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Abstract 

This mixed-method research studied environmental lifestyle 

practitioners to explore the links between ethical orientation, moral 

attentiveness and self-determination toward environmental choices. 

Participants (N = 233) were engaged in 2011-2012 through narrative 

inquiry (59 interviews), and surveys (174). Ethical orientation 

(utilitarian, deontological, virtue) was assessed through narrative 

analysis of values, beliefs and norms, through open-ended and closed-

ended questions (Likert, categorical and nominal scales) measuring 

character traits and through measures of moral judgment (moral 

reasoning vignettes and moral reasons for environmental actions). The 

relationship between ethical orientation and moral attentiveness 

(frequency of believing environmental situations were moral and the 

capacity for reflection) and self-determination (enjoyment-interest scale 

and narrative indicating extrinsic to intrinsic motivation and self-

regulation) was also explored. Environmental lifestyle was defined as 

any personal, professional and social action(s) taken to improve 

environmental outcomes. Participants comprised five environmental 

lifestyle categories: activists, n = 25; professionals, n = 64; producers 

(organic farmers, voluntary simplicity, permaculture practitioners, 

intentional community), n = 34; green consumers (individuals 

moderately motivated by environmental considerations), n = 19; green 

consumer-poll respondents (not activists or professionals, considered 



iii 

 

environment when buying, open to doing more), n = 91. Participants 

were oriented toward conscientiousness (trustworthy, dependable) and 

virtue-care (respectful, sensitive, caring, humble) traits, varying 

significantly only in orientation toward law-abiding and loyal traits 

(green consumer-poll respondents with the highest means; producers 

lowest), and were generally self-determined. There was significant 

variation among lifestyle categories in moral attentiveness and moral 

judgment (producers, activists, and professionals more morally 

attentive and virtue-oriented in reasoning; green consumers less morally 

attentive and somewhat more oriented toward utility and obligation-

duty (deontological) reasoning. Younger participants were more 

utilitarian, less intrinsically motivated, and more affected by guilt; older 

participants were more law-abiding and principled. Higher incomes 

were associated with utilitarian reasoning. Role models influenced early 

environmental experiences and development of ecological situation 

sensitivity. Results suggest ecological virtue (Wensveen, 2005, Sandler, 

2005) reflects the ethics associated with Stern’s value-belief-norm 

model (2000) and self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2002), and 

that environmental choices are made within a commitment to a life-long 

environmental practice, rather than to one-off environmental action. 
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Preface 

In 1992, I attended in the United Nations (UN) Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. 

Thousands of delegates were in Brazil to finalize two treaties: one on biodiversity, the 

other on climate change. I participated in the high-profile gathering in my capacity as the 

Energy and Atmosphere campaigner for the Sierra Club of Canada. My passion then, as 

now, was focused on finding solutions to climate change. The Summit ended with 

governments agreeing to address human-induced biodiversity loss and climate change. It 

was a time of hope. I left Rio believing, like so many environmental activists and 

professionals that global environmental problems could be solved using international 

processes to co-ordinate actions of national governments.  

During the following two decades, I helped co-ordinate Canadian environmental 

group collaboration relating to domestic and international climate change negotiations. 

This included being a participant, along with business representatives and provinces, on 

the Canadian delegation negotiating the climate convention’s first legally binding 

instrument, the Kyoto Protocol. I also took part in national processes aimed at developing 

plans to meet greenhouse gas emission reduction targets. With the Kyoto Protocol 

negotiations complete in 1997, I believed it was time to implement solutions. In 1998, I 

moved to the Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM) to do just that. By 2004, with 

a number of successful FCM programs in place, I turned my attention to the lack of a 

national climate protection plan that was substantial enough to meet Canada’s Kyoto 

Protocol greenhouse gas reduction targets. In 2004, I left FCM to develop a climate 

action plan that a federal government might support. A number of the plan’s proposals 
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were taken up in the 2005 federal budget, but by 2006, with a new federal government in 

place, these modest achievements were dismantled. Other countries were faring no better; 

international efforts were stalled. There was a lack of political will and public support to 

meet greenhouse gas targets.   

It was time to reflect. In 2006, I began a master’s degree in Environmental 

Education and Communication at Royal Roads University. My master’s degree research 

was based on a sample of more than 1,000 randomly selected Ontarians and explored the 

effect of positive and negative framing on environmental behavioural intention, including 

social activism. The results showed that sacrificial messages (i.e. I am going to have less 

money in my pocket because solving global warming is going to make energy and 

everything else I buy more expensive.) reduced participants’ intention to undertake 

environmental actions. Yet, despite the common occurrence of media and political 

messaging highlighting the sacrifice associated with environmental problem solving, I 

had observed individuals successfully making environmentally motivated lifestyle 

choices to lower personal and social environmental impacts. These lifestyle choices were 

made within existing capitalistic-consumer culture and despite infrastructure and 

financial barriers, and negative messaging. Could we learn something from these 

exemplars? My master’s degree research had shown that rationalizing inaction was a 

process of morally disengaging. Could an ethical lens bring new insights into persistence 

(the capacity to continue or repeat a behaviour, process, or activity once the initiating 

stimulus stops) in environmental choices that behavioural psychology, environmental 

sociology, and political science had not? To find out, this research explores 

environmental lifestyles through an ethical lens.
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 Introduction Chapter 1

Ethics is the study of moral values; it is reflection on how 

best to understand moral values and to clarify, prioritize, 

and practice them. Values are those things that matter to 

us; those goals or ideals to which we aspire and by which 

[we] measure ourselves and others and our society. Moral 

values are those values that give voice to the needs and 

legitimate expectations of others as well as ourselves. 

Ethics asks us to go beyond living out our values to 

thinking them through (Weston, 2011, p. 6). 

 

Virtues are values turned into action (Solomon, 1999, p. 

xvi).   

 

Over the course of my professional and academic career, I encountered people 

successfully making environmentally motivated lifestyle choices to lower personal and 

social environmental impacts. These lifestyle choices were made within existing 

capitalistic-consumer culture, and despite infrastructure and financial barriers and 

negative media messaging. I wondered whether these exemplars could teach me 

something about the factors associated with their capacity to persist in making 

environmental choices. I knew that behavioural and social psychology research 

increasingly showed attitudes toward conservation behaviours, for example, were moral 

constructs, but I had yet to encounter research that explored the specifics of that morality. 

To find out, this research explores environmental lifestyles through an ethical lens. In 

seeking to understand the ethical orientations associated with environmental lifestyles, I 

wondered whether one orientation would dominate. By ethical orientation, I am referring 

to a tendency toward moral thoughts and feelings that represent a “moral style” 

(Shulman, 2005) consistent with a particular ethical theory or theories. 
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Contemporary ethics research often takes a narrow view of morality, emphasizing 

moral reasoning as calculation either in cost-benefit terms (consequentialist to self or to 

society, which is utilitarian), or in calculating the implications of the duty to universally 

apply principles (deontology). These are ethics of action and differ from character-based 

ethics (virtue) that take a more whole person (emotions and reasoning) and whole life 

perspective (over ‘one-off’ or near term action). I was curious as to whether people 

practicing environmental lifestyle choices associated with voluntary simplicity or 

homesteading practices, would differ in ethical orientation from people practicing more 

mainstream choices, primarily recycling or practicing green consumption. I further 

wondered how real-life experience would stack up against ecological ethics theory. 

Finally, I wanted to explore whether ethical theoretical constructs overlapped.  

