 

these environmental education programs with their parents. They found that students do share their 

learning and environmental attitudes with their parents and that the parents of the students who 

participated in the study also provided feedback on how household practices have changed because 

of their children’s influence on them.  

However, the study by Istead and Shapiro (2014) obtained conflicting results. Although the 

parents and children in Istead and Shapiro’s (2014) study reported children to be learning catalysts in 

influencing both parent and family knowledge on pro-environmental behaviour, the extent of 

influence was seen to be dependent on the parents’ views of the status of their children in their 

families. Parents who saw their children as catalysts to pro-environmental behaviour change were 

more open and receptive to learning from their children as opposed to those who felt that they, as 

parents, were not ready to listen or relinquish their roles as sources of knowledge to their children.  

Gentina and Muratore (2012) explored teenagers’ influence on household consumption 

patterns. Their research revealed that the extent to which teenagers were able to influence their 

parents’ pro-environmental consumption patterns was determinant on both parental styles and 

frequency of communication between teenagers and their mothers. In their study, most mothers 

were found to be receptive to the idea of their children influencing them with the exception of a few, 

who like the respondents in Istead and Shapiro’s (2014) study were not willing to let go of their roles 

as the dominant decision makers in the family.  

In the case of this research though, participants who spoke of reverse socialisation from their 

children were similar to participants in Ballantyne et al.’s (2001) and Gentina and Muratore’s (2012) 

studies. Participants such as P21 spoke of the changes in their pro-environmental behaviour at home 
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especially in their recycling behaviour after listening to and watching their children contribute to 

recycling activities in school. In addition, participants who were parents (e.g., P19 and P21) and whose 

pro-environmental behaviours were socialised through their children looked visibly happy and 

explicitly expressed their happiness in their behaviours being influenced by their children. Similarly, 

participants who spoke from children’s perspectives also indicated the same where they influenced 

their parents’ pro-environmental behaviour and found that their parents, in turn were receptive to 

the idea of being taught by their children.  

One possible reason for the positive reverse socialisation which has emerged in this study 

could be because of changing family dynamics (Gentina & Muratore, 2012). Compared to the 

traditional family structures which used to be in place 30 years ago, in today’s society, more mothers 

are entering the workforce and parental styles are shifting where parents are preferring to adopt a 

more friendship-style approach with their children as opposed to the traditional child-parent 

relationships. As such, children now have a new decision-making environment which people of their 

age did not have years ago. However, at this stage, there is not enough evidence in this research to 

fully support this assumption, but it would be worth investigating this further. Most studies suggest 

the intergenerational influence to be stronger from the side of parents to their children than the 

other way around (Grønhøj & Thøgersen, 2009; Gotschi, Vogel, Lindenthal, 2010). This was also the 

case with this research where participants focused more on their parents influencing their pro-

environmental behaviour than the reverse influence. 

A unique insight which this research has found that departs from existing literature on the 

intergenerational concept is the influence of spouses and partners on a few participants’ pro-

environmental behaviour. As highlighted earlier, participants who practised anti-environmental 

behaviours and were not socialised to be pro-environmental by their parents found themselves re-

thinking and even changing their anti-environmental behaviours after getting married or commencing 

a relationship.  
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While there is extensive literature on parental influence and growing evidence on reverse 

socialisation by children, in the pro-environmental domain, spousal or partner’s positive influences on 

discouraging one’s anti-environmental behaviour is limited (Melo, Ge, Craig, Brewer & Thronicker, 

2018). This specific finding warrants closer examination in future research because it indicates a 

possibility of using spouses or partners as change agents in motivating pro-environmental among 

adults who were not socialised by their birth families to be environmentally conscious. In fact, when 

providing suggestions on what would facilitate pro-environmental behaviour, a majority of 

participants especially those who were influenced by their parents stressed the importance of 

encouraging pro-environmental behaviour from a young age.  

These participants, based on their personal experiences felt that the chances of pro-

environmental behaviour being sustained throughout adulthood is dependent on the behaviour being 

established as a habit at a young age. Furthermore, some of these participants openly expressed their 

disagreement with policy initiatives which target adults. They explicitly stated that such initiatives 

would be pointless for adults who would have already established firm habits that would be difficult 

to change. Therefore, this finding of spousal or partner influence in possibly altering one’s anti-

environmental behaviour to be more pro-environmental suggests a way of targeting adults in policy 

initiatives.  

6.2.2 Existing infrastructure systems inhibit pro-environmental behaviour 

The second major finding in this study was that existing infrastructure systems in place in 

Singapore inhibit participants’ pro-environmental behaviour. Participants were found to focus 

specifically on efficient water, electricity and public cleaning and the inefficient recycling collection 

systems as impediments to them carrying out their pro-environmental actions (see Figure 6.4). 

Participants stated that their tendency to overconsume water was a result of the ready availability of 

water and electricity in Singapore, as well as not having experienced water and electricity shortages 

before. Similarly, participants also commented that the efficient public cleaning system in Singapore 
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prevented them from cleaning up after themselves when they are outside. In regard to the recycling 

collection system, participants shared several opinions. Those who did not recycle blamed the lack of 

recycling bins under the void decks in their blocks and the placement of existing recycling bins in 

distant locations as the main barriers for them not being able to recycle. Those who were active 

recyclers voiced their unhappiness about recycling bins being treated as normal waste bins by 

cleaners, or their recyclables being collected together with normal waste during collection times. 

They stated that they felt demoralised when they saw these incidents happening. 

 According to the first insight in this finding, it appears that the efficient water and electricity 

systems in Singapore have led to an ‘incorrect’ perception among Singaporeans that water and 

electricity will always be readily available and will not run out. In this case of water availability, the 

Singaporean government is primarily motivated to manage its water system well because Singapore is 

a water scarce country. Further, they want to avoid situations where water gets depleted to an extent 

that its people will suffer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.4 Infrastructure Systems as Barriers to Pro-Environmental 

Behaviour 
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However, this type of ‘consumer protection’ environmental management system (Kurz, 

2002), where Singaporeans are allowed to consume at current levels without experiencing any form 

of water shortages or restrictions has contributed to a complacent attitude among Singaporeans and 

this was indicated in participants’ narrations. In addition, the complacency has also led to a situation 

where Singaporeans do not understand the consequences of their excessive consumption of water on 

the wider environment. According to Kurz (2002), this is not uncommon because if a resource pool 

from which an individual has been harvesting from has never run out, the possibility of that individual 

not considering that it might run out sometime in his or her lifetime is high. When faced with limitless 

opportunities for consumption of resources, individual motivation for conservation of resources will 

be low (Kurz, 2002; Harlan, Habiku, Larsen & Brazel, 2009).  

The perspective of Kurz’ (2002) seems to hold true. Burt and Ray (2014) examined the 

impacts of an expanding and increasing formal piped network on informal access practices in Hubli-

Dharwad, Karnataka, India and obtained findings that support Kurz’ (2002) points. In their study, 

residents in this area had previously had access to an intermittent water supply. They tended to 

collect and store extra water at home as a backup for days when they had no access to water. In 

March 2003, the World Bank, as part of its large scale water investment projects, embarked on a 

project to supply 24/7 water for the residents in Hubli-Dharwad with the intention of improving their 

lives by making water accessibility convenient. However, much to the surprise of the project planners 

as well as the lead researchers, residents continued to collect and store water for cooking and 

drinking purposes despite having a 24/7 water supply. The reasons provided by respondents were 

that the new 24/7 supply of water cannot eclipse the memories residents had of the decades of the 

intermittent supply of water. They also had the fear that one day if they turned on the tap, water may 

not be available.   

Because these residents had experienced water shortages before, even when they were given 

abundant supply, they were careful not to overconsume. In the case of this research, because most of 
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the participants had never experienced any form of water or electricity shortages, they were more 

motivated to overconsume. However, remarkably, older participants who grew up during the days of 

independence in Singapore were observed to be more mindful of their water consumption because 

they had experienced droughts in their “kampung days” (Lee, 2016). With regards to Singapore, what 

this is pointing towards is that unless one has personally experienced water shortages or power cuts, 

or had been socialised by their families from a young age, motivation for water and energy 

conservation among Singaporeans can only go so far, as individuals are clearly bound by the efficient 

systems in place. 

The research also revealed participants to take the efficient public cleaning system for 

granted and discouraged them from cleaning up after themselves in public spaces. These 

observations on Singapore’s efficient systems preventing its citizens from being pro-environmental 

are in line with existing studies which has been done by other researchers on Singaporeans’ pro-

environmental behaviour (e.g., Chib et al., 2009; Detenber et al., 2016). As discussed in Chapter 3, 

these researchers concluded that Singaporeans’ low adoption of pro-environmental behaviour is an 

outcome of the meticulous efficiency of the government which unfortunately has contributed to an 

overall laid-back culture and a lack of public ownership. Detenber et al (2016) commented that 

Singapore government’s efficiency in managing its natural resources and infrastructure has created an 

impression among its citizens that it can resolve any problem which arises. Over time, this has created 

what they termed as, ‘the nanny state syndrome’ where people become indifferent to environmental 

issues (Detenber et al., 2016, p. 4741).  

The finding of recycling collection systems being a barrier to participants’ recycling behaviour 

also corroborates with those presented in the literature (e.g., Garces, Laufente, Pedraja and Rivera, 

2002; MEWR, 2013; Koh & Wong, 2015; Siu & Xiao, 2016). However, participants did not speak of the 

efficiency of the recycling system being an inhibitor. Instead, they stressed on the inefficiency of the 

recycling facilities in Singapore as preventing them from engaging in recycling behaviours. This 
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appears to slightly contradict the statement made by Melissa Tan, chairman for the Waste 

Management and Recycling Association of Singapore who was reported earlier (in Chapter 3) to have 

said in an interview that a strong recycling culture in Singapore has not developed among 

Singaporeans because they have been spoilt by an efficient government (Aza, 2016). While this may 

partly hold true for the efficiency in availability of natural resources and public cleaning, participants 

explicitly stated that the inefficiency in the recycling system is what prevents them from recycling. 

They spoke mostly of the lack of conveniently located recycling bins and the infrequency of door-to-

door waste collection services.  

There is substantial evidence to indicate that a lack of conveniently located recycling bins is a 

key barrier for household recycling behaviours (SITA, 2010; MEWR, 2013; Siu & Xiao, 2016). Recycling 

participation levels have been found to decrease if people are required to walk a distance to the 

nearest recycling bins or have to bring their recyclables down to the ground floor if they live in high 

rise buildings (SITA, 2010). MEWR (2013), for instance, found that a lack of conveniently located bins 

under the void decks of HDB blocks, in bus stops and along walking routes prevented people from 

recycling.  The results for this particular finding is perhaps most consistent and comparable to that of 

Siu and Xiao’s (2016) study.  

In their qualitative study, Siu and Xiao (2016) sought to address convenience as a prominent 

feature of scheduled society and examined the nature of convenience. They identified the waste 

collection and recycling programmes in densely populated cities such as Singapore and discussed the 

existing barriers to recycling behaviours among Hong Kong residents. Several important insights 

emerged which match the findings of this research. Like Singapore, Hong Kong is a densely populated 

country with a majority of its residents living in high rise buildings of more than 20 storeys. Similar to 

Singapore, there is limited public space, therefore recycling bins are often placed on the grounds of 

high rise buildings. Residents are expected to walk down long corridors and then take the elevator 

down to the ground floor to the recycling bins. Respondents in their study found this to be 
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inconvenient, which correlates to the findings in this research. In addition, Siu and Xiao (2016) made a 

vital point that further validates the thoughts shared by participants in this research. They stated that 

policy makers and designers make several assumptions when designing and managing recycling 

facilities. Policy makers and designers of recycling facilities assume that they share a common 

understanding of the meaning of convenience with the lay public. Therefore, they think that what 

they have in place are convenient for the citizens when in actuality, they are not. The lay public has 

their own personal responses, needs and issues. This can include specific lifestyles (e.g., work centric 

culture) and living environments. Therefore, these need to be taken into consideration when planning 

recycling facilities. In both this research and Siu and Xiao’s (2016) study, there was a general 

preference for door-to-door collection services.  