My objectives in doing this research were two-fold. First, I wanted to increase 

understanding of the ethics influencing environmental lifestyle choices. Second, I wanted 

to generate insights that have practical application to people working for organizations 

seeking to reduce environmental stress related to human activity. This two-pronged 

objective was consistent with my life experience as an environmental activist and 

professional, but also my commitment to scholarly research. My research also differs 

from the norm in two ways: a positive research paradigm (versus negative), and a holistic 

scale are explored through mixed-methods. My perspective from within a positive 

research paradigm makes me curious about the factors that are important to 

environmental health or excellence in living environmental lifestyles, rather than 

focusing on environmental degradation, policies, programs, or lifestyle weaknesses and 

failures. Second, given the exploratory nature of the research and my interest in a holistic 
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understanding of ethical orientation, I studied multiple variables and indicators 

representing ethical orientation, as well as variables and indicators that could vary by 

ethical orientation, such as moral judgment, moral attentiveness and self-determination. I 

also studied these dimensions using mixed methods incorporating both statistical and 

narrative analysis.  

Through their stories I learned about my participants’ environmental journeys, and 

they unconsciously painted pictures of their ecological ethical orientations. This emerged in 

the ways they defined a life well-lived from an environmental perspective; to how they 

viewed themselves from a character trait perspective; reasoned morally about situations 

covering environmental and non-environmental cases; the degree to which they enjoyed 

taking an environmental action; approached consumption; desired material things; 

perceived self-sacrifice; had guilt feelings or were motivated by guilt feelings; felt loss 

and grief about the environment; saw environmental situations they believed were moral; 

were aware of their ethical reasons for making environmental choices; and considered 

themselves role models, or had role models to look up to.  

I begin by describing the scale of change that science suggests is required to 

reduce environmental stress and the associated risks to natural systems, including people 

and the socially constructed worlds they depend on. I define what I mean by 

environmental lifestyle. From this foundation, the literature review lays the ground for 

my research approach (methodology and methods). I then move into results chapters that 

tell the story of environmental lifestyle and ethical orientation.   
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1.1 Scale of Change Required 

The source of environmental motivation differs from person to person. For some, trees 

and forests touch their heart; for others, it’s water, whether rivers, lakes or oceans. Others 

are spurred to action by concern about air pollution, garbage or toxic chemicals. Global 

issues, such as biodiversity or climate change draw in others. Whatever the 

environmental issue, or combination of issues, scientists tell similar stories about the state 

of natural systems and the scale of action required to protect our climate, air, water and 

soil to bring the human-nature relationship into better balance. Climate change can serve 

as one example of the scale of change required to find that better balance. In this case, 

given the research focus on environmental lifestyles, I am using household data. 

Statistics Canada reports that households are responsible for almost 60 percent of 

Canada’s greenhouse gas emissions through direct use of energy (35% of the total), and 

indirectly (65% of the total) through the purchase of products and services (Statistics 

Canada, 2011). On a per capita basis, Canadians generated, on average, 20.3 tonnes of 

carbon dioxide equivalent per person (all greenhouse gases converted to equivalent 

warming effect of carbon dioxide) in 2010 (Environment Canada, 2012) .  

Emissions of greenhouse gases, such as carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous 

oxide already influence global temperatures and climate patterns, according to the 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) 2007 Assessment Report. The 

IPCC is the body responsible to the United Nations for summarizing climate science. 

IPCC scenario analysis suggests that limiting global temperature increases to 2 to 2.4 

degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels requires global greenhouse emissions to peak 

by 2015, and to fall 50 to 85 percent below 2000 levels by 2050 (2007b, p. 42). To 
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understand the scale of change implied by the IPCC’s lowest temperature increase 

scenario, achieving the 2050 goal implies Canadian per capita emissions must fall to 

between 4 and 10 tonnes from 20.3 tonnes – in less than 40 years. A drop in per capita 

emissions of this magnitude implies significant social and personal changes. The IPCC 

notes in its 2007 Summary Report on Mitigation that “change in lifestyles and 

consumption patterns that emphasize resource conservation can contribute to developing 

a low-carbon economy that is both equitable and sustainable” (2007a, p. 12). Lifestyle 

change isn’t the whole solution to reducing environmental stress caused by human 

activity, but it is part of the solution and as a target of scholarly research, lifestyle change 

is territory worth exploring.  

1.2 Environmental Lifestyle 

The growing awareness of the consequences of human activity on the natural 

environment leads many people to feel personally responsible and to look for ways to 

contribute to solutions (S. Schwartz, 1970, 1974). The desire to make a personal 

contribution to solutions can be expressed through an extensive range of personal 

lifestyle choices. These can include any combination, or spectrum of activities, ranging 

from recycling and using purchasing power to buy green products; activism, including 

letter writing, community participation, and support for environment groups; 

professionalism, whether working for an environmental organization or as an 

environmental specialist for government, the private sector, or as a consultant; and 

seeking increased self-sufficiency through home-based production (through voluntary 

simplicity, a conscious choice to live a low-consumption lifestyle; homesteading on small 
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land holdings; permaculture, an ecological design approach to home management, 

gardening; or organic farming).  

In keeping with this range of environmental lifestyle options, I define 

environmental lifestyle for purposes of this study as any self-reported combination of 

ongoing social, professional and/or at-home actions-behaviours that people believe make 

a positive contribution to environmental protection or to the human-nature interface. 

Most Canadians fit somewhere along this spectrum of environmental lifestyle, with the 

majority at least recycling, according to Statistics Canada. If recyclers represent one end 

of the environmental lifestyle spectrum most closely associated with current social 

norms, then voluntary simplicity and permaculture practitioners, homesteaders, and 

organic farmers could be described as representing lifestyle choices at the other end of 

the spectrum. In this case, lifestyle choices could be described as outside existing social 

norms. Figure 1-1 provides a visual representation of this environmental lifestyle 

spectrum.  

A brief review of the state of household recycling in Canada, research on the gap 

between environmental intentions and actions, and voluntary simplicity and 

homesteading practices contextualizes this idea of an environmental lifestyle spectrum. 

According to a 2006 Statistics Canada survey, 93% of all households had access to at 

least one type of recycling program and 97% made use of at least one of these programs. 

Composting is growing, with 23% of Canadian households composting in 1994 and 

increasing to 27% in 2006.  

A 2009 survey of 1,664 Canadians to learn whether people perceive a gap 

between their own environmental behaviours and their intentions (Kennedy, Beckley, 
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McFarlane, & Nadeau, 2009) found that 49.7% of Canadians had beliefs broadly oriented 

toward care about the environment (measured by the New Ecological Paradigm scale 

(Dunlap, VanLiere, Mertig, & Jones, 2000); 16.9% of respondents said they had little 

concern for the environment, and 10.8% said they had oriented their lifestyle around their 

concern for the environment. The majority of Canadians surveyed, 72.3% (n = 1202), 

said that they perceived a gap between their environmental values and behaviours (the 

EVB gap) because they “always consider what my impact is when I act, but often time 

and resources prevent me from doing what I feel is best” (p 12).  The researchers asked 

respondents whether lack of knowledge, lack of support of household members, time, 

money, perceived behavioural control or availability of community environmental 

services were factors in creating the gap between values and environmental intention.  

Results showed that time and knowledge were the top two reasons given (62.2% 

of respondents said time; 61.2% said knowledge), followed by control (48.1%), money 

(45%), and lack of household support (25%). The researchers conclude that taking into 

consideration the “variables that create context for ESB (environmentally supportive 

behaviours) – the individual, household, and societal variables – can improve our 

understanding of the reasons why so many of us fail to 'walk the talk'” (p.18). Time, 

knowledge, money and household support are perceived behavioural control variables 

that are indeed important to closing the gap between environmental intentions and 

behaviours (Ajzen, 1991). Yet, some people move past these same social barriers and 

make lifestyle choices associated with voluntary simplicity. Voluntary simplicity is a 

consciously chosen lifestyle that aims at a high quality of life with low consumption. 
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Two studies explore the sociological dimensions of voluntary simplicity and suggest 

factors other than behavioural control may play an important role.  