Another key insight from this research was that participants who had stayed in overseas 

countries for a period of time became more pro-environmental. When describing their experiences, 

these participants indicated explicitly that the primary reason for their pro-environmental behaviour 

overseas was due to the rigid infrastructure systems which were in place. Participants were placed in 

positions where they had no choice but to be pro-environmental. However, when they returned to 

Singapore, they reverted back to their old habits because of the overwhelming barriers in the existing 

recycling and other pro-environmental behaviour facilities. Interestingly, several recent studies have 

addressed this issue of rigid infrastructure systems encouraging pro-environmental behaviour, more 

specifically, recycling, conservation of water and bringing your own bags for shopping (e.g., Fielding et 

al., 2010; Lee & Paik, 2011; Siu & Xiao, 2016).  

For example, Fielding et al (2010) conducted research which aimed to understand the water, 

energy use and waste reduction attitudes and practices of Australian households, and how these have 

changed over time. Participants in their study were from Brisbane and Melbourne. In both these 

cities, decreases in household water use was observed and when asked for the reasons, some of the 

participants mentioned that a major impetus for change was government regulation. The government 
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had implemented water restrictions which compelled participants to be mindful of their water use. In 

fact, one participant in their study mentioned that prior to the implementation of water restrictions, 

the participant did not save water. Other participants provided the supermarket Aldi as an example. 

Aldi is a German supermarket which has store locations around the world, including Australia. One of 

the unique factors about Aldi is that customers are encouraged to bring their own bags for shopping 

and for those who don’t, they have the option to purchase a biodegradable bag for a cost. Customers 

are also provided with cardboard boxes to pack their purchased good, as a way of reusing the boxes 

which had previously been used to store stock. Participants in Fielding et al.’s (2010) study indicated 

that other supermarkets should follow suit and stop providing plastic bags or start charging 

customers. Overall, participants in their study welcomed the introduction of strict laws and 

regulations as they strongly believed that this would be the best way to achieve sustainable 

development. 

A study by Lee and Paik (2011) examined household recycling and waste management 

behaviours in a Korean context. They found that after the Korean government introduced its Pay-As-

You-Throw (PAYT) unit pricing system, household waste has reduced significantly. The PAYT system 

requires every household in Korea to purchase certified plastic bags for waste disposal, while the 

disposal of separated recyclables can be disposed free of charge. In 1994, 81.16% of Korea’s total 

waste went to the landfill and only 15.36% were recycled. By 2008, following the implementation of 

PAYT system, recycling had increased to 59.8% and landfill had decreased to 20.3%. Household waste 

per person per day also reduced from 2.3kg to 1.02kg in 2008, making it even lower than the 

household waste per person in Germany, England and Japan (The Korean Environmental Statistics 

Portal, 2008 in Lee & Paik, 2011). The PAYT system has been found to be successful in controlling 

individuals’ waste and recycling behaviours in the US as well (Hong & Adams, 1993).  

In the same fashion, Siu and Xiao (2016) also found economic incentives to shift the notion of 

convenience amongst their participants. When participants were provided with refunds for depositing 
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their recyclables, they did not find the time taken to sort out their recyclables to be inconvenient, 

thus disproving claims that time and space are limited.  

In Taiwan, the government took some extremely aggressive measures to control its waste 

management (Lu, Hsiao, Shang, Yu & Ma, 2006).  Waste recycling was made mandatory by local 

governments. Residents have to take their recyclable waste to waste-collection crews or scrap 

processors. Anyone who was found throwing their recyclables with normal waste faced hefty fines. 

The waste-collection crews responsible for the collection, transportation and recycling of Taiwan’s 

waste follow garbage trucks so that recyclable waste can be collected at the same time. Since the 

implementation of these rigid measures, Taiwan’s waste has reduced considerably.  

What these studies show is that rigid measures do push people to be more pro-

environmental and these rigid measures must be implemented at government level. When they are 

made into mandatory regulations, people are obligated to act. While some researchers may argue 

that this is not the right step in the direction of pro-environmental behaviour, as this should not be 

enforced, but instead should be an outcome of environmental concern, an important question needs 

to be asked: “Do we have the gift of time to encourage individuals to be more environmentally 

concerned and adopt pro-environmental behaviour?” With environmental degradation happening at 

a rapid pace (Watts, 2018), immediate and urgent actions need to be taken. Research confirms that 

people are receptive to embracing tough and aggressive measures to motivate pro-environmental 

behaviour. Some of the participants in this research suggested ideas such as water rationing, making 

bringing your own bag concept compulsory and charging plastic bag purchases.  

In fact, a recent report by Singapore’s local government newspaper, The Straits Times, 

revealed that there has been a sharp drop in water use since the government increased water prices. 

Daily household water consumption per person has fallen from 148 litres in 2016 to 143 litres in 2017 

(Tan, 2018). This is the first time household water consumption levels have dropped in Singapore 
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across the last 17 years. This is a significant improvement and it may be correct to say that it was only 

possible because of the price hike.  

6.2.3  Work centric culture inhibits pro-environmental behaviour 

The third major finding in this research is that Singaporeans’ work-centric culture inhibits 

their engagement in pro-environmental behaviour. Participants spoke specifically of the long working 

hours in Singapore which left them with little time for themselves. As a result, they preferred to spend 

their limited spare time with their family members or dedicate time for their personal care. However, 

at the same time, participants stated that if pro-environmental activities were endorsed by their 

workplaces and were scheduled into their working hours, they would be more inclined to be pro-

environmentally active. In line with these suggestions, it was found that some of the participants who 

were more pro-environmentally active were socialised at their workplaces by either their colleagues 

or by their employers who were passionate about the environment. Despite their long working hours, 

these participants were still able to engage in pro-environmental behaviour because of the support 

they received at their workplaces.   

In the literature, studies of the relationship between one’s work culture and pro-

environmental behaviour are extremely limited (Chapman, 2011). Nonetheless, some relatively 

important insights have been made by the few researchers who have attempted to investigate this 

relationship (e.g., Garces et al., 2002; Chapman, 2011; Matsumoto, 2014b; Chai, Bradley, Lo & Reser, 

2015).  The general consensus of these researchers is that the modern day hectic lifestyle combined 

with long hours of working have made more people ‘time poor’ especially in industrialised countries 

(Garces et al., 2002; Tanner & Kast, 2003; Matsumoto, 2014b; Chai et al., 2015). Consequently, 

people are unable to act on their pro-environmental concern and adopt pro-environmental 

behaviours.  
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Garces et al. (2002), for an example, found that scarcity of time was a barrier for urban 

residents’ recycling behaviour. Similarly, Matsumoto (2014b) found work and time constraints to be 

significant barriers in her study of the purchase of refillable products. Japanese retirees were found to 

be the most pro-environmental and individuals who worked long hours to be the least. The retirees 

who stayed at home on a pension could allocate more time for pro-environmental activities. On the 

contrary, Japanese individuals who were time poor due to work commitments preferred to purchase 

non-refillable products as it allowed them to save time.  

Like these studies, this research too, as mentioned above, found that participants’ long 

working hours prevented them from engaging in pro-environmental behaviours specifically those 

which required more time from them. They were more willing to conserve water and electricity as 

these were behaviours already socialised at a young age by their parents; hence, firm habits had been 

established. But they were reluctant to engage in pro-environmental behaviours which required them 

to exert more effort (e.g., beach clean ups, recycling). 

Most of the conclusions reached in relation to the finding on work-centric culture and its 

impact on participants’ pro-environmental behaviour in this research are somewhat comparable to 

what Chai et al. (2015) have found in their study on the role of discretionary time in sustaining the 

climate change value-action gap. Chai et al. (2015) coined the spare time one has at one’s disposal 

after dedicating time to paid work, unpaid household chores and personal care as ‘discretionary time’. 

They argued that when individuals are depleted of resources such as time, they would shift their focus 

and strive to conserve and protect what limited discretionary time they have. This perspective is 

coherent with what emerged in this finding where participants stated that the limited discretionary 

time they had was spent on self-care and their families. The environment was considered to be least 

important in participants’ priority lists as they only had minimal spare time which they preferred to 

prioritise for their respite and their families.  
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Chai et al. (2015) also found that when resources such as discretionary time are in abundance 

and are not competing with individuals’ other priorities, they are more willing to act on their 

environmental concerns and be mindful of their consumption patterns. They contended that when 

people have greater discretionary time on their hands, feelings of stress, urgency and pressure 

reduce, allowing people to apply more cognitive resources to thinking about pro-environmental 

behaviour. Remarkably, it was observed in this research that some of the participants who were 

working long hours in Singapore became more pro-environmental after taking leave from their work 

for a period of time. These participants (e.g., P14, P17, P28) stopped work and took a yearlong break 

to study overseas. A couple of participants (e.g., P17, P28) mentioned that they found the lifestyles 

and cultures of the people in the countries they visited to be more pro-environmental compared to 

Singaporeans. They also commented how the infrastructure systems in place in these countries (e.g., 

Australia, Canada and Germany) facilitated their pro-environmental behaviour. There is also the 

possibility that these participants were able to reflect more on their previous anti-environmental 

behaviours while they were overseas because of the higher discretionary time they had. The break 

from work in Singapore perhaps provided them with more discretionary time which assisted in 

fostering circumstances in which they had the time and cognitive resources to reflect more on their 

existing consumption patterns and adopt pro-environmental behaviour.  

This is an important insight because it brings to attention the significant role work-centric 

culture has in either facilitating or inhibiting pro-environmental behaviour. Increasing the intensive 

nature of work in industrialised countries and urban cities such as Singapore (Chapman, 2011) will 

further reduce people’s discretionary time, leaving them with fewer cognitive resources to reflect on 

environment-related issues and possibly push back environmental priorities further, as was the case 

in this research. Participants explicitly stated that the environment was not their priority. 

Consequently, the value-action gap between environmental concern and pro-environmental 
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behaviour will only continue to widen if necessary actions are not taken urgently to address this issue 

(Sanne, 2002).  

Furthermore, given that behaviours which are associated with the greatest environmental 

impact often tend to be those which are embedded in the everyday routines of individuals, an 

intensive work-centric culture can also indirectly encourage or ‘lock in’ patterns of unsustainable 

behaviour (Jackson, 2005; Chai et al., 2015). In fact, this was seen in two participants (P2 and P8) who 

admitted consuming more electricity and water at home when they returned after work. They cited 

their earning capacity and long hours of hard work as justifications for their unsustainable behaviours. 

In a way, the intensive work-centric culture in Singapore had locked them into this perception that 

because they toil so hard at work, they deserve the right to consume as many natural resources as 

they can in their spare time. Sanne (2002, p. 280) refers to this as the ‘ratchet effect’ where one does 

not only work in order to be able to spend, but that one spends because he or she has worked and 

has received an income which entitles him or her to overconsuming, subsequently leading to growing 

accustomed to overconsuming.  

This research also found that in those participants’ who worked long hours but had 

supportive employers and employees at work who encouraged pro-environmental behaviours, 

participants’ inclination to be more pro-environmental increased. Some participants (e.g., P12, P14, 

P17) started being more pro-environmental after starting work. This finding is in line with existing 

organisational climate, corporate social responsibility and employee pro-environmental behaviour 

literature (e.g., Zhang, Wong & Zhou, 2013; Ruepert, Keizer & Steg, 2017). Organisational climate, 

according to Zhang, Wong and Zhou (2013) refers to the social context in an organisation. There are 

several domain-specific organisational climates; such as, organisational learning climate (Park & 

Rothwell, 2009), organisational innovation climate (Hsu & Fan, 2010) and organisational 

environmental climate, which is more commonly referred to corporate environmental responsibility. 

Organisational climate has the capacity to influence and change employees’ behaviours.  
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Ruepert, Keizer and Steg (2017), for instance, conducted two studies to test the extent to 

which corporate environmental responsibility affects pro-environmental behaviour at work and if this 

depended on the extent to which employees valued nature and the environment. They reported that 

both studies showed stronger biospheric values and perceived corporate environmental responsibility 

to be related to self-reported pro-environmental behaviour. What was notable in their studies though 

was that those who scored lesser on biospheric values were found to be more engaged in self-

reported pro-environmental behaviour. They concluded that although employees may hold weak 

biospheric values, if the corporate environmental responsibility of the organisations they work for are 

strong, these values will be less likely to inhibit their own pro-environmental behaviour.  

This seemed to be the case with a number of participants’ experiences with their workplaces 

as well. Participants who worked in places with strong environmental organisational climate (e.g., 

environmentally responsible employers or employees) were found to be more pro-environmental 

than those who did not have a supportive pro-environmental organisational climate. At the same time 

though, those who felt that they did not have the appropriate support from their employers (e.g., P4, 

P24) commented that, if given an option by their organisations to be pro-environmental, they would 

be willing to participate.  

In light of the foregoing discussion, it is clear that a work-centric culture can be either a 

significant facilitator or inhibitor of one’s pro-environmental behaviour. In the case of Singaporeans, it 

seems to be more of a barrier than an enabler. However, for the reasons discussed above, it appears 

that mechanisms need to be put in place by policy makers as well as organisations to facilitate a more 

pro-environmental conducive work-centric culture which can possibly improve individuals’ pro-

environmental behaviours.  
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6.2.4 Environmental concern facilitates pro-environmental behaviour 

The fourth major finding found to motivate pro-environmental behaviour was environmental 

concern. Environmental concern was discussed in two key ways; one was fear of further 

environmental degradation and another was fear for future generations. Concern for the latter was 

more prominent. A handful of participants voiced their opinion regarding their children not getting to 

enjoy the same environment of today, as an impetus for behaviour change. Although most of these 

participants were not parents at the time of the interviews, they still expressed deep concern. Others 

feared for further environmental degradation if they continued with their anti-environmental activity, 

therefore, they adopted pro-environmental behaviours. Under this finding, it was observed that 

participants practiced a different set of pro-environmental behaviours. These participants mentioned 

behaviours such as the non-consumption of shark’s fin, bringing their own shopping bags instead of 

using plastic bags and participating in nature reconstruction projects as pro-environmental 

behaviours they were involved in. A commonality among all three behaviours is that they are acts 

which directly impact the environment. Fear for future generations did not necessarily facilitate any 

specific pro-environmental behaviour as participants spoke in a general manner.  

In the literature, fear of a future situation motivating pro-environmental behaviour is known 

as ‘constructive pessimism’ (Maldonado, 1972 in Kaida & Kaida, 2016). ‘Constructive pessimism’ 

refers to the idea that when individuals anticipate future events in a pessimistic manner, that 

pessimism will subsequently motivate individuals to act to avoid these events or at least try to ease 

their anxiety about the future (Kaida & Kaida, 2016). In other words, it implies that when an individual 

perceives a decrease in the standard of life, for instance, in the near future, he or she will be 

encouraged to seek out ways to improve the current environment that they inhabit. This is exactly 

what participants in this research have done. Their fear for the future environment and their future 

generations has triggered them to consider ways in which they can preserve the existing environment 

they are inhabiting. Constructive pessimism has been shown to facilitate pro-environmental 
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Figure 6.3 Environmental Concern Facilitates Pro-Environmental Behaviour 

behaviour in a few studies (e.g., Nameghi & Shadi, 2012; Kaida & Kaida, 2016). For instance, Kaida and 

Kaida (2016) tested the constructive pessimism hypothesis in relation to pro-environmental behaviour 

in a Japanese context. They wanted to find out if residents living in a neighbourhood with severe 

environmental conditions perceived their environment to be problematic and would subsequently 

take action to improve environmental quality. They found that a pessimistic orientation towards the 

future does influence people’s existing behaviour. Since this is still a growing area of research, studies 

on this concept are still relatively limited especially in the pro-environmental domain.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This specific finding can perhaps be best explained using Schwartz’ (1977) Norm Activation 

Model (NAM). As briefly mentioned in the literature review, Schwartz (1977) developed this 

theoretical model in the context of altruistic behaviour. NAM refers to a process in which people 

construct self-expectations regarding pro-social behaviour (Harland, Staats & Wilke, 2007). These 

behavioural self-expectations are termed as ‘personal norms’ and are expressed as feelings of moral 

obligation. The fundamental proposition of the NAM theory is that activation of personal norms will 

influence pro-social behaviour (Turaga, Howarth & Borsuk, 2010). Two factors determine the 

activation of personal norms; first, the awareness of the consequences of performing or not 
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performing a specific behaviour and thereafter ascription of personal responsibility for performing 

that specific behaviour (Schwartz, 1977).  

Applying this theory to the findings reported here, participants’ awareness of the 

consequences on the environment if they continued their anti-environmental behaviours triggered 

their sense of personal responsibility. This in turn motivated them to adopt pro-environmental 

behaviours to help alleviate their feelings of fear. For instance, P17 stopped her use of take-away 

styrofoam containers after listening to her colleague explain that it takes thousands of years for 

styrofoam to break down. This knowledge sent her into a deep state of shock, guilt and fear because 

she knew that if she continued to use styrofoam containers, she would not only be damaging the 

environment, but would also be leaving behind a bad environment for her future generations 

(awareness of consequences). Thereafter, she reflected upon what her colleague had said, and she 

took it as her responsibility to do her part to prevent further damage to the environment (ascription 

of responsibility). In fact, she also wrote to managers of food courts if she saw that stallholders were 

packing food in styrofoam containers (pro-environmental behaviour).  

In a similar fashion, both P24 and P26 watched the documentary program, ‘A Fish Full of 

Dollars’ where the hostess showed dead baby sharks lying on the ocean floor with their fins cut off. 

The sight of these baby sharks made P24 and P26 feel so guilty (awareness of consequences) that 

they completely stopped eating shark fin (ascription of responsibility). P24 had taken it a step further 

and tried to educate her family and her grandparents on why they should stop the consumption of 

shark fin (ascription of responsibility). Empirical evidence demonstrates that negative emotions such 

as guilt, fear and shame do lead people to reparative behaviour, where they attempt to make amends 

for a harm that they feel they have inflicted on other living things and that they are partly responsible 

for that (Nameghi & Shadi, 2012; Rees, Klug & Bamberg, 2015).  

From a cultural perspective, this finding can be explained using Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck’s 

(1961) man-nature orientation. The man-nature orientation concept focuses on man’s relationship 
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with nature (Wang, Tu, Yang, Guo, Yuan & Liu, 2016). According to Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck (1961), 

the relationship between man and nature can be that of (1) domination where man chooses to 

control or master nature, (2) subjugation whereby man submits to the law of nature or (3) harmony 

maintenance where man and nature co-exist together. The environmental worldview expressed by 

most of the participants (16 out of 32 [50%]) in this study relates to the third type of man and nature 

living in harmony. This idea of man being part of nature and subjected to laws of nature denotes 

culturally specific ways of thinking (Liu & Lin, 2014).  

Throughout Chinese history, there has been a strong emphasis placed on harmony with 

nature (Kluckhohn & Strodbeck, 1961). This philosophy originated from the teachings of Lao Tzu, a 

great philosopher in China who lived before Confucius (Chan, 2001).  Lao Tzu stressed that man is a 

small part of nature and hence, should learnt to adapt to its laws than don a superior role by trying to 

control and master it (Wang et al., 2016). Man should strive at all times to achieve a ‘man-nature’ 

unity (Chan, 2001; Deng, Walker & Swinnerton, 2006).  Therefore, when participants, for example, 

watched the documentary of baby sharks being killed, it hurt them. It caused fear and anxiety as they 

could see and feel the unity between man and nature getting disturbed and becoming imbalanced. 

This also further demonstrates the importance of the Doctrine of the Mean mentioned earlier. 

Participants, in this instance, tried to observe the principle of equilibrium.  

Being motivated to be pro-environmental out of fear for future generations could also be an 

outcome of Confucius’ theory of unity between heaven and man where the scope of filial piety and 

love to nature is extended to include filial love across generations (Li, 2003). According to the theory 

of unity between heaven and man, one should ensure that nature is preserved on behalf of past 

generations’ efforts for the benefit of existing and unborn generations to come (Li, 2003). This was 

probably was many participants expressed engaging in pro-environmental behaviour out of the fear 

for their future generations.  
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6.3 Opinions and Reactions to Existing Pro-Environmental Campaigns  

The second research question aimed to determine participants’ reactions to environmental 

messages relayed to them by policy makers, and how they subsequently formed opinions with 

regards to choosing a course of action to take. Participants were requested to recollect pro-

environmental campaigns and to discuss their opinions. Three categories of reactions emerged (See 

Figure 6.5). Participants were either; (a) not in favour of the pro-environmental campaigns recalled 

and felt no personal impact on their behaviour; (b) were in favour of the campaigns recalled but felt 

no personal impact on their behaviour and/or; (c) were in favour of the pro-environmental campaigns 

recollected and acted on the environmental messages.  

Under the first category of reaction, ‘not in favour of the pro-environmental campaigns 

recalled and felt no personal impact on their behaviour’, three themes emerged (see Figure 6.6). 

Firstly, participants stressed on the temporal nature of campaigns. They commented that most pro-

environmental campaigns in Singapore tend to be short lived. Participants opined that pro-

environmental behaviour takes time to be established and is not something which can be done 

overnight or in a month’s time.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6.5 Categories of reactions to recalled pro-environmental campaigns 
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The second theme was a general scepticism in government relaying environmental related 

information to the public. While participants expressed appreciation towards the government in 

bringing the country forward post-independence, implicit in participants’ words was also the opinion 

that in the recent years, economic gains have been prioritised over environmental protection with 

more natural habitats being destroyed for development purposes. The agony of losing Singapore’s 

natural habitats was heard in some of the participants’ voices. This was accompanied by statements 

indicating a belief that the government should take the lead first, by being pro-environmental in their 

actions and decisions. This could be illustrated by showing a concerted effort towards sustainable 

development. Only then would some participants be convinced that they too should start taking 

essential steps towards adopting pro-environmental behaviour. Some participants also commented 

that the government should not expect the lay public alone to take ownership of environmental 

issues for which the government is partly responsible for as well. Overall, there was a growing sense 

of distrust towards the government, as well as resignation to the fact that economic priority overtakes 

environmental protection. Both of these factors seemed to be affecting people’s willingness to 

embrace environmental messages communicated to them by the government.  

This finding is consistent with research that has been undertaken in the United Kingdom 

(Poortinga & Pidgeon, 2003), United States (Nisbet & Myers, 2007) and Australia (Buys, Aird, van 

Megen, Miller & Sommerfeld, 2014). Existing research shows that public perception and opinion on 

environmental issues is shaped initially by trust (Bickerstaff et al., 2008; Brewer & Ley, 2012). 

According to previous studies, the level of distrust and lack of faith in government institutions appear 

to be wide spread among members of the lay public (e.g., Bickerstaff, Lorenzoni, Pidgeon, Poortinga & 

Simmons, 2008; Nisbet & Myers, 2007; Gadenne et al., 2011; Brewer & Lay, 2012; Fielding & Head, 

2012; Kua & Wong, 2012).  

 

 

Impact’ 
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For instance, Poortinga and Pidgeon (2003) sought to understand who the public trusted the 

most to tell the truth about climate change. Their survey showed that government agencies and 

scientists working for the government were trusted the least. Bickerstaff et al (2008) examined the 

extent to which British citizens trusted a number of actors to tell the truth about two important 

environmental issues; climate change and radioactive waste. Government sources also ranked lower 

in their study. The research suggests that common assumptions among lay people are that 

governments are corrupted, irresponsible and are often run according to vested interests (Fuchs & 

Lorek, 2005; Bickerstaff et al., 2008; Buys et al., 2014). Consequently, the public are unwilling to 

believe environmental related information which comes from government sources. Participants’ 

reactions to governments promoting environmental messages in this research were largely in line 

with this research. 

While participants in this study did not find the Singapore government to be corrupt or 

irresponsible, vested economic interests of the government was identified as a key reason for 

people’s reticence about believing what they are told about environmental issues and to act on the 

Figure 6.6 Emerged themes under ‘Not in Favour and No Personal 

Impact’ 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

279 

 

messages conveyed to them.  Because of this distrust, participants were also hesitant to relate to 

government officials in presenting environmental information. This leads to the third theme that 

emerged, regarding a lack of personal relatedness to the communicator of environmental messages. 

Most pro-environmental campaigns in Singapore are run by government agencies and some 

of them are officiated by ministers of state. Participants expressed their discontent in seeing 

government officials promoting pro-environmental behaviours because of the disconnect between 

the government officials and themselves. Participants viewed government officials as higher in social 

class and stature, who did not live a lay man’s life on the ground. Hence, they could not relate to 

government officials promoting environmental messages. This finding is confirmed by the research 

regarding the concept of source credibility. 