Elgin (1993)  says that the objective of voluntary simplicity is not to 

“dogmatically live with less, but is a more demanding intention of living with balance in 

order to find a life of greater purpose, fulfillment, and satisfaction” (pp. 25-26). Choice is 

a theme that runs through Elgin’s conclusions. Choice, or autonomy, supports 

development of intrinsic motivation, which in turn, can represent the culmination of a 

process of internalization of social and personal values, according to self-determination 

theorists (Deci & Ryan, 2002a). This concept of a journey or process is highlighted by 

Elgin when he concludes that overall, the “journey into this way of life [voluntary 

simplicity] seems to be a relatively slow, evolutionary process, one that unfolds gradually 

over a period of months or years” (p. 73). In keeping with my definition of environmental 

lifestyle as covering any combination of personal, professional and social actions, Elgin 

notes that people living voluntary simplicity lifestyles have not opted out of social 

concerns. Rather they changed their “way of participation” by paying more attention to 

local and global issues than national issues (p. 92).  

 Grigsby’s (2004) qualitative research included participant observation at 

simplicity meetings and workshops, interviews, and text analysis. She uses the term 

“simple livers” to describe a cultural movement that she found attracts people willing to 

stand apart from the social norms imposed by capitalistic-consumer culture. Her 

participants were: 

concerned about environmental degradation, critical of 

conspicuous consumption and ‘careerism’ and dissatisfied 

with the quality of life afforded by full participation in 
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mass consumer society…Simple livers say that there is no 

built-in or culturally established concept of ‘enough’ in the 

dominant culture, which implicitly accepts the goal of 

working long hours for a wage under conditions that are 

often deadening and stressful. (p. 1)  

 

This capacity of voluntary simplicity practitioners to redefine what constitutes a life well-

lived based on the concept of ‘enough’ sets these people apart from the dominant 

capitalistic-consumer cultural norm suggesting not just an independent streak, but strong 

self-determination, or as Grigsby describes it, an internalized moral identity. Like Elgin, 

Grigsby found that “simple living is seen as a process, not something that one achieves as 

a stable state” (p. 7). Additionally, she reports that those practicing voluntary simplicity 

“view themselves as cultural change agents who will influence others to change by their 

example rather than through efforts to convert others” (p. 9), and that “consumption is a 

key to be used in constructing a voluntary simplicity moral identity” (p. 20).  

I wondered, for purposes of this current research project, whether people 

practicing different environmental lifestyles varied in their ethical orientations. I was 

particularly interested in whether the ethical orientation of people living lifestyles 

emphasizing home-based production like voluntary simplicity practitioners differed from 

people contributing through recycling, green consumption, or other social-citizenship 

focused projects like activism, letter writing and community participation. As already 

noted, by ethical orientation I am referring to a tendency toward moral thoughts and 

feelings that represent a “moral style” (Shulman, 2005) consistent with a particular 

ethical theory or theories. These ethical differences could, for example, include a moral 

style more oriented toward calculating thinking about the consequences of one’s actions. 
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Where a person perceives a net benefit based on their personal or social assessment, the 

right thing to do (within one moral style), is to take that action or implement that policy. 

Another ethical style could be oriented more toward moral thinking based on duty or 

obligation toward principled action. In this case, the principle may be that recycling is 

always the right thing to do without consideration of whether a net benefit calculation 

shows an environmental gain. Other moral styles may emphasize character and context 

over principled action, or emphasize thinking about the potential effects of choices on 

relationships, whether with other people or the natural environment. To the degree that 

moral style dimensions combine in consistent ways, it is possible to explore that moral 

style through an ethical (theoretical) lens.  

In addition, the term ethical orientation is not intended to suggest an end state or 

that valuing environmental protection is the only factor influencing a person’s moral 

style. This is, of course, simply not the case. Innate personality traits and life experience 

continually influence a person’s ongoing moral development. Egoistic values can be 

activated by many things, including stage of life demands, having children, or concerns 

about security. These values, as shown by Schwartz (2007), can deactivate altruistic 

values underpinning environmental concerns. So it is understood that context influences 

value activation, and not all situations involve environmental considerations. 

Voluntary simplicity practitioners and recyclers may differ in how they define 

right living – from outside consumer culture (in other words, more motivated by personal 

norm rather than social norms for homesteaders and voluntary simplicity practitioners), 

or inside it (more motivated by social norms than personal norms for recyclers). I also 

wondered whether these distinctions were of a kind or of a degree. The social norms 
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associated with recycling began as personal norms of recycling role models more than 30 

years ago. The large number of Canadians now self-reporting that they recycle and the 

increase in composting suggests an environmental process or journey not restricted to 

voluntary simplicity or neohomesteader practitioners. This is not to suggest that everyone 

who recycles will eventually become a voluntary simplicity practitioner. What it does 

suggest is that regardless of the environmental lifestyle choices one makes that choices 

evolve over time and increasingly become self-determined and part of a person’s identity. 

Could a focus on environmental behaviours as one-off actions miss opportunities for 

situating individual actions within a long-term context of environmental practice, 

competency improvement, and increased intrinsic motivation? 

The concept of environmental practice is important to understanding 

environmental lifestyle choices. Researchers studying social practice have explored how 

consumption and sustainability are influenced by practices, context and social interaction 

(Hards, 2011; Ropke, 2009; Warde, 2005). Ropke (2009) considers people to be 

practitioners rather than consumers, because “people think of themselves as involved in 

meaningful practices rather than being involved in consumption” (p. 2495). She also 

notes that “the emphasis on doing implies attention to the competence of consumers, 

since things are only useful to those who have the skills to use them” (p.2495), and she 

suggests that we need to acknowledge the pleasure associated with being a skilled 

practitioner. Perceived competence is also important to the process of internalizing 

motivation, according to Deci and Ryan (2002a). 

The focus, however, for social practice theorists has generally not been on 

individual agency. Hards’ (2011) work is an exception. Her study explored how action on 
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climate change develops over a life time. Sixteen people participated in Hards’ study 

through in-depth interviews, completion of life-grids, and graphs of practices over time. 

She finds the “narratives rich in ethics ideas, including conceptions of the ‘good life’ and 

responsibilities to others and the planet,” and with “commitment tending to increase over 

time” (p. 28). The value of interaction with nature, as well as values of “simplicity, 

including frugality, thrift and low-consumption and ‘living lightly’, were also widely 

held,” in Hards’ sample (p. 28). The concept of ‘practice’ is also central to virtue ethics, a 

character-focused and ancient ethic that will be explored in-depth in this study. 

Wensveen notes that “practice is a traditional synonym for the cultivation of virtue” 

(2005b, p. 18). A feature of ancient wisdom, according to Haidt, is that it “emphasize(s) 

practice and habit rather than factual knowledge” (2006, p. 160).  

I was motivated to do this research because I was unaware of any environmental 

group, government or utility developing environmental education or environmental 

behaviour change initiatives that focused on long-term lifestyle change or practice. 

Instead, experts designing initiatives focus on creating the conditions to encourage one-

off actions, like inflating tires, turning off lights or other electricity consuming products, 

adding insulation to homes or buying energy-efficient appliances and vehicles by 

activating personal and/or social norms and increasing perceived and actual behavioural 

control (Ajzen, 1991; McKenzie-Mohr, 2000; McKenzie-Mohr & Smith, 1999). 

Environmental ethics, as far as I have been able to determine, has not been explicitly 

considered by experts designing the approach such initiatives. As we will see in the 

following chapter, these behaviour change efforts are based on what are called rational 

choice models and emerge from the assumption that individual self-interest will motivate 



13 

 

 

the uptake of new behaviours. Yet consistent with Hards’ work, research increasingly 

shows that environmental attitudes toward pro-environmental behaviours are moral 

attitudes and that anticipated feelings of regret associated with the failure to adhere to 

personal and social norms indicates an environmental conscience (Kaiser, 2006). 

Conscience is a person’s sense of right and wrong, clearly territory associated with ethics. 

My own research shows that environmental inaction can be rationalized through 

processes of moral disengagement (Gifford & Comeau, 2011).  

This study has humble aspirations: simply to increase understanding of the ethical 

dimensions associated with environmental lifestyles. To ensure conclusions are not 

overstated and to contribute to understanding how environmental and non-environmental 

values relate, I also explore how gender, age, parenthood, income, education, and faith-

spiritual affiliation influenced study variables.  

Two challenges to this research can be anticipated. First, a question often asked of 

my work, including this project, is ‘what about those people who are unengaged or 

amotivated?’ To this first challenge, I offer two responses. First, increased understanding 

of the people succeeding in making environmental lifestyle choices opens the door to 

applying these insights to engage the unengaged. This research represents a first step in 

understanding how people succeed in making environmental lifestyle choices. Perhaps 

more importantly, focusing on environmental exemplars opens the mind to understanding 

the dimensions of excellence, and in turn, the good in environmental lifestyles rather than 

failure. A psychological corollary can serve as an example: we can study factors 

contributing to mental illness or we can study factors contributing to mental health.  I 

prefer to study environmental health, rather than environmental illness, an approach 



14 

 

 

associated with positive psychology, the “study of positive subjective experiences, the 

study of positive individual traits, and the study of institutions that enable positive 

experiences and positive traits” (C. Peterson & M. E. P. Seligman, 2004, p. 5).  

My second response to the first challenge that I have not included the 

environmentally unengaged in this study, is summarized in Figure 1-1. A person’s 

environmental lifestyle can range from recycling and green consumption to production 

(the term Producers used in Figure 1-1 captures the self-sufficiency and home-based 

production dimensions often associated with voluntary simplicity, homesteader, 

permaculture, organic farming, and intentional community practices). The environmental 

outcomes of these lifestyle choices will vary. The purpose of this study was not to 

calculate ecological footprints, to emphasize a particular action, or to imply absolutely 

discrete categories. The purpose of this study was to increase understanding of the ethical 

dimensions associated with a broad range of environmental lifestyle choices. Consistent 

with my methodological commitment to systems thinking and to positive psychology, I 

am working to think in terms of “continua not categories,” (C. Peterson & M. E. P. 

Seligman, 2004, p. 8) because environmental lifestyle dimensions overlap: Patrick, a 60-

year old participant from Edmonton, described himself as an environmental professional. 

Yet, Patrick is one of Canada’s longest serving activists on energy and conservation 

issues. He also raises animals and grows a significant amount of food each year. His 

ecological identity (Thomashow, 1996) has changed over the years and today he sees 

himself as an environmental professional. George, a retired business executive, described 

himself as an activist given his community environmental work, but he primarily focuses 

on green consumption as part of his environmental lifestyle. Is there so much overlap that 
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any categorical analysis is impossible or invalid? Not at all; category analysis in this 

study was meaningful with significant differences in measures of, for example, moral 

sensitivity and moral reasoning. We can think in terms of dimensions and continua and 

categories.  

Additionally, if, as reported by Statistics Canada, 97% of Canadians access at 

least one type of recycling program, a study based on a sample including recycling 

practitioners, as well as homesteading practitioners, covers a broad and representative 

spectrum of environmental lifestyle choices. Figure 1-1 summarizes the range of 

environmental lifestyle choices made by participants in this study.  
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Figure 1-1. Sample spanned social to personal norms in environmental practice 

Environmental lifestyle categories overlap, but may vary by degree of environmental lifestyle and 

self-determination. 

 

The vertical axis represents the possible range of engagement in environmental practice 

from low or unengaged to recycling, green consumption, and extending in the upper right 

quadrant to high engagement in environmental practice as suggested by voluntary 

simplicity, homesteading, permaculture, organic farming, and intentional community 

lifestyles. The horizontal axis extends from social to personal norms where social norms 

would reflect culturally common behaviours such as recycling and personal norms 

represents environmental choices increasingly outside social norms. In this study I 

explore the relationship among environmental practice, self-determination and ethics. 

Another challenge to this research might be that I have not taken enough account 

of the social and cultural barriers to environmental choices when I question the 
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effectiveness of current behaviour change approaches. Twenty years of environmental 

work have given me insight into the barriers people face in making environmental 

choices, ranging from product availability; food; homes; financial feasibility; information 

availability; or accessibility to facilitating infrastructure like public transit and sidewalks, 

solar ready roofs, etc. Stage of life can also be a barrier, with family related time 

constraints less relevant to those not caring for younger children. Research clearly shows 

that behaviour change can be undermined when social context – physical and cultural – 

mitigates or overwhelms positive environmental attitudes (Stern, 2000).  

We can say these social and cultural barriers are representative of the dominant 

social paradigm (Dunlap, et al., 2000) that defines the common good in market economy 

and consumption terms. As Milbrath (1984) points out, “nearly all of the values, norms, 

beliefs and institutions of the society are oriented toward maintenance of the paradigm” 

(p. 4). Just as Milbrath did in 1984, with his cross-cultural exploration of 

environmentalists and the role they played in advancing a new ecological paradigm, I am 

suggesting that people already practicing an environmental lifestyle are articulating a new 

ecological ethic that remains as Milbrath said: “insufficiently developed,” (p. 12). 

Milbrath described his environmentalists as: “Advocating thoughtful consideration of 

where we are going, careful and subdued production and consumption, conservation of 

resources, protection of the environment, and the basic values of compassion, justice, and 

quality of life” (p. 14). 

The value of my research is that it seeks to understand people who have the 

capacity to persist in their environmental lifestyle choices despite facing social and 

cultural barriers associated with the dominant social paradigm, including such things as 
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varying degrees of exposure to product advertising that was valued globally in 2010 at 

$503 billion (Strauss, Rupp, & Love, 2013, p. 69). Some people make quite radical life 

choices despite barriers common in our society; other people feel more constrained. The 

literature cited so far suggests these differences relate to variations in levels of self-

determination associated with having a strong environmental moral identity. Differences 

in the capacity for persistence motivated me to want to explore the ethical dimensions 

associated with this range of environmental lifestyle choices. I could have chosen to 

study, as Milbrath (1984) says, the “establishment”, or I could have looked for where 

“the gradual change in beliefs, and ultimately in behavior patterns, is in the large mass of 

people who fall somewhere between the vanguard and the rearguard” (p. 19). My 

approach oriented the research from a focus on why people fail (barriers everywhere) or 

adhere to the status quo, to why others succeed despite social and economic barriers to 

environmental lifestyle choices. 

1.3 Dissertation Approach 

My research hovers at the boundaries of humanistic and social science scholarly 

traditions. I have looked to theorists and researchers working in ethics and eco-

philosophy, as well as to moral and motivation psychology to define variables and 

indicators to measure ethical orientation. The work of ecological virtue ethicists and 

positive psychologists informed interpretation of the results. It was important that the 

dissertation be accessible to philosophers with no social science experience, and to social 

scientists with no philosophy experience. As a result, I provide more detail about all 

aspects of the research than social scientists may wish for and less argument than 
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philosophers may prefer. My aim was not a philosophical defense, but rather 

philosophically informed measures of ethical orientation to guide social science research.  

Chapters 1 to 4 (Introduction, Literature Review, Methods and Methodology, and 

Demographic Frequencies) set the stage for the four results chapters (Environmental 

Journeys, Traits and Moral Judgment, Self-Determination, and Moral Attentiveness).  