Source credibility refers to the perceptions individuals hold about the person who is 

communicating the message. This is based on trustworthiness, as well as the communicator’s 

knowledge or expertise on the issue being promoted (Buda & Chang, 2000). It is well documented in 

the literature that when message recipients perceive message communicators with positive 

attributes, they are more likely to absorb the message being communicated and reflect on the best 

course of action to take (Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Moser & Dilling, 2011). On the contrary, if the source 

credibility is perceived to be low by message recipients, there is a higher chance of individuals not 

following through with the message (Buda & Chang, 2000). Due to the growing distrust towards the 

government and the social class disconnect felt by participants towards government officials, it 

appears that the distrust towards the government has spilled over to officials representing the 

government. This is referred to as the ‘spill over’ effect, where trust in government serves as a basis 

upon which individuals decide whether to trust particular actors associated with that government 

(Rahn & Transue, 1998). Therefore, in the eyes of the lay public, source credibility is low when 

government officials communicate environmental messages or are seen as the faces of pro-

environmental campaigns. The current research confirms this theory.  
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In their research on public understanding of sustainable tourism, Miller, Rathouse, Scarles, 

Holmes and Tribe’s (2010) found that participants in their study were not in favour of seeing 

politicians and high profile individuals promoting sustainable tourism. They preferred ordinary people 

like themselves to advocate sustainable tourism messages. Likewise, participants in this study also 

stated that they preferred ordinary citizens like themselves whom they could relate better with. In 

particular, they felt high school or university students and grassroots leaders were in a better position 

to communicate environmental related messages. In fact, some participants in this study shared their 

personal experiences of being further motivated to recycle after being told of the rationale behind 

recycling by high school students who visited their households (e.g., P8).  

Similar findings were obtained by Poortinga and Pidgeon (2003) and Bickerstaff et al. (2008). 

Their respondents trusted information which came from scientists working for universities and for 

environmental groups, than scientists who worked for the government. This is supported by 

Bickerstaff et al. (2008), who also found that people tended to trust university scientists and 

environmental organisations, over government sources. 

Likewise, Kua and Wong (2012) found the same in their household energy pilot intervention 

study conducted in Singapore. They found that out of the three communication mechanisms used; 

pamphlets, reminder stickers and counselling, counselling by university researchers was the most 

instrumental in reducing actual consumption of energy among the Singaporean households they 

targeted. Interestingly, it was also observed in the findings under work centric culture that some 

participants’ pro-environmental behaviours were socialised by their colleagues. Participants’ 

inclination towards finding people like themselves to be more trustworthy in communicating 

environmental related information, as well as the findings reported by the above studies represent 

what is referred to as ‘homophily’ (Krantz & Monroe, 2016). ‘Homophily’ refers to the extent to which 

receivers of communicated messages perceive themselves to be similar to the messengers. 

Homophily occurs because it is a natural tendency for human beings to associate themselves with 
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people who share important factors like themselves (e.g., working together in the same department, 

living in the same neighbourhood etc). Therefore, it is not surprising that participants expressed their 

desire to have members of the lay public to communicate pro-environmental messages. What these 

results suggest is that homophily makes environmental communication more likely to be effective 

(Krantz & Monroe, 2016) and university researchers may be better placed to communicate pro-

environmental messages to the lay public instead of government officials.  

The second category of reactions observed among participants was that they were in favour 

of the pro-environmental campaigns recalled, but the campaigns did not necessarily impact them. 

Two themes emerged under this category of reaction (see Figure 6.7). The first theme was that 

participants were already engaged in the pro-environmental behaviours promoted by the campaigns 

they recalled. The ‘Save Water’ campaign, which focused on a TV advertisement showing a mascot by 

the name of Water Wally educating a young boy to conserve water, was the most recalled 

environmental campaign. Other participants recalled the anti-littering, 3R – reduce, reuse and recycle 

and I’m FINished with Fins campaigns. However, all the participants who recalled these campaigns did 

not subscribe to them because they were already practising the behaviours being promoted. 

Furthermore, they also stated that the people in the advertisements did not represent them, the 

participants. Some spoke of celebrities promoting pro-environmental campaigns and while they 

thought it was a good idea for people who looked up to those celebrities in the campaigns as idols, 

personally, the use of celebrities were irrelevant for them. 

The emergence of this theme is not new and it brings to attention a number of key issues. 

Firstly, it highlights the environmental communication strategy being implemented by policy makers 

in Singapore to communicate environmental related messages. Just like policy makers from other 

parts of the world, the Singaporean government also resorts to well-worn strategies to raise 

environmental awareness and to motivate pro-environmental action. 
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A typical strategy used by policy makers generally is mass media; reaching the masses 

through traditional communication channels such as TV and radio and using the same message to 

relay to everyone (Moser & Dilling, 2011). It is often believed that a large group of people can be 

reached at the same time. However, what policy makers do not account for is that the lay public is not 

homogenous in nature. When consuming environmental information, they differ by the types of 

information channels they prefer, the sorts of communication messengers they find credible and the 

various personal inhibitors they may have in implementing the desired actions promoted in the pro-

environmental campaigns (Moser & Dilling, 2011).  

Too often, policy makers get carried away in wanting to relay environmental messages, that 

they overlook the target audience whom they are really trying to reach. These efforts are therefore 

wasted, as was shown in this study where participants enjoyed the TV advertisements, but because 

they were not the target audience, they were not interested in the environmental messages being 

communicated. What this indicates and further confirms is that a ‘one size fits all’ communication 

strategy is not the ideal choice for environmental related communication. It also highlights the 

limitations of using mass media channels to tailor messages to specific audience groups.  

Figure 6.7 Emerged themes under ‘In Favour but No Personal 

Impact’ 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

283 

 

Nisbet (2009) argues that pro-environmental messages need to be tailored to the specific 

audience using images, metaphors, allusions and examples which will trigger a personal relevance to 

the message recipient. One way of doing this is through ‘framing theory’. Frames are “schemata of 

interpretation that allow individuals to locate, perceive, identify and label issues and topics within 

their own personal context” (Goffman, 1974 as cited in Hart, 2011, p. 31). There are essentially two 

types of framing which have been discussed in the literature; thematic and episodic (Iyengar, 1990; 

Hart, 2011). A thematic frame focuses on general trends and information on an issue, whereas an 

episodic frame provides a case study of the impact on the issue being covered on a particular 

individual or object (Iyengar, 1990). In the case of this research finding, participants were exposed to 

thematic frames which did not have an impact on them.  

Secondly, this finding is consistent with earlier comments made in the literature where it was 

stated that ‘lay publics are experts in their own life worlds’ (Burgess et al., 1998, p. 1447). They are 

aware of their social dilemmas and know situations in which environmental messages can influence 

them and situations in which they will not. They also know when an environmental message is 

targeting a wide range of people, “for me”; or whether it is targeting a particular kind of person with a 

distinctive attitude of mind for “someone unlike me”. This was observed in the research where 

participants were able to explicitly state that the environmental messages were not targeted at them 

(Gordon, 2002, p. 20). This finding challenges the commonly held perspective of policy makers that 

the lay public are empty vessels needing to be filled in on environmental related information (Ockwell 

et al., 2009). This research shows that the lay public are not a passive audience and do not necessarily 

act upon receiving environmental information.  

The second theme which emerged under this category of reaction was related to the lack of 

visuals on real life environmental effects in pro-environmental campaigns. For this theme in 

particular, participants recollected the ‘I’m FINished with Fins’ campaign which aimed to get the 

public to stop consuming shark fins. When discussing this campaign, participants spoke of the use of 
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celebrities in the education campaign. While they acknowledged that celebrities would be impactful 

on those who subscribed to them and they did not necessarily say anything negative about the use of 

celebrities, they personally preferred the documentary, ‘A Fish Full of Dollars’. They resonated with 

this documentary better because of the visual graphics of dead baby sharks lying with their fins cut off 

and the host also explained in depth about shark finning.  In line with these participants’ comments, 

other participants had also opined their preferences for documentaries or TV advertisements which 

show visual images of the effects of environmental damage. They were interested in environmental 

communication messages which instilled fear, as they believed that would motivate them to be more 

pro-environmental and to be mindful of their actions.  

It has been long recognised in the literature that environmental communication using vivid 

imagery and messages which trigger emotional responses are effective strategies to elicit pro-

environmental action (Chen, 2016; O-Neill, 2017). Images have been found to overpower words for 

attitude formation and behaviour change (Trumbo, 1999). A recent study by Lazard and Atinkson 

(2015) demonstrated the impact visual imagery had on recycling behaviour of their participants. They 

systematically manipulated visual content and message format to evaluate its influence for persuasive 

message processing, using two experiments. In the first experiment, they exposed individuals to 

recycling messages with the same text presented in two formats; one as an infographic and the other 

in the traditional format with text alone. Their findings revealed that the infographic format allowed 

individuals to engage more in issue-relevant thinking. In the second experiment, infographic messages 

depicting visuals on GMO were used. Participants in the second experiment also engaged more 

deeply with the infographic and its visual messaging. 

More specifically, the use of fear appeals to elicit pro-environmental behaviour has been 

discussed in the literature for over fifty years (Chen, 2016). Fear appeals are persuasive messages 

which are designed to scare and threaten message recipients into complying with the action 

associated with the environmental message communicated. They warn of the negative consequences 
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which will be faced by recipients for non-compliance (Witte, 1992). However, existing studies report 

conflicting opinions on the use of images which trigger fear in pro-environmental communication 

(e.g., O’Neill & Nicholson-Cole, 2009; Moser & Dilling, 2011).  

Moser and Dilling (2011) argue that when policy makers use fear as the main message for 

environmental communication, it may grab the attention of the receiver but not necessarily empower 

action. They contend that when there is too much focus on the negative impacts of environmental 

damage, without proposing effective solutions to the problem in question, recipients of 

environmental messages will get turned off.  

Chen (2016) examined the impact of various degrees of fear appeals of climate change on 

Taiwanese individuals’ intentions to engage in pro-environmental behaviour and how the possible 

factors influencing an individual’s intention to engage in pro-environmental behaviour vary in 

different degrees. She found that her participants’ fearful emotion was evoked more under low fear 

appeal, when compared to high fear appeal. Recruited participants who were assigned to low-fear 

appeals were presented with the narrative script of the documentary An Inconvenient Truth, whereas 

those participants who were assigned to high-fear appeals received an image of a polar bear which 

had starved to death. Similar to Moser and Dilling’s (2011) opinions, high fear appeals such as the 

photo of the polar bear starved to death repulsed participants in Chen’s (2016) study. However, her 

research shared a striking similarity to this study where her participants showed preference for the 

low-fear appeal documentary.  

Corner, Webster and Teriete (2015) presented key findings obtained from a research by 

Climate Visuals, a website dedicated to better understanding the tools needed for visual 

communication of climate change. Four structured discussion groups were held in London and Berlin 

where recruited participants responded to dozens of climate images and provided their opinions on 

what they saw. Following this, an international online survey of 3014 people was conducted. Seven 

key research findings emerged from this study out of which three are similar to findings in this study. 
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Participants in Corner, Webster and Teriete’s (2015) reported a preference for real people and not 

staged actors such as politicians and celebrities in visual images and documentaries. This is similar to 

participants’ rejection of government officials and celebrities in pro-environmental communication 

campaigns in this study.  

Next, these authors also indicated participants’ receptivity towards new story images. The 

commonly used visuals in environmental communication tend to repeatedly use familiar and classic 

images, such as deforestation and polar bears on melting ice. While these were positively rated by 

participants who took the survey in Corner, Webster and Teriete’s (2015) study, participants in the 

discussion groups expressed cynicism and fatigue. They indicated a preference for unfamiliar and 

more thought-provoking images. This may account for why the documentary ‘A Fish Full of Dollars’ 

was more impactful on the participants in this study,  who had watched it because it was a new and 

unfamiliar story that has only started gaining attention in Singapore.  

Third, Corner, Webster and Teriete (2015) also mentioned when climate impacts are localised 

with identifiable emotions, they are more likely to be powerful than those climate impacts themselves 

(e.g., polar bear on melting ice) which are distant from people’s immediate realities. Again, this is in 

line with the finding in this research. Those participants who were impacted by the ‘A Fish Full of 

Dollars’ documentary resonated better with the documentary because it was taken in Indonesia, an 

Asian country and the emphasis was on shark fins, which are a cultural cuisine dish in Singapore. The 

localised nature of the documentary had more impact on these participants.  

The third category of reaction observed was that participants were both in favour of the pro-

environmental campaigns recalled and were also motivated to act. In the findings in Chapter 5, it was 

mentioned that the ‘Saving Gaia’ campaign was the only campaign which was preferred and 

concurrently elicited action among participants. This finding is not unexpected as it ties in with the 

previous two categories of reactions. Participants were not in favour of campaigns which used 

government officials or celebrities and stated a preference for visuals or documentaries which 
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showed the environmental damage as it was not staged. Furthermore, it was found that family and 

fear for future generations motivate pro-environmental behaviour among Singaporeans in this study. 

The ‘Saving Gaia’ campaign serves as an ideal campaign in the Singaporean context, as it is 

representative of the key findings which have emerged in this research: 

(1) Children used as the communicators of environmental messages instead of politicians or 

celebrities. 

(2) Lyrics of the song speak of saving the world for future generations, which match with one 

of the main findings in this research, which was fear for future generations that subsequently 

facilitated pro-environmental behaviour among Singaporeans. 

(3) Images of actual effects caused by anti-environmental behaviours were shown (e.g., ocean 

litter). 

(4) The video was localised to suit the Singaporean context. 

To this end, major findings related to the second research question were discussed in depth 

by drawing on existing studies. The next section aims to put all the key findings obtained for both the 

research questions into perspective.  
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6.4 The Big Picture 

Now that the major findings have been discussed, the question to ask at this juncture is, ‘in 

the grand scheme of things, how and where do these findings sit?’ Based on the outcomes which 

have emerged in this research, two conclusions can be made. Firstly, the answers to the research 

question - ‘What are the socio-cultural factors, other barriers and facilitators of pro-environmental 

behaviour among Singaporeans?’ reveal that the link between people’s engagement with pro-

environmental behaviour and their contextual influences is intricate and complex. Individuals do not 

operate autonomously outside of their contexts. On the contrary, individuals are situated in culturally 

embedded social practices and are bound by structural conditions which either facilitate or inhibit 

their pro-environmental behaviour.  

The two barriers which have been identified as preventing Singaporeans from being pro-

environmental in this research relate to infrastructure systems and the work centric culture. These 

are barriers which cannot be rationally overcome by the lay public themselves. These barriers are 

indications that everyday behaviour undertaken by individuals is constitutive of a much larger and 

dynamic system to which these individuals belong (Shove, 2003; Hargreaves, 2008).   

Next, the two facilitators which emerged as motivating participants’ pro-environmental 

behaviour; influence of family and environmental concern highlight the importance of cultural norms 

and values. It supports Schultz’ (2002) point that understanding environmental problems and deciding 

to adopt pro-environmental behaviour occur through the filter of culture. From the outset, it may 

appear that influence of family and environmental concern are facilitators which have also emerged 

in the literature conducted in Western countries. That is true but as this research has also shown, the 

underlying beliefs motivating the various pro-environmental behaviours were related specifically to 

Confucian cultural values. What these main findings then indicate are that when studying pro-

environmental behaviour these social practices and the systems in which individuals operate must be 

included as well.  
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The vital role played by structural systems that bound individuals’ pro-environmental 

behaviour can be best explained using the specific finding on infrastructure systems. This study 

identified that infrastructure systems inhibit Singaporeans’ water and energy saving behaviours, as 

well as their recycling behaviours. The efficiency of the systems caused participants to overconsume 

natural resources, while the inefficiency in the systems prevented them from recycling. However, 

when some of the participants were placed in foreign contexts for a specific period of time, their anti-

environmental behaviours changed to become more pro-environmental. Participants indicated the 

rigid infrastructure systems in the foreign countries they stayed in were the primary reason for 

adopting pro-environmental behaviour (See Section 6.2.2). So, what this discovery points towards is 

that while structural conditions in one place inhibited people’s pro-environmental behaviour, 

structural conditions elsewhere motivated their pro-environmental behaviour. This overarching 

finding can perhaps be best explained using Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) Ecological Framework for 

Human Development.  

Urie Bronfenbrenner is widely recognised for his seminal work in mapping ecological systems 

theory on human development and furthering the study of human beings and their environment. 

Underpinning this theory is as human beings, all of us encounter different environments throughout 

our lifespan, which influence our behaviours at varying levels. These systems of influence are: (1) the 

microsystem, (2) the mesosystem, (3) the exosystem, (4) the macrosystem and (5) the chronosystem. 

Figure 6.8 presents an illustration of this theory and it shows how an individual is nested within these 

systems. It illustrates the interconnections and possibility of reciprocal influences between each 

system in either a synergistic and/or multidirectional manner (Musgrave & Woodward, 2016).  

The micro system consists of our immediate environment. It includes our family, friends, 

teachers, neighbours, co-workers and anyone else who has direct contact with us. According to this 

theory, we are not just mere recipients of the experiences we share with the people in this system. 

We are co-creating the construction of such an environment (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). The 
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mesosystem involves the relationships between the microsystems in one’s life. The exosystem is the 

setting in which there is a link between the context where in the person does not have any active role 

and the context where in the individual is actively participating. The macrosystem consists of an 

individual’s cultural norms, values, religious beliefs, political systems, and societal structures to which 

the individual belongs to or follows. Finally, the chronosystem refers to the transitions and shifts 

which happen in one’s lifespan. In relation to this research, individuals’ pro-environmental behaviours 

are primarily determined by a combination of, and interaction between, their micro and macro 

systems. 
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In regard to the second research question – how do individuals react to environmental related 

information relayed to them by policy makers, form opinions and decide on the course of action to 

take, this research has clearly shown that information and understanding are not necessary and 

sufficient conditions for pro-environmental behaviour to occur. Participants rejected the one-way 

transfer of information communication model and confirmed previous findings (e.g., Burgess et al., 

1998; Fishbein, 2008; Ockwell et al., 2009) that they are not empty vessels waiting to be filled with 

environmental knowledge. This challenges the traditional rational decision-making framework 

(Burgess et al., 1998) that policy makers around the world rely on to communicate environmental 

messages to their lay public. For the past forty years, as discussed in the literature, policymakers’ 

search for determinants of their citizens’ maladaptive behaviours has been underpinned by an implicit 

assumption that when individuals are not performing the ‘correct’ behaviour, (Fishbein, 2008, p. 83), 

it is due to a lack of environmental knowledge. Hence, the best way to address this problem is to 

provide them with more information with the hope that environmental attitudes would automatically 

transpire and individuals will be encouraged to adopt pro-environmental behaviour.  

Another important finding that has emerged is that communication factors vary in influence 

for different types of pro-environmental behaviour. Therefore, a ‘one size fits all’ environmental 

communication is doomed to fail.  An integration of different communication strategies needs to be in 

place and a combination of various channels of communication needs to be utilised to enhance the 

effectiveness of pro-environmental messages. However, chances of communication strategies 

succeeding are only possible if the structural barriers identified above are addressed.  

6.5 Chapter Summary 

To this end, this chapter endeavoured to produce a nuanced and multi-tiered, but holistic and 

integrated synthesis of the findings which were presented in Chapter 5. It portrayed the participants’ 

shared experiences on what they felt facilitated and/or inhibited their pro-environmental behaviour. 

It offered explanations on why most pro-environmental campaigns communicated by policymakers 
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did not receive due attention. The final chapter brings this study to a close by discussing key 

conclusions, policy implications and overall theoretical contributions made by this study. 
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CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

7.0 Introduction 

The purpose for this research was twofold. Firstly, from an Asian context, this research aimed 

to explore and understand in-depth the socio-cultural factors, barriers and facilitators of pro-

environmental behaviour, specifically in an urban city in Asia. Singapore was selected as the country 

of study. Secondly, this research aimed to understand directly from the lay public themselves, their 

reactions to existing pro-environmental campaigns, how they translate pro-environmental 

information from policy makers, form opinions and make decisions on their actions. The conclusions 

from this study follow the research questions and the findings and therefore address three areas: (a) 

socio-cultural factors and facilitators of pro-environmental behaviour; (b) barriers of pro-

environmental behaviour; and (d) reactions to environmental related information. Following the 

discussion of the major findings and conclusions drawn from this research, policy implications, 

theoretical contributions, recommendations for future research and limitations to the existing 

research. Figure 7.1 provides an overview of this final chapter. 
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Figure 7.1 Diagrammatic Overview of Chapter 7 

7.1 Socio-Cultural Factors and Facilitators of Pro-Environmental Behaviour 

The major overriding finding in this study is that the majority of participants indicated their 

pro-environmental behaviours being socialised by their family in their younger days. Parental 

influence was seen to have the biggest impact on participants’ pro-environmental behaviour, 

specifically on their water- and electricity-saving behaviours. Next, participants also discussed reverse 

socialisation from children to parents. Those who were parents spoke of their children influencing 
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their pro-environmental behaviour and likewise, those who were speaking from a child’s perspective 

also stressed on them influencing their parents. This was more prominent for recycling behaviour. A 

few participants who previously did not engage in any pro-environmental behaviour mentioned being 

socialised by their spouses or partners. Based on these insights, it can be concluded that family plays 

the biggest role in motivating Singaporeans’ pro-environmental behaviour. Due to the importance 

given to filial piety in the Confucian culture, Singaporeans tend to follow the norms of their parents 

without objection. Given that Singapore is a cosmopolitan urban city which has a Western outlook, 

this finding indicates that underlying cultural values are still strong.  

The second facilitator which was identified in this research was environmental concern. More 

specifically, it was observed that fear of more damage to the environment and fear for future 

generations inhabiting the same Earth that participants are experiencing now are motivating them to 

be mindful of their pro-environmental behaviour. The fear for future generations not having natural 

resources for their consumption was even stronger.  

7.2 Barriers of Pro-Environmental behaviour 

The main finding under barriers of Singaporeans’ pro-environmental behaviour was that 

existing infrastructure systems inhibit individuals from being pro-environmental. Participants spoke of 

the ready availability of water and electricity as the main barrier under this finding. They stated that 

the excess availability of these natural resources gave them an impression that these resources were 

not going to run out. Therefore, the tendency to overconsume was high. Participants also spoke of 

the efficient public cleaning system being a barrier to their engagement in pro-environmental 

behaviour. It can therefore be concluded that sometimes efficient systems do not necessarily aid in 

motivating pro-environmental behaviour. It was also found under this finding that inefficient recycling 

collection systems were major inhibitors to participants’ recycling behaviour. Participants cited lack of 

recycling bins, untimely collection of recycling waste and ill treatment of recycling bins as normal 

waste bin by cleaners as reasons for their demotivation to recycle. On the contrary, participants who 
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had travelled overseas and participated in rigid recycling practices changed their anti-environmental 

behaviours when they were overseas but had trouble sustaining such behaviours. This brings to 

attention the importance of a country’s infrastructure system in motivating long-term behaviour 

change as when the right systems are not in place, it would be difficult to motivate pro-environmental 

behaviour change. However, when the macro context is changed and a mechanism is provided for 

behaviour change to take place, the probability of individual action increases (Seyfang, 2006).  

The second barrier that emerged in this research was work-centric culture. Participants 

mentioned their long working hours being a major barrier to them engaging in pro-environmental 

behaviour, especially those that required them to exert extra effort or to go out in their spare time. 

Due to the limited discretionary time participants have after working long hours, most preferred to 

spend their quality time with their family or for themselves. A conclusion that can be reached in 

relation to this finding is that Singapore’s work-centric culture cannot be changed overnight. 

Expecting employers to reduce employees’ working hours would not be the most practical situation 

as in industrialised countries, employees are now expected to at least clock in 40 hours per week 

(Chai et al., 2015). However, solutions which encourage pro-environmental behaviours to be carried 

out at work could be more feasible, as was noted by some participants who were already performing 

some pro-environmental acts at their workplaces.  

7.3 Reactions to Recalled Pro-Environmental Campaigns 

Regarding the second research question, three categories of reactions to recalled campaigns 

were noticed. A majority of participants found existing pro-environmental campaigns in Singapore to 

be ineffective and consequently, they were not interested in acting on the environmental messages 

conveyed in the campaigns. The three main reasons given were firstly, that existing campaigns were 

short lived. They would operate for such short periods of time that participants had little time to 

reflect on the messages being communicated and to act. Campaigns would cease even before 

participants had a chance to comprehend the environmental messages. The second and third reasons 
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given are interrelated. A sense of distrust has formed towards the government and government 

officials. Participants felt that the government was not taking the lead in being pro-environmental first 

and instead, is prioritising economic growth. Therefore, they did not feel the incentive to be 

committed towards acting sustainably. As a result, participants did not see a reason to listen to what 

the government had to say in relation to pro-environmental behaviour. Instead, they preferred 

ordinary citizens communicating environmental messages. It can be concluded here that the growing 

distrust towards government will only further increase doubts in the minds of Singaporeans when 

policymakers communicate environmental messages.  