Each results chapter begins by reporting sample-wide results (sample is non-random) and 

analysis by demographic variables, including age, gender, education, income, location, 

marital status and faith-spiritual affiliation before turning to analysis by environmental 

lifestyle category. I describe at the end of the Literature Review (Chapter 2), and in the 

Methods section of Chapter 3, the working model (Figure 2-6) used to guide my research; 

results chapters represent model variables. In Chapter 5, I summarize values, beliefs and 

norms emerging from environmental journey narrative and participant definitions of a life 

well-lived, as well as provide initial analysis of ethical orientation. In Chapter 6, I report 

on results for character traits and moral judgment indicators each comprising additional 

measures of ethical orientation. In Chapters 7 and 8, I report on variations in self-

determination and moral attentiveness and how indicators used to track these variables 

vary with ethical orientation. In Chapter 9, I expand the analysis of the ethical orientation 

by environmental lifestyle category through analysis of additional green consumers. In 

Chapter 10, I summarize overall ethical orientation results. Chapter 11 discusses results, 

implications and future research directions. Each results chapter includes a summary of 

results with preliminary interpretation primarily to help readers sustain their engagement 

with the material through a complex weaving of statistical and narrative data.  
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The literature review in Chapter 2 begins with a summary of what I believe to be 

weaknesses associated with some of the current approaches to environmental behaviour 

change and engagement. I focus, in particular, on psychological models and the 

increasing evidence for an ethical understanding of attitudes, beliefs and norms. As I 

describe these psychological models, I begin the process of linking psychology and 

philosophy, describing in particular the relationship between positive psychology and 

virtue ethics. I then turn more fully to ethical theory, including environmental ethics. I 

conclude the literature review with an introduction to my research approach to set the 

stage for the methodology-methods chapter that follows.  
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 Literature Review Chapter 2

2.1 Introduction 

This literature review provides the rationale for my research approach. The chapter 

argues that: 

2.1.1 Behaviour change and engagement initiatives, whether targeting 

household energy or water conservation and efficiency, waste reduction 

or transportation alternatives, or letter writing, share three weaknesses: 

i. These initiatives do not make visible the underlying capitalist-

consumer culture paradigm encouraging the actions causing 

environmental stress, an approach common to mainstream 

environmentalism.  

ii. Consistent with the dominant cultural paradigm, behaviour change 

models overemphasize rational choice, individualism, and 

objective actions rather than subjective transformation. As a result, 

egocentric values are overemphasized at the expense of collective 

values, and peoples’ emotions. 

iii. Self-determination (intrinsic or internalized motivation) has not 

been encouraged. 

2.1.2 Aristotelian inspired ethics, and its corollary in positive psychology, 

suggest opportunities for subjective transformation through a focus on 

excellence as a means to flourishing, well-being and health. 

2.1.3 Ethical reflection on moral values can increase moral sensitivity and the 

moral reasoning capacity countering the tendency to rationalize inaction.  

2.1.4 Environmental ethics, particularly ecological virtue ethics (EVE), can 

nurture the self-determination needed to sustain environmental practice. 

2.1.1 Limitations of Current Behaviour Change Approaches  

2.1.1 (i) Mainstream Environmentalism 

Environmental behaviour change efforts aimed at reducing environmental stress through 

technology improvement, market-based instruments, and modest lifestyle changes are 

considered mainstream because they operate from within the existing capitalistic-

consumer culture, or dominant social paradigm  (Kohák, 2000; Merchant, 2005; 
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Milbrath, 1984). These approaches are consistent with the Enlightenment and Industrial-

Scientific Revolution beliefs in the primacy of reasoning by self-directed, self-interested, 

equal individuals, and in the inevitability of progress through infinite growth and 

technological improvement (Nash, 1989). Working within this dominant social paradigm, 

change advocates do not challenge the cultural cues that encourage desire, material 

consumption, and excessive individualism, all of which artificially separate the self from 

nature (Kasser & Kanner, 2004; Merchant, 2005; Nash, 1989). The result is engagement 

efforts that emphasize consumer-oriented actions and enlightened self-interest, while 

ignoring the social cues driving status-seeking consumption. These references from two 

of Canada’s leading environmental groups are typical: 

Small steps make a big difference on the path to living 

more sustainably. The David Suzuki Foundation will show 

you how to transform your home, office and community 

into a healthy and sustainable one. From everyday green 

living tips to helpful resources on fighting climate change, 

we can help you make informed decisions to reduce your 

environmental footprint…Neutralize emissions through the 

purchase of carbon offsets.  

(http://www.davidsuzuki.org/what-you-can-do/) 

 

Save On Energy program to save electricity: Take pledge: 

choose one of nine conservation actions. Earn Air Miles 

Points, receive coupons to buy efficient products; Kick 

plastic bag habit campaign. (World Wildlife Fund, 

http://www.mysaveonenergypledge.ca/pledge) 

 

The emphasis by two of Canada’s largest environmental organizations on small 

steps and green consumption is indicative of efforts operating from within the dominant 

social paradigm. The focus does not challenge consumer culture, call for restraint in 

consumption, or suggest that lifestyles need to change to bring environmental impacts 

http://www.davidsuzuki.org/what-you-can-do/
http://www.mysaveonenergypledge.ca/pledge
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associated with a consumptive lifestyle in line with nature’s capacity to cope. In other 

words, the focus of these initiatives is on rational choice (green consumption is better 

consumption), and on actions external to the person. The focus is not on the need for 

subjective or transformative change, and does not seek to profile non-consumptive 

lifestyles that people could inspire personal change through observing positive role 

modeling. Some authors describe these efforts as “reform environmentalism” (Bragg, 

1996, p. 94; Wensveen, 2005b, p. 17). Arne Naess called mainstream or reform 

environmentalism “shallow ecology” in contrast to “deep ecology”. A deep ecology, 

according to Naess, implies fundamental changes in attitude leading to changes in 

“economic, technological, and ideological structures. The resulting state of affairs will be 

deeply different from the present” (Naess, 2003, p. 264). One might call this a darker 

shade of “green belief – the belief…that a fairly radical change in the way we engage 

with nature is imperative” (Hursthouse, 2009, p. 156). 

Deep ecology has been described as a “social movement” (Bragg, 1996, p. 95) in 

contrast to the more individualistic approach underlying psychological models. Deep 

ecology proponents suggest an attitude, ethics, process, and practice perspective already 

associated with the voluntary simplicity and homesteader practitioners described in 

Chapter 1. People practicing recycling and green consumption behaviours would have 

been described by Naess as practicing shallow ecology. What are the ethical dimensions 

underlying this continuum of light to dark green beliefs? Can rational choice approaches 

activate the kind of subjective transformation needed to sustain long-term change? 
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2.1.1 (ii) Rational Choice Models Over Emphasized 

Psychological models of the process associated with behavioural intention, often 

emphasize abstract or rational choice as the basis for motivation, and are used to study or 

encourage singular actions like insulating a home or buying an energy-efficient product. 

The goal is to identify the specific attitudes, beliefs, and norms relating to the targeted 

behaviour and to then use that information to design a multi-pronged intervention that 

removes specific-to-that-behaviour barriers, be they physical, psychological or social. 

The working assumption is that removing behaviour-specific barriers will enhance 

motivation toward the targeted behaviour. Intention is believed to be the antecedent to 

actually doing the targeted action. These approaches are commonly used by governments, 

utilities and environmental groups in developing consumer-oriented initiatives.  

Icek Ajzen’s (2006) expectancy-value model of behavioural intention is an 

example of the rational choice (cognitive-evaluative) approach (Perugini & Bagozzi, 

2006). The Ajzen model was developed in the 1970s and remains influential. The theory 

of planned behaviour (TPB) emerges from paradigmatic assumptions that people are 

rational and self-interested and that rational choice theory accurately represents how 

people form and act on intentions. The TPB model described by Kaiser (2006), assumes 

that three antecedents underpin the formation of intention and that, in turn, intention is 

the main predictor of actual behaviour (Figure 2-1). These antecedents include a person’s 

attitudes (positive-negative evaluation of objects), subjective norms (normative 

behavioural beliefs based on expectations of friends, family and peers), and perceived 

behavioural control (PBC, people’s confidence in their competence to engage in a certain 

behaviour). The TPB is a variation on ABC theory, which as Stern (2000) describes it, 
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postulates that behaviour is an “interactive product of personal-sphere attitudinal 

variables (A) and contextual factors (C). The attitude-behavior (B) association is 

strongest when contextual factors are neutral and approaches zero when contextual forces 

are strongly positive or negative, effectively compelling or prohibiting the behavior” (p. 