Some participants indicated favour towards a few pro-environmental campaigns such as the 

‘Save Water’ and ‘3Rs – reduce, reuse, recycle’ campaigns but did not act on the messages 

communicated because they were either already performing the behaviours being promoted or did 

not find the advertisements in the campaigns to be realistic. Participants expressed the need to have 

campaigns which showed them the reality of today’s situation given the growing unsustainable 

consumption patterns. Accordingly, the third category of reactions matched with participants’ 

suggestions based on the second category of reactions. A few participants expressed their favour 

towards the ‘Saving Gaia’ and ‘Stop One. Stop Them All.’ campaigns which actually showed visual 

images of current circumstances. Overall, participants’ reactions to the campaigns recalled show that 

raising awareness of campaigns by using humour elements and mascots is not enough. The final 

frontier for sustainability should be to get people to act pro-environmentally. It is perhaps time to 

shift away from focusing on what individuals can do to be pro-environmental, to what can prolonged 

environmentally friendly acts do for them and their future generations. Individuals need to know what 

is in it for them if they are to become pro-environmental.  

7.4 Policy Implications 

The findings in this research have important implications for how public policy officials and 

agencies in Singapore can encourage pro-environmental behaviour among its citizens.  
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7.4.1 Using an intergenerational influence model to promote pro-environmental 
behaviour 

This research revealed contexts of everyday home life embedded in family routines and habits 

especially parents’ practices facilitate pro-environmental behaviour. Since parents play such pivotal 

roles in shaping individuals’ pro-environmental behaviour, campaigns should be directed more 

towards parents and provide them with suggestions on how they can assist their children to be pro-

environmental. This can perhaps be done through schools. Schools can provide booklets filled with 

environmental related activities for children to do together with their parents at home. This can be 

something like trying nature experiments at home with parents, letting them do artwork that uses 

nature (e.g., leaves, drying flowers) to do on a frequent basis. Children’s curiosity with the natural 

world requires exploratory learning so this would be a good way to encourage pro-environmental 

behaviour from a young age as well as provide parents with more pro-environmental options to teach 

their kids than relying solely on saving water and energy. For example, students in Ballantyne et al.’s 

(2001) study were participated in ‘hands-on’ activities such as testing water quality in a local creek 

with their parents as part of a school environmental education program. The researchers found that 

through these hands-on activities, the children engaged personally with environmental problems. At 

the same time, since children’s parents were also involved, environmental learning ensued for both 

the child and the parent, leading to positive changes in attitudes and behaviours for both parents and 

children.  

7.4.2 Workplace Pro-Environmental Behaviour Initiatives 

According to this study, one of the key barriers to pro-environmental behaviour which 

emerged was Singaporeans’ work-centric culture. The ideal recommendation of course is to increase 

discretionary time for employees by providing them with more vacation time and helping to promote 

a better work-life balance. Such provisions have the capacity to free individuals’ cognitive resources, 

empower and provide them with time to reflect on environmental issues deeply and possibly uptake 
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pro-environmental behaviours which are more in line with their latent concerns about the 

environment. However, given that the work-centric culture is so strong in Singapore, strategies such 

as reducing the number of working hours through organisational change or providing flexible working 

hours may not be feasible. Therefore, it is recommended that policy makers in Singapore consider 

implementing pro-environmental measures at workplaces scheduled into people’s working hours.  

One possible solution could be allocating the role of an ‘environmental champion’ to one staff 

member in each department. An ‘environmental champion’ is someone, who through ‘formal 

organisational roles and/or personal activism, attempts to introduce or create change in a product, 

process, or method within an organisation’ (Andersson & Bateman, 1997, p. 549). This staff member 

could be provided with the responsibility to diffuse pro-environmental messages and initiatives to the 

rest in the department. In fact, some of the participants who were interviewed were currently 

engaged in pro-environmental behaviour initiatives at their workplaces stated that they had 

colleagues who donned the robes of an ‘environmental champion’. This is further indicative of a 

positive reception to the idea and also a possibility of this to be successful if incorporated in all 

organisations.  

7.4.3 Implementation of Rigid Measures 

The findings pointed towards an increase in complacency due to efficient infrastructure 

systems such as availability of water and electricity, and public cleaning systems. Some participants 

suggested that there is a need for rigid measures to be in place to address the complacency which 

arises from these efficient infrastructure systems. In fact, it was observed that those participants who 

had gone overseas and lived in countries where structural systems were rigid to enforce pro-

environmental behaviours among their citizens, became more pro-environmental. The main reason 

cited by participants was the rigid infrastructure systems which were in place. Existing studies further 

confirmed this finding on rigid measures promoting pro-environmental behaviour among the lay 

public (e.g., Fielding et al., 2010; Lee & Paik, 2011; Siu & Xiao, 2016) 
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Therefore, it is recommended that similar rigid measures be implemented in Singapore. While 

it may be tempting to continue to motivate the public to adopt environmental concern and engage in 

pro-environmental behaviour as a result of concern towards the environment, the question which 

needs to be asked at this point in time is, “do we have the time to wait for everyone to be concerned 

about the environment first before action can take place?” Environmental degradation is happening 

at a rapid pace which calls for immediate and urgent actions by not just the lay public but by other 

stakeholders as well. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to provide suggestions for other 

stakeholders but the researcher would like to recommend the following suggestions to Singapore’s 

policy makers in relation to the findings on infrastructure systems.   

Firstly, to address the issue of excessive water consumption, low-flow showerheads should be 

made more available and rebates given to those who purchase these low-flow showerheads. At the 

same time, installation of faucet aerators can also be made compulsory. Secondly, in relation to the 

inefficient recycling collection systems, the Singapore government has commenced the 

implementation of separate waste inlets on each storey of new HDB flats, which is a step in the right 

direction (Neo, 2010). However, older high rise buildings still have only one waste inlet installed on 

every floor making it convenient for people to dump all the waste in that one central inlet. It is 

suggested that waste disposal chutes in older HDB flats be looked at and possibly revamped to 

include different compartmentalised chutes on every floor. Since convenience is a major factor to 

consider given people’s time constraints and work centric culture, this may be the best solution in the 

long run.  

At the same time, the government can also consider implementing a ‘Pay-As-You-Throw’ 

(PAYT) unit pricing system similar to Korean government’s PAYT system. It has been found to 

significantly reduce municipal solid waste as well as recycling in several countries (Lee & Paik, 2011) 

and could also possibly encourage a similar reduction in household waste in Singapore.  It is also 

recommended that public cleaners be educated on the differences between recyclables and non-
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recyclables so that recycling bins are not treated as normal waste bins, as mentioned by several 

participants in this study. NEA should also ensure that while compartmentalised recycling bins are 

provided under HDB blocks and on each floor of new HDB flats, the final collection of recyclables must 

be compartmentalised and not be thrown together which then defeats the purpose of residents’ 

recycling efforts. This relates to what was discussed earlier about policy makers and designers of 

environmental facilities failure to take into consideration of the people’s needs and personal 

responses. This was an issue that disturbed several participants in this study and it is important that 

this is addressed because residents can become demoralised in seeing their efforts go to waste and 

stop recycling, as was the case for some participants in this research. 

It is further suggested that ‘Bring Your Own Bag’ initiative be implemented in all the major 

shopping centres and supermarkets on a permanent basis rather than on a short-term basis. Major 

retailers can also investigate the option of providing buyers with alternative packaging options such as 

cardboard boxes or green re-usable bags at an additional cost as per suggestions provided by some of 

the participants who had practised these behaviours overseas. Although these may not be well-

received by the public initially, chances of these simple habits becoming established in the long term 

are higher based on what the findings of this study as well as existing studies suggest.  

7.4.4 Move Towards Bottom-up Environmental Communication 

It is suggested that NEA tries to implement more bottom-up pro-environmental campaigns. It 

was identified earlier that there is a growing political disenfranchisement among members of the lay 

public. To resolve such issues and to build trust, more participatory approaches should be adopted by 

policymakers in Singapore. It is recommended that students from tertiary institutions be involved and 

included more in promoting pro-environmental behaviour change in Singaporeans. Through the 

interview sessions, university students stood out for their environmental knowledge levels and keen 

interest in adopting pro-environmental behaviour. Each student who was interviewed was actively 

engaged in a pro-environmental behaviour and willingly participated in environment-related 
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activities. These students who went overseas for exchange programs returned with changes in their 

environmental attitudes, beliefs and behaviours. They were enthusiastic in talking about 

environmental issues and were forthright with their opinions. If provided with opportunities, these 

students can be excellent environmental champions. Furthermore, Ku and Wong (2012) found in their 

studies that when university students visited Singaporean households to counsel household members 

on energy conservation, there was a reduction in energy consumption, and household residents in 

their study cited counselling as the preferred communication medium. Furthermore, as discussed 

earlier, source credibility is crucial in delivering pro-environmental messages. University students are 

perhaps better placed than celebrities and ministers because they will resonate better with members 

of the lay public.  

7.5 Theoretical contributions 

This research has made four important contributions. The most significant contribution this 

research has made is to show that individuals’ do not operate autonomously outside their contexts. 

On the contrary, individuals are situated in culturally embedded social practices and are bound by 

structural conditions which either facilitate or inhibit their pro-environmental behaviour. They are 

embedded within a larger and dynamic system as illustrated in Section 6.5. Therefore, any attempts 

to study individual’ pro-environmental behaviour must take into account of these systems to which 

they belong. Failing to take into consideration of the structural systems that play a part in influencing 

individuals’ pro-environmental behaviour and focusing purely on a rationalistic model by trying to 

elicit environmental concern will not work.  

Secondly, by choosing to elicit the actual types of pro-environmental activities participants 

engaged in without enforcing on them a researcher generated list of pro-environmental behaviours, 

the researcher was able to unearth pro-environmental actions which were specific to the Singaporean 

cultural context (e.g., using grey water to flush toilets and non-consumption of shark fin). These are 
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pro-environmental behaviours not promoted by NEA yet they emerged as key behaviours providing a 

more complete and holistic picture to the real household dynamics lived by the lay public.  

The third contribution is that this is one of the first few studies in Singapore which have 

attempted to find out directly from the participants themselves on their opinions on environmental 

related information and their decisions on the courses of actions to take. Most of the time, pro-

environmental campaigns are designed without any input from the lay public. Policy makers form 

environmental communication strategies by making make assumptions about what the lay public 

thinks about the environment, their communities, the organisations which are initiating pro-

environmental activities and their own capacities for action (Myers & Macnaghten, 1998). However, 

time and again, existing evidence shows that most pro-environmental campaigns fail because policy 

makers have not attempted to understand directly from the lay public themselves on environmental 

messages which would convince them to take action. This study demonstrated that lay public are not 

empty vessels who blindly receive information from policy makers and act on them. They choose who 

they wish to trust when environmental messages are communicated to them. They decide on the 

environmental messages they wish to comprehend and those they do not wish to entertain and they 

are selective of the mediums used to convey environmental messages. This research has also shown 

that a multiplicity of motivations exist for individuals to choose to either participate or not participate 

in a pro-environmental behaviour. There will always be a primary motive backed up by secondary 

motives. Therefore, policymakers need to ensure that pro-environmental campaigns use integrated 

communication strategies. NEA has started implementing integrated strategies but there seems to be 

a continued over reliance on the information transfer model. 

Lastly, this research has shown that individuals understand environmental problems through 

the filter of culture. While facilitators and barriers to participants’ pro-environmental behaviours may 

appear from the outset to be similar to that of Western cultures, the underlying beliefs were found to 

be enculturated in Chinese values, more specifically, Confucianism.  
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7.6 Recommendations for Future Research 

Two recommendations for future research are suggested. Firstly, it is recommended that 

more research be conducted on the intergenerational influence concept focusing on reverse 

socialisation in the pro-environmental domain. As mentioned in the discussion chapter, this area of 

research is underexplored but the findings from both the current research and past studies reveal the 

potential for a more sustainable way of motivating pro-environmental behaviour in the long term by 

focusing on children as environmental communication messengers.  

The second recommendation is to conduct further investigation on how pro-environmental 

behaviour can be incorporated in work-centric cultures. It is an under-developed area in the pro-

environmental domain and the fact that decreased discretionary time has been shown to reduce 

individuals’ cognitive resources to reflect on environmental issues is something urgent to ponder. 