415).  

Research into the role habits play in behaviours shows that the rational choice 

model may reflect reasoning processes for occasional actions, such as installing a 

furnace, but may not apply to habitual actions, such as driving one’s car (Ouellette & 

Wood, 1998). Occasional actions like installing a furnace or new windows, or buying a 

vehicle also represent household purchases with higher environmental benefits than much 

day-to-day habitual behaviour like turning off lights. Stern (2000) suggests that 

environmental attitudes and environmental concerns may be less important when it 

comes to these one-time or occasional behaviours.  
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Figure 2-1. Model of theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 2006) 

 

A number of studies show that incorporating self-conscious emotions, either guilt 

or moral regret (Bamberg & Moser, 2007), into the TPB model significantly improves the 

model’s capacity to predict behavioural intention. The researchers found that problem 

awareness, internal attribution (ascribing personal responsibility), feelings of guilt and 

social norms explained 58% of the variation in moral norm, and that guilt feelings were 

associated with attitude and perceived behavioural control. The researchers suggest that 

the “result that feelings of guilt is a significant predictor of moral norm, as well as 

attitude and perceived behavioural control underlines the significance of analysing the 

impact of ‘moral’ or self-conscious emotions [regret and guilt] on pro-environmental 

intentions in future studies” (p.22).  
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These results are roughly in line with Kaiser (2006), who found that attitude, 

subjective norms (expectations of friends, family and peers as compared to social norms 

which represent the expectations of society), perceived behavioural control, and moral 

regret are distinguishable concepts affecting intention toward conservation behaviours. In 

fact, attitude and moral norms toward conservation behaviours overlapped so strongly 

that Kaiser concludes, “people’s attitudes toward conservation behavior represent 

primarily moral considerations and that self-interest and rational choice might be of less 

significance” (p. 80).  

Kaiser’s conclusion that environmental attitudes are not just moral, but trait-like, 

and that self-interested net benefit framing of environmental actions may not be 

appropriate, is significant. The results suggest that the dominant response to 

environmental concerns that encourages singular behaviours that lower environmental 

impacts through appeals to self-interest may be working against existing or emerging 

environmental ethics working at the subjective level. Empirical research clearly shows 

that behavioural interventions need to target specific, rather than general attitudes, beliefs 

and norms (Gardner & Stern, 2002). However, ignoring the value-ethics context within 

which these behaviours are situated overlooks dimensions important to understanding 

long-term persistence and lifestyle change within which these individual behavioural 

choices take place. The results also suggest that psychology’s fixation on research that 

measures discrete variables miss whole person insights. Stern (2000) makes this point in 

highlighting the evidence for interaction effects in the ABC model. “Single variable 

studies may demonstrate that a particular theoretical framework has explanatory power 
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but may not contribute to the comprehensive understanding of particular environmentally 

significant behaviors that is needed to change them” (p. 418). 

Stern’s suggestion that “synthetic theories or models” are needed that “postulate 

relationships” (p. 418), is precisely what Kaiser (2006) and Bamberg and Moser (2007) 

are moving toward as they incorporate additional variables into the model of planned 

behavior. This more holistic approach to understanding motivation toward environmental 

behaviours is represented in the value-belief-norm (VBN) model, developed by Stern and 

colleagues (Stern, Dietz, Abel, Guagnano, & Kalof, 1999). This model moves beyond 

individualistic rational choice towards a social-cognitive model to study pro-

environmental behaviours (Figure 2-2) by: 

linking value theory, norm-activation theory, and the new 

environmental paradigm perspective through a causal chain 

of five variables leading to behavior: personal values 

(especially altruistic values), NEP [New Ecological 

Paradigm], AC [awareness of consequences] and AR 

[ascription of responsibility] beliefs about general 

conditions in the biophysical environment, and personal 

norms for proenvironmental action (Stern, 2000, p. 412).  

 

Importantly, personal norms are triggered by both awareness of consequences to things 

that a person values, and because the person believes they can do something to reduce the 

threat (perceived behavioural control in the theory of planned behaviour model).   
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Figure 2-2. Value-belief-norm theory (Stern, et al., 1999) 

The VBN model starts from the premise that environmental attitudes emerge from 

underlying environmental values represented in the first column in Figure 2-2 as 

altruistic, egoistic, traditional, and openness to change values. Different value 

orientations lead to different attitudes, with egoistic and traditional values generally 

opposing or negatively influencing altruistic and transcendent values. Schultz (2001), 

using Schwartz’s values scale, found that egoistic concerns were positively correlated 

with self-enhancement (values like achievement and power) and negatively correlated 

with self-transcendence (altruistic values like universalism and benevolence); biospheric 

concerns were negatively correlated with self-enhancement and positively correlated with 

self-transcendence. Self-transcendent, or altruistic values, have been associated with 
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prosocial or “bigger-than-self” (Crompton, 2010, p. 8; S. Schwartz, 2007) behaviours and 

concerns. In turn, these social-altruistic orientations have been correlated with 

environmental intentions and behaviours (Dunlap, et al., 2000; Stern, 2000). The VBN 

model’s explicit consideration of values, in particular altruistic and biospheric values, 

incorporates emotions and consideration of others in ways that the TPB model, with its 

emphasis on self-interested and rational thinking, does not. Its consideration of biospheric 

values through the New Ecological Paradigm measure opens the door to environmental 

ethical analysis. This study advances understanding of the ethics behind environmental 

lifestyle choices that can inform the VBN and environmental engagement efforts.  

Values have been extensively studied by Shalom Schwartz. The value theory 

component of Stern’s value-belief-norm model is based on Schwartz’s (1992) moral 

norm-activation and values theory (Figure 2-3). Schwartz’s value theory circumplex can 

be used to classify environmental attitudes according to the value that people place on 

themselves, other people, or plants and animals. Stern and colleagues (1999) describe 

these distinct value clusters as egoistic, social-altruistic, and biospheric. The biospheric 

orientation implies affiliation with an environmental worldview called the New 

Ecological Paradigm (Dunlap, et al., 2000), which is represented in the second column of 

Figure 2-2.  

The New Ecological Paradigm (NEP), and awareness of consequences, 

constitutes the belief components of the model, which help people sort through potential 

adverse consequences of environmental threats. Ascription of responsibility and pro-

environmental personal norms represent the norm activation components of the model. 

The behaviour dimensions (final column, Figure 2-2) of the VBN model overlap with my 
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definition of environmental lifestyle, with public-sphere behaviours (activism, citizenship 

and policy support) included, but also my detailed break out of private-sphere behaviours, 

which covers a spectrum from recycling and green consumption to home-based 

production. Stern, supported by previous research, reports that personal norms “are the 

main basis for individuals’ general predisposition to proenvironmental action and that 

these norms are activated as the theory specifies” (Stern, 2000, p. 413). Stern reports that 

56% of the variance in the personal norm variable was accounted for by values, the NEP, 

and ascription of consequence beliefs.  

Before turning to a discussion of environmental values represented by the New 

Ecological Paradigm, more should be said about values, or what Dent (1984) calls the 

“active passions” (p. 89). The American Psychological Association’ Dictionary of 

Psychology defines value as “a moral, social, or aesthetic principle accepted by an 

individual or society as a guide to what is good, desirable, or important” (American 

Psychological Association, 2007, p. 975). The human response, however, to that which is 

valued is so much more than a rational assessment of principle: it is an emotional 

response, usually a desire to protect or enhance what we value, or in Dent’s framing, 

what we love: 

Those active passions which derive from negative 

valuations being made derive, themselves, ultimately from 

their subject’s loving attachment to, or care for, something 

as good or valuable to him. The negative valuation he 

makes is apt to arouse a passional response in him because 

it is a valuation to the effect that what he holds dear is 

suffering, or is likely to suffer, some ill; and by the onset of 

these passions their subject is being moved to desire and act 

in the defence of and for the preservation of what he holds 

to be good. Such loving attachments do not, however, only 

express themselves when what is loved fares ill; they are 
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also expressed directly in desire of, and activity directed to, 

enhancing the well-being and well-faring of what is loved. 

One does not decide or choose to form such loving 

attachments as one does form, though one may choose to 

try and facilitate or impede their formation or continuance. 

They are responses, reactions, called out from one in 

relation to what are (as one believes) desirable, valuable, 

meritorious etc. qualities in what is loved. (p. 89) 

 

Dent reminds us that we are moved to protect that which we love and we love what we 

believe is good.  Environmental love is empathic toward nature and the human 

relationship with it. As explored further in the next section, we also value those things 

that enhance our survival as biological beings, and values can vie for attention depending 

on our needs at any particular time. However, for the moment, it is important to 

emphasize, as Dent and Peterson and Seligman have done, that environmental values, are 

by nature, transcendent, other regarding, and emerging from love. We can now explore 

how environmental love is expressed through environmental values measured by the New 

Ecological Paradigm scale. 

Environmental Worldview 

The NEP was used to measure environmental values in the study on the environmental 

values-behaviour action gap described in Chapter 1 (Kennedy, et al., 2009). As described 

by Gardner and Stern, the NEP ecological worldview advocates “harmony with nature, 

emphasizes the finiteness of natural resources, the limited resilience of ecological 

processes, and the necessity of controlling human population and material growth” 

(Gardner & Stern, 2002, p. 56). From within this overall environmental worldview, 

variations in values and ethics emerge in clusters that Merchant (2005) described as 

homocentric and ecocentric. A homocentric ethic emphasizes the human good (i.e. 
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sustainability aimed at preserving resources for future generations), while an ecocentric 

ethic emphasizes the good of the biosphere (Gardner & Stern, 2002). According to 

Gardner and Stern, research shows the “initial emergence [in the U.S.] of a more 

ecocentric orientation…ecological worldview…and fundamental shift in general societal 

values” (2002, p. 59).  

This evolution of an environmental worldview has been studied most extensively by 

environmental sociologists (Dunlap & Michelson, 2002; Dunlap, et al., 2000) using the 

NEP scale. The scale measures agreement or disagreement with the following New 

Ecological Paradigm and dominant social paradigm values and worldview (beliefs) 

dimensions: 

 Worldview 

o We are approaching the limit of the number of people the earth can support. 

o When humans interfere with nature it often produces disastrous consequences. 

o Human ingenuity will ensure that we do NOT make the earth unlivable. 

o Humans are severely abusing the environment. 

o The earth has plenty of natural resources if we just learn how to develop them. 

o The balance of nature is strong enough to cope with the impacts of modern 

industrial nations. 

o Despite our special abilities humans are still subject to the laws of nature. 

o The so-called ‘ecological crisis’ facing humankind has been greatly 

exaggerated. 

o The earth is like a spaceship with very limited room and resources. 

o The balance of nature is very delicate and easily upset. 

o Humans will eventually learn enough about how nature works to be able to 

control it. 

o If things continue on their present course, we will soon experience a major 

ecological catastrophe. 

 Values 

o Humans have the right to modify the natural environment to suit their needs. 

o Plants and animals have as much right as humans to exist. 

o Humans were meant to rule over the rest of nature (Gardner & Stern, 2002, p. 

63). 
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Stern and colleagues found that when they surveyed U.S. citizens, the respondents mixed 

homocentric and ecocentric worldviews and values: “…homocentric and ecocentric 

values, though they are distinct in the literature of the environmental movement, could 

not be disentangled in this cross-section of citizens” (p. 64). These results suggest further 

research is warranted to explore ecological worldviews from a more integrated human-

within-nature perspective to better understand the moral dimensions associating with an 

environmental worldview. 

Returning to the VBN model, the worldview-values link represented by the NEP 

is thought to be mediated by “awareness of harmful consequences to valued objects” 

(Schultz, 2001, p. 335), which, in turn leads to the ascription of responsibility, and 

triggering of personal norms (columns 3, 4, and 5, Figure 2-2) required to motivate 

prosocial behaviour (activism, citizenship, policy support, private-sphere behaviours, 

column 6, Figure 2-2). Bamberg and Moser’s 2007 study, for example, endorsed this 

view:  

Our results underline the role of awareness of and 

knowledge about environmental problems as a second 

important indirect determinant of pro-environmental 

behaviour. Awareness/knowledge is not only associated 

with the internal attribution of responsibility, social norms, 

and feelings of guilt, but also directly influences the degree 

of PBC [perceived behaviour control], as well as the 

attitude toward choosing a pro-environmental behaviour. 

(p. 22) 

 

Bamberg and Moser’s conclusion that awareness of consequences and knowledge about 

environmental problems have important indirect and direct influence on development of 

personal norms (internal attribution), social norms (expectations of others), self-

conscious emotions (like guilt and shame), and perception of the capacity to exercise 
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behavioural control (or the competence to execute the behaviour) should not be taken to 

mean that education and information is enough to encourage pro-environmental 

behaviours. As Gardner and Stern (2002) report, education and information alone have 

shown limited success in changing behaviour.  

Education and information can help overcome internal barriers to action, 

particularly if the initiative includes mechanisms for providing behavioural feedback to 

program participants; modelling of the targeted behaviours, encouraging participants to 

make a public commitment to the targeted behaviour, providing reminders and prompts, 

and highlighting existing attitudes and social norms through exposure to role models or 

message framing. These kind of programmatic tools are common to community social 

marketing techniques developed by Doug McKenzie-Mohr (2000; 1999). Gardner and 

Stern (2002) note that “education can change attitudes and specific beliefs, but it cannot 

quickly or easily change ethics or values. Furthermore, education is unlikely to work if it 

promotes attitudes that clash with people’s basic values and ethics” (p. 74).   
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Figure 2-3. Schwartz’s value theory (Crompton, 2010) 

 

An important dimension of Schwartz’s circumplex of values, described by 

Crompton (2010), is the integrated nature of the value system where priority values 

oppose or suppress non-priority values (that is values rise and fall in priority) as people 

try to satisfy their various needs. Once hunger has been satisfied, a person is interested in 

satisfying other needs; when hunger returns it becomes a priority. In other words, people 

have a value system (Kasser, 2002) where value priority varies depending on which 

needs are prominent. Schwartz (2007) notes that people will give priority to values they 
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believe they can attain and downgrade values they believe are less attainable. This does 

not hold for security-power related values (straddling self-enhancement and security 

clusters): if economic, or security-related values are threatened they become priorities; 

this human reaction is consistent with Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1954) because as 

John Stuart Mill put it in 1871, “security, to every one’s feelings [is] the most vital of all 

interests” (Mill, 1993, p. 222). The link between values and needs is important. Kasser 

(2002) notes that Maslow used the terms “values and needs almost interchangeably 

believing that people’s values are strongly determined by their place on his well-known 

need hierarchy” (p. 127). Citing Schwartz, Kasser summarizes that researcher’s 

perspective on values as representing:  

“…in the form of conscious goals, three universal 

requirements of human experience to which all individuals 

and societies must be responsive: needs of individuals as 

biological organisms, requisites of coordinated social 

interaction, and survival and welfare needs of the group. 