There can be dire consequences if this persists. Hence, more research is warranted to ascertain how a 

work-centric culture can be tackled in urban societies to allow more room for pro-environmental 

behaviour to occur.   

7.7 Limitations to Research 

Every research comes with its own set of limitations. As such, this study too has a few 

limitations. Firstly, this research was restricted to only one country which raises generalisability issues. 

An obvious response would be to replicate this research in other countries. More specifically, it would 

be beneficial to compare and contrast facilitators and inhibitors of pro-environmental behaviour 

between different Asian cities to identify if there are any major similarities and/or differences. It was 

pointed out in the discussion that some very strong similarities exist between Singapore and Asian 

cities such as Hong Kong (e.g., Siu & Xiao, 2016). What particularly stood out more was the similarity 

in the built and design of the high rise buildings in both Singapore and Hong Kong which impede 

individuals’ recycling behaviour. If comparative studies are done in the future, policymakers from 
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both countries can use their combined evidence to work and find feasible solutions together. A 

collaborative approach is perhaps the best way to move forward true sustainable development.  

The second limitation is that findings were analysed manually and computer-aided coding was 

not utilised. While manual data analysis denotes the researcher’s close relationship with the data 

collected, using well regarded qualitative analysis programs such as NVivo or Leximancer could have 

perhaps added more credibility to the current findings. The researcher would have been able to cross-

check the findings which emerged during the manual data analysis phase with findings that could 

have possibly emerged using the software and further confirm that participants’ opinions remained in 

the context in which they were given.   

7.8 Concluding Thoughts 

As this study draws to a close, I want to pause for a moment and reflect on the journey 

undertaken. I hope my research has shed light and deepened further understanding on Singapore and 

Singaporeans’ pro-environmental behaviours, their motivations and barriers to engage or not in pro-

environmental behaviour as well as their perceptions towards existing pro-environmental campaigns. 

I have shared four key lessons which I have learnt during this research process in Appendix 5 which I 

believe would be useful to you, the reader. So, where to from now? I hope to expand further on this 

research by conducting focus group sessions with key officials who design pro-environmental 

campaigns in Singapore. The aim is to share the findings of this research with them and explore their 

perspectives on what they feel are the socio-cultural factors, other barriers and facilitators of pro-

environmental behaviour for Singaporeans. The literature points towards divergence in views 

between expert opinions and that of the lay public but most of this research has been concentrated 

on Western countries with limited research examining the Asian context (e.g., Harrison et al., 1996; 

Myers & Macnaghten, 1998). As McKenzie-Mohr (2000) suggested, it is important that pro-

environmental behaviour researchers share the knowledge obtained with the people who are in 
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charge of designing and implementing pro-environmental behaviour campaigns. Only then can 

research be a truly meaningful enterprise (McKenzie-Mohr, 2011).  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1: Interview Guide 

 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Research Topic: Examining the Social-Cultural Factors, other Barriers and Facilitators of Pro-

Environmental Behaviour among Singaporeans 

PhD Candidate: Lalitha Kirsnan 

Student No: 2571908 

Primary Supervisor 1: Dr Helen Perkins 

Primary Supervisor 2: Dr Deborah Griffin 

Department: Marketing 

Campus: Gold Coast 

Introduction prior to interview: 

Key Components  

▪ Thank You 

▪ Name of Researcher 

▪ Purpose of Research 

▪ Confidentiality  

▪ Duration 

▪ How interview will be 
conducted 

▪ Opportunity for 
questions 

▪ Signature of consent 

 

 

Hello, I am Lalitha Kirsnan, a PhD candidate from Griffith 
University’s Department of Marketing. Thank you very much for 
taking time to meet with me today. The reason I am conducting this 
interview is to understand how Singaporeans perceive the 
environment and find out the factors that either help and/or hinder 
them in their engagement with environmentally friendly 
behaviours. By environmentally friendly behaviours, I am referring 
to actions and lifestyle choices that are performed or made with 
the intent to do something that is environmentally friendly.  

This interview should take between 40 to 60 minutes. If it is ok with 
you, I would like to tape the session because I do not want to lose 
any valuable comments made by you. It will also assist me greatly 
for my data analysis.  

I would like to assure you however that all responses will be kept 
confidential and your privacy will be respected. Your interview 
responses will only be shared with research team members which 
include both my supervisors, Dr Helen Perkins and Dr Deborah 
Griffin. All audio recordings will be deleted after submission of my 
final dissertation. Please remember that you do not have to talk 
about anything that you do not wish to mention, and you may end 
the interview anytime.  

This is the informed consent form. Please read and sign if you feel 
comfortable. Do you have any questions for me before we start the 
interview?  
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Start of Interview: 

Interview Questions 

 I would like you to talk about what you understand by the term ‘nature’. What comes to your mind 

when I mention ‘nature’ and why? 

 What about ‘environment’? What comes to your mind and why? 

 What are your thoughts on humans’ relationship with nature? In other words, in your opinion what do 

you think is the relationship between humans and nature? 

 How do personally feel about your relationship with nature? 

 In your opinion, what do you feel about the environmental situation in Singapore and why? 

 In comparison to what you stated earlier, what is your opinion about the environmental situation in the 

world and why? 

 How would you compare the environmental situation between Singapore and other countries? 

 What things get you really upset about environmental issues and why? 

 Is there anything you are proud of? 

 Regarding issues concerning the environment, what role do you think you personally play? 

 In your perspective, whose job is it to look after the environment? 

 Now, I would like to discuss with you the government campaigns in place for promoting environmental 

behaviours. Can you talk about the most recent environmental campaign that you can recall from 

memory? 

  Do you have any suggestions for improvements? How could things have been better? Was there 

anything done well? 

 Moving on, I would like to now discuss consumption in Singapore. From your perspective, what are your 

thoughts on consumption levels in Singapore? Do you think the consumption levels have an impact on 

the environmental situation in Singapore? 

 In 2010, the president for the Worldwide Fund for Nature reprimanded Singapore for having a high 

carbon footprint and cited Singapore as an example of a society that maybe is one of the best examples 

of what we should not do. She further stated that every member of the population in relation to the size 

of the country is consuming a lot of energy and food. What are your thoughts on her statement? Do you 

agree or disagree with her and why? 

Before you answer, do you understand what I mean by carbon footprint? Just like how we leave 

footprints when we walk in the sand or the mud with wet feet, we also leave something called a carbon 

footprint every time in our daily lives with certain actions. For example, when we use petrol for our car, 

when we use electrical appliances for long period—these things create carbon dioxide. Too much 

carbon dioxide warms the planet and traps the air. Consequently, ice caps melt and sea levels rise 

causing environmental damage.  
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 This is the ecological footprint of an average Singaporean. An ecological footprint is different to the 

carbon footprint. The ecological footprints measure how much productive land and sea is used by a 

given population or activity and compares this to how much land and sea is available. It was recently 

estimated that on average, a person only needs 1.8 gha per capita of usable land for resource use. 

However, an average Singaporean’s ecological footprint stands at 6.08 gha. If everyone on Earth was to 

live like an average Singaporean, 3.5 planet Earths would be needed to sustain us at current population 

levels.  

Source: Carbon Footprint Network (2013) 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion of interview: 

Key Components: 

▪ Thank You 

▪ Summary of key points made by 

respondent 

▪ Option to receive a copy of aggregated 

results 

▪ Feedback from respondent to interviewer 

▪ Token of appreciation (environmentally 

friendly USB memory stick) 

Thank you very much for all your comments. It 

was a very good discussion. Please allow me to 

summarise the key points from the interview and 

feel free to correct me if I have misunderstood or 

misinterpreted anything that you have just said. 

If you wish, you may email me directly for a copy 

of the aggregated results from my interviews. I 

will be more than happy to share them with you. 

Before we conclude, I would like your feedback 

on the interview as well. How did you feel 

throughout the interview.? Were you 

comfortable with the questions and the pace? Do 

you have any suggestions for me? 

Thank you once again and this is a small token of 

appreciation for agreeing to participate in this 

interview. 
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Appendix 2: Information Sheet 

 

 

Griffith Business School 

Department of Marketing 

Gold Coast Campus 

Griffith University, Queensland 4222 

Australia 

Telephone +61 (0)7 5552 8713 

Facsimile  +61 (0)7 5552 8085 

 

www.griffith.edu.au 

 

Examining the Socio-Cultural factors, Other Barriers and Facilitators of Pro-Environmental Behaviour among Singaporeans 

 

INFORMATION SHEET 

 

 

Who is conducting the research Dr Helen Perkins  

Lecturer of Marketing 

Griffith Business School 

PhD Principal Supervisor 

Telephone: +61 (07) 555 28913 (Australia) 

Email: h.perkins@griffith.edu.au 

 

Dr Deborah Griffin  

Lecturer of Marketing 

Griffith Business School 

PhD Principal Supervisor 

Telephone: +61 (07) 555 29104 (Australia) 

Email: deborah.griffin@griffith.edu.au 

 

Lalitha Kirsnan  

PhD Candidate 

Griffith Business School 

Department of Marketing 

Telephone: +61 (0) 401 712 641 (Australia) 

           +65 9337 5874 (Singapore) 

Email: l.kirsnan@griffith.edu.au 

 

  

http://www.griffith.edu.au/
mailto:h.perkins@griffith.edu.au
mailto:deborah.griffin@griffith.edu.au
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Why is the research being conducted? 

  

This research is being conducted for my PhD dissertation. The purpose of this research is to explore 

and understand better Singaporeans’ perspectives on their environment, how they relate to it and the 

factors that help and/or hinder them from engaging in environmentally friendly behaviours. By 

environmentally friendly behaviours, I am referring to actions and lifestyle choices that are performed 

or made with the intent to do something good for the environment; to reduce one’s ecological 

impacts; to promote ecological education; to promote and restore or to otherwise do something that 

is promoting ecological health.  

 

What you will be asked to do 

  

This will be a one-on-one personal interview. The interview should take between 40 to 60 minutes. I 

will be asking a series of questions pertaining to the research topic for which you may express your 

thoughts freely. You may pass on any question that makes you feel uncomfortable. Please kindly note 

that I am not here to judge you but to learn your honest opinions and feelings towards the issue that I 

am studying. If you feel uncomfortable at any point in time during this interview, please feel free to 

stop the interview. There will be no penalty for discontinuing participation.  

 

If it is permissible with you, I would like to write down notes and audio record this interview. I do not 

want to lose any valuable comments made by you. It will also assist me greatly for my data analysis. 

Your name and any other identifying information will not be recorded in the audio. The audio 

recordings will be stored in a safe, password protected computer. They will only be shared with 

members of the research team. All audio recordings and data will be deleted five years after 

December 2016 (year-end of final dissertation submission).  

 

The expected benefits of the research 

  

Insights gathered from you and other participants in the interviews will be used for my final PhD 

dissertation, future publications in journals, books and conference proceedings. Though direct quotes 

from you may be used in the dissertation and publications, your name and other identifying 

information will be strictly kept anonymous.  

 

I also intend to share the findings with the National Environment Agency (NEA) in Singapore, the body 

responsible for the designing and execution of environmental campaigns in Singapore, with valuable 

insights for the implementation of future campaigns.  
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Risks to you 

  

There are no anticipated risks associated with participating in this study.  

 

Your confidentiality 

  

All your information and responses will be kept confidential and your privacy will be respected.  

 

Your participation is voluntary 

 

Your participation is entirely voluntary. As stated earlier, you may wish to stop the interview anytime 

if you feel uncomfortable. 

 

Questions / further information 

 

If you have any questions or need any further information on this research, please do not hesitate to 

contact the members of the research team using the contact details provided above. 

 

The ethical conduct of this research 

 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 

Human Research. If you have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of this research 

project, you may contact the Manager, Research Ethics on +61 (07) 3735 54375 or email research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au. Please state the GU Human Research Ethics Reference Number for this 

research: MKT/31/14/HREC when contacting the Research Ethics office.  

 

Feedback to you 

 

You have the option to request for a copy of aggregated results from this research. If you would like 

to receive a copy of the summary results, please email the research team using the contact 

information provided earlier.  

 

Privacy Statement  

 

The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and / or use of your identified personal 

information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to  

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory authority 

requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research purposes. However, 

your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For further information, consult the University’s 

Privacy Plan at http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-plan or telephone +61 (07) 3735 5585. 
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Appendix 3: Consent Form 

 

Examining the Socio-Cultural factors, Other Barriers and Facilitators of Pro-Environmental Behaviour 

among Singaporeans 

 

CONSENT FORM 

 

Research Team Dr Helen Perkins (Supervisor) 

Dr Deborah Griffin (Supervisor) 

Lalitha Kirsnan (PhD Candidate) 

Griffith University 

Department of Marketing 

Gold Coast Campus 

 

 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package and in 

particular have noted that: 

 

• I understand this research is designed to gather information on Singaporeans’ 

perspectives on the environment and the factors that enable and/or hinder 

environmentally friendly behaviours; 

 

• I understand my involvement in this research will include a one-on-one interview 

which will last between 40 to 60 minutes. Notes will be written during the interview 

and the interview will be audio taped. However, I can choose not to be audio taped if 

I feel uncomfortable; 

 

• I understand my identity and any other identifying information will be kept strictly 

confidential and my privacy protected; 

 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

347 

 

• I understand there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 

research but I may request access to a summary of the results; 

 

• I understand my participation in this research is voluntary and I am free to withdraw at 

any time, without explanation or penalty; 

 

• I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction; 

 

• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team; 

 

• I understand I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human 

Research Ethics Committee on +61 (07) 3735 4375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au 

if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project; and 

 

• I agree to participate in the project. 

 

 

 I agree to participate in the project. 

 

 I agree to inclusion of my personal information in publications or reporting of the results 

from this research. 

 

 

Name 
 

 

Signature  

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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Date 
 

 

 

 



EXPLORING THE SOCIO-CULTURAL FACTORS, OTHER BARRIERS AND FACILITATORS OF PRO-ENVIRONMENTAL BEHAVIOUR AMONG SINGAPOREANS: A QUALITATIVE 

APPROACH  

349 

 

Appendix 4: Interview Notes (compiled during/after interview) 
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Appendix 5: Postscript – Putting this research journey into perspective 

This PhD journey has been an arduous one for me as it was filled with many obstacles, 

especially health issues, and there have been times when I really felt like giving up. I had even 

questioned myself on why I had embarked on this journey. However, as I look back now in my 

personal reflection of the invaluable lessons learnt from this journey, I am thankful to God that I did 

not quit and instead, finished what seemed completely impossible. When I look back at my honours 

thesis and then to what I have produced here, I see significant growth as a researcher. My learning 

curve, albeit steep, has certainly increased tremendously. I first commenced my journey virtually 

clueless in many areas of research, especially literature reviews. I did not know what it meant when 

my supervisors mentioned ‘honing in’ to a specific gap in the literature and coming up with a 

methodology that will answer my research questions. The initial stages of my journey were perplexing 

but as I advanced further, the process became clearer and more solidified. Throughout this entire 

process, I have learnt numerous lessons but there are four key lessons which impacted me the most 

and I would like to share these with you, the reader. 

A Breaking Away from Tradition 

‘Once I was a positivist. I thought sociology could become a true science, and I was eager to 

make it more specific. I thought “the more you quantify, the better”. I thought: enough with social 

philosophy, down with abstract theorisation. Let us go to the facts! ... I thought I knew what science 

was about.’ - Daniel Bertaux  

The first transformation I went through during the process of my research was learning to 

break away from traditional ways of thinking and doing social research. Like many students I know, 

from my Diploma days up till my honours, I was trained in quantitative research methodology, 

socialised within a positivist paradigm. I can hardly remember a time where much attention was given 

to qualitative research. From memory, in all instances, only one lecture was set aside to talk about 

qualitative research and the rest focused on quantitative research. I learnt how to select 
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measurement scales when designing the survey questions for my honours thesis and how to key in 

data and compute using SPSS software. But I hardly knew anything about qualitative research 

methodology. When I attempted to find out more while doing my honours, I was strictly advised to 

stay away from it. The reason I was provided with was that examiners will be looking at my capability 

to develop hypotheses and interpret data using statistical software and so quantitative research 

methods were deemed the most appropriate. Therefore, I had developed the mind-set that 

quantitative research is the best legitimate tool for social research.  

So, I began my PhD journey with this mind-set. I started looking only at journal articles on pro-

environmental behaviour utilising quantitative research methodology. I was looking at developing 

hypotheses and testing them using surveys. I was considering structural equation modelling. I had my 

method sorted out even before I had identified my research gap. But the more I read widely and 

‘honed in’ to my research problem, my gut instinct kept screaming at me that my research problem 

needed another method, one that would be allow me to explore the problem at a much deeper level, 

one that would allow me to hear from the people themselves how and why they felt about the issues 

I was investigating. I just instinctively knew that. I knew that I needed to be more involved. I was 

feeling enclaved by quantitative research methodology and thought that there was no way out.  

However, I am very grateful to both my supervisors who allowed me to follow my instinct and 

break away from the tradition of using quantitative research methodology. I am particularly thankful 

to Dr Helen Perkins who introduced me to the world of qualitative research. During one of our 

conversations, she made this comment, ‘Lalitha, the research problem should drive your method. It is 

not the other way around’. Her statement will stick with me for my entire lifetime as a researcher. I 

embarked on my qualitative research journey from that day forward and have not looked back since. I 

am glad I broke away from the norm because my horizon widened only after I made that significant 

decision. I feel every student should be given this option to choose the best method that suits the 

research problem.  
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B  Data Analysis 

Data analysis was the most difficult part of my journey and I will explain further why this was 

the case. Kvale (1996) has identified that in qualitative data analysis, three different types of contexts 

of interpretation exist. The first is self-understanding where the researcher tries to condense what 

participants mean and understand. Second is using common sense to place the context of statements 

in a wider arena and third is theoretical understanding where the researcher interprets the data and 

places it in a broader theoretical perspective. I had in a way already started my data analysis as soon 

as I began the interviews, as I had written up reflective memos after each interview and I had 

countless notes. I started to condense them according to my self-understanding. When the main, big 

themes started jumping out in the first few interviews, I started using my common sense to place the 

context of statements made by my participants into a wider arena.  

What I struggled with though was placing my data in a broader theoretical perspective. 

Regardless, when the transcripts came in, the large amount of data overwhelmed me. I did not know 

what to do with them. I started reading and re-reading them while listening to the audio files again. 

While I enjoyed listening to the interviews again and picking out what I thought were major themes, I 

knew instinctively that I was not doing the analysis correctly. I bought some books on coding and 

performing thematic analysis. Every single book I read only left me feeling more confused and 

absolutely dejected. I could not comprehend the whole coding language and did not know how and 

where to dissect my data. The word ‘code’ actually made me more fearful. It sounded really technical 

for me. At this point, I was lost and almost ready to give up on my analysis when I stumbled upon 

Ritchie and Lewis’ (2003) qualitative research practice guide for social science researchers and 

students. This book was my life saver and I really recommend it for novice researchers like myself who 

have trouble understanding the coding language.  

I immediately related to the Framework Analysis method described in Ritchie and Lewis’ 

(2003) book. It is a simple and straightforward method. The writers did not use the word code at all, 
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which reduced my fear significantly. This method gave me the guidance I needed to analyse my data 

but at the same time this method also made me feel comfortable. This is so important for a 

qualitative researcher when doing data analysis. He or she must be comfortable with the data analysis 

method and not feel restricted that there is only one way to do the analysis. Almost every book I had 

read in relation to qualitative data analysis, with the exceptions of Saldaña (2013) and Ritchie and 

Lewis (2003), seemed to communicate that coding was the only way to analyse qualitative data. But 

as Saldaña (2013, p. 2) so aptly stated in his book, ‘coding is just one way of analysing qualitative data, 

not the way’. This must be communicated to new researchers like myself. 

 

C Being prepared for unexpected incidents 

The third ‘ah ha’ moment was not a positive one as it left me scared, but the whole 

experience has also taught me to anticipate beforehand that these incidents can occur. As mentioned 

in my methodology chapter, one participant declined to be recorded half-way through the interview. 

She also looked visibly anxious and her body language changed. She started turning behind to ensure 

that no one was listening (interview was held in her own home). She started twisting her fingers. My 

heart started thumping fast as I was not sure if my questions were making her feel uneasy. So, I 

immediately told her that we could terminate the interview; but she calmed herself down and asked 

to proceed. She stated that she was sharing very personal views and was afraid that she would be 

caught. This incident shook me up as it was my first time experiencing it as a novel 

researcher/interviewer. At that point in time, I also did not know how to react. On one hand, I was 

feeling upset because I knew I was possibly going to lose an interviewee and on the other hand, I was 

afraid for the participant as I did not want anything to happen to her. If there is something this 

incident has taught me, it is that as an interviewer, I should always be mentally and physically 

prepared. Should such incidents ever occur again, I should have a back-up plan, which I did not have 

when this happened. Thankfully, I knew it was nothing to do with my questions after speaking with 
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her but nevertheless, this type of situation can be confronting and it can happen anytime without due 

warning.  

D Importance of Pilot Studies 

The fourth lesson I have learnt is that a pre-pilot or an actual pilot study is vital. In relation to 

my interview questions, I obtained really good feedback throughout the interview process on the 

quality of the questions. There were several participants who mentioned this during the interviews. I 

had some participants mentioning ‘That’s a really good question’, ‘You have put a lot of thought into 

your questions’. It was pleasing to receive this feedback. However, in general, I found that younger 

and educated Singaporeans understood the interview questions better. A few of the older 

Singaporeans had difficulty understanding some of my questions. The common comments for certain 

questions by older participants were ‘What do you mean by what role do I play?’, ‘A bit difficult’, ‘I 

don’t understand’. Difficulties in answering occurred especially for questions on environmental locus 

of control and making the environment a part of a central conversation in Singapore.  

I remember going through the question development process with my supervisors. The first 

draft of questions I had was in academic terms and not in layman’s language. One of my supervisors 

picked up on this issue and highlighted it to me early in the process. I simplified the questions and 

went through them one more time with my supervisors before putting the interview guide in for 

ethics approval. Despite the effort taken to simplify the questions, they clearly were not easily 

understood by some participants.  

The two lessons I learnt from this process are: firstly, not to be overconfident that 

participants will understand my questions. I should not forget that at the end of the day, I am an 

‘expert’ on this topic because this is my field of research; however, I cannot expect the same from my 

participants who come from different fields and so are not familiar with the terms I use frequently for 

my research. Secondly, I also learnt that it is always a good idea to do a pilot study to fine tune any 

issue before commencing the main study. Chenail (2011, p. 257) suggested that by carrying out pilot 
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studies on a small sample of participants using the same inclusion criteria to be used for the main 

study, the research method is given a ‘test run’. A pilot study which has been conducted well will 

provide the researcher with ideas of possible issues that may arise with ambiguities and difficulties in 

comprehending and answering questions, such as the ones I experienced, assess whether each 

question provides participants with an opportunity to give an adequate range of responses, and 

record the time taken for interviews (Chenail, 2011).  

I chose not to do the pilot study because I did not have the luxury of time as well as I did not 

want to lose out on valuable participants for the main study. I could have conducted a pre-pilot study 

where I, the researcher could have assumed the role of the participant and asked a colleague or one 

of my supervisors to be the interviewer. This is called the ‘Interviewing the Investigator’ approach 

recommended by Chenail (2011). He suggested that in cases such as mine where there is fear of 

losing out on potential participants for the main study, this approach can be applied. Basically, it is 

similar to how an actual interview would be done. I would follow the exact process which I would be 

use for my actual interview including the audio taping, but I would be the participant and my 

colleague would be the interviewer. I would have to choose a space similar to the one where an 

actual interview with a participant would take place (e.g., café). Going through the process from an 

interviewee’s perspective would give me an opportunity to tease out ‘moments of surprise, 

frustrations and satisfactions’ in my responses as a participant, as well as note the follow-up 

questions asked by my colleague, the interviewer (Chenail, 2011, p. 259). Any modifications and 

adjustments to questions can be made following the reflection process.  

I believe that for any qualitative study using interviews, a pre-pilot study or an actual pilot 

study must be incorporated. Pilot studies are not only useful, but I believe they will enhance and 

enrich the whole research process as well.  
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To this end, I have shared the four most valuable lessons I acquired through my PhD journey. I 

hope you as the reader acquired knowledge based on my experiences as well. It is here where I wish 

to conclude and end my PhD journey. Thank you for accompanying me by reading what I had to offer.  

Yours sincerely, 