(p.127) 

 

Kasser believes that Schwartz’s values-cluster model relates to the three basic 

psychological needs identified by self-determination theory: the needs for autonomy, 

competence and relatedness. In turn, Kasser proposes that “values reflect intrinsic and 

extrinsic motivation” (2002, p. 130). Schwartz’s values clusters as shown in Figure 2-3, 

indicate, based on empirical evidence, that values closest to each other are compatible, 

those opposite each other conflict. Kasser, citing self-determination research, describes 

how these empirical findings overlap with Schwartz’s values research: 

…the circumplex reveals that stimulation, self-direction, 

universalism, and benevolence all cluster together and are 

thus seen as representing autonomy and relatedness needs, 

which replicates Kasser and Ryan’s (1996) factor analysis 
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showing that affiliation, community feeling, and self-

acceptance load on one factor…the values most similar to 

extrinsic values, namely power, achievement, and 

conformity/tradition, also cluster together and are on the 

opposite side of the circumplex from the intrinsic values. 

Further, it is interesting that Kasser and Ryan (1996) 

showed that security and power values are right next to 

each other in the circumplex. In sum, although Schwartz’s 

value model was not designed to test ideas deriving from 

STD, many of his results can be interpreted in a manner 

consistent with the theory (Kasser, 2002, p. 131).  

 

Values understood through a self-determination lens, according to Kasser, not only 

overlap well with Schwartz’s circumplex, but suggest an evolving, growing, maturing 

dimension where, over time, values initially imposed, if you will, from social or other 

external dimensions, become internalized. Returning to the discussion of environmental 

values, altruistic environmental love need not present itself full and complete, but can 

emerge over time as environmental values become “an element or aspect of his own self” 

(Dent, 1984, p. 147); part of a person’s definition of “the proper way in which one should 

live” (Dent, 1984, p. 109). A person who thinks environmental values are ‘just who I am’ 

is a person acting autonomously.  

The need for autonomy – “the quality of owning one’s actions and making action 

choices that are integrated with the self” (Little, Hawley, Heinrich, & Marsland, 2002, p. 

392) – serves the needs for competence and relatedness described by Kasser. An 

autonomous person is intrinsically motivated. Encouraging environmental behaviours 

through financial or other external rewards can undermine autonomy and relatedness by 

shifting motivation toward extrinsic or egotistical motivations (away from self-direction 

and stimulation values toward power and security values). The shift toward egotistical 

value motivations represents a shift away from transcendent-relatedness-altruistic 
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(universalism, benevolence) values. As already noted, environmental values relate to the 

cluster of self-transcendent values, rather than self-enhancement values: offering 

financial and other external rewards moves people away from collective values toward 

the self-enhancement values cluster. 

Schwartz’s value circumplex has been found to hold cross-culturally challenging 

claims that values are relative to culture. Kasser also reports on cross-cultural empirical 

results suggesting that the “dynamics posited by SDT [self-determination theory] may be 

universal, as opposed to culturally specific” (2002, p. 136). These cross-cultural results 

suggest the possibility of some generalization in interpreting my study results that go 

beyond the non-random sample used in this study. To this point, evidence suggests a 

strong relationship among values, beliefs and norms, and self-determination. In section 

2.1.1, I elaborate further on Deci and Ryan’s (2002) motivational theory of self-

determination situating it as providing insight into the process associated with the 

environmental behaviours described in the VBN model, but also Aristotelian virtue 

ethics. Sections 2.1.2, 2.1.3 and 2.14 make the link between positive psychology and 

virtue ethics, the role ethics can play in countering rationalization, and then summarizing 

the three ethical frameworks used to guide study methods. 

2.1.1 (iii) Self-Determination  

Why bring another motivational theory into the discussion of environmental behaviours? 

Deci and Ryan’s (2002) self-determination theory, in my view, is important to my 

research for two reasons. First, it is a theory consistent with my own research paradigm, 

but second and more importantly, SDT adds important detail to the process described by 
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VBN and provides a bridge between VBN and critical dimensions of virtue ethics theory, 

particularly the importance of intrinsic motivation.   

Self-determination theorists operate from within a different paradigm than 

behavioural, conservation and social psychologists, one that starts with the premise that 

values a more internal or subjective locus of control because “individuals have natural, 

innate, and constructive tendencies to develop an ever more elaborated and unified sense 

of self” (p. 5). The assumption of an active person does not deny that people are 

interacting with their environment or that there can be barriers to action that must be 

overcome through social or personal effort. The VBN model covers this territory well. 

But self-determination researchers aim their investigative lens on the agent assuming a 

dialectic where interactions can undermine or enhance the sense of self rather than create 

“a collection of selves or self-schemas that are activated by cues” (p. 4). The process of 

activation was alluded to earlier in describing Schwartz’s value circumplex where 

activation of one set of values de-activated other values (recall that the VBN incorporates 

Schwartz value model). I believe that self-determination theory offers insights into the 

process associated with environmental behaviours described by Stern’s VBN model. 

A self-determination perspective suggests a co-evolving self that strives toward a 

coherent identity. From a SDT perspective, controlling environments can lead to “a 

highly fragmented and sometimes passive, reactive, or alienated self,” while autonomy 

(being the origin or source of one’s behaviour) and competence enhancing environments 

can support psychological development of the self that is “active and integrated” (Deci & 

Ryan, 2002a, p. 5). Just as people are motivated to satisfy their biological needs, people 

are also motivated to satisfy their psychological needs. These basic psychological 
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“nutrients” include the need for competence (“feeling effective in one’s ongoing 

interactions with the social environment and experiencing opportunities to exercise and 

express one’s capacities,” p. 7); the need for relatedness (“feeling connected to others, to 

caring for and being cared for by others, to having a sense of belongingness both with 

other individuals and with one’s community,” p. 7); and autonomy (“acting from interest 

and integrated values,” p. 8).  

Controlling or amotivating social contexts can prevent people from securing these 

basic psychological needs, which in turn, can undermine the capacity to be intrinsically 

motivated (internal locus of control). A person who is intrinsically motivated is in a state 

of being that is “non-instrumentally focused, instead originating autotelically [having a 

goal or end purpose in itself] from satisfaction inherent in action, whereas extrinsic 

motivation [external locus of control] is focused toward and dependent on contingent 

outcomes that are separable from the action per se” (Deci & Ryan, 2002b, p. 10). A 

contingent outcome could relate to doing an activity to gain a reward or other form of 

recognition, like attaining a good school grade, or to respond to a request from someone 

in authority or a person one sees as a role model, or to reduce guilt. 

Intrinsic motivation is also described as an “innate energy” expressed as 

“curiosity, pursuit of challenge, and competence development (Koestner & Losier, 2002, 

p. 101). Intrinsic motivation can occur naturally as when someone paints or draws 

because they enjoy it, but can also emerge over time as part of a process of internalization 

relating to increasing degrees of self-regulation (Deci & Ryan, 2002b; Thøgersen, 2007). 

The internalization process is also a natural part of the human drive to “take into oneself 

socially-valued regulations that are initially perceived as being external.” The process of 
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internalization, or internal attribution and activation of personal norms, is important to 

fostering “responsible, conscientious behavior that allows people to function effectively 

within their social groups” (Koestner & Losier, 2002, p. 101).  

SDT proponents believe that satisfying the basic human needs for autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness are required for the optimal functioning of intrinsic 

motivation and the internalization process. When an activity is inherently interesting to 

someone, intrinsic motivation can be enough to motivate the activity, but where an 

activity is not inherently interesting, self-regulation can motivate that activity. Important 

to the process of meeting basic human needs and, in turn, internalization leading to 

increasing degrees of self-determination is the development of reflective and deliberative 

skills (Narvaez & Lapsley, 2009).  

According to Deci and Ryan (2002b), the level of performance, psychological 

well-being, and long-term behaviour change are all enhanced when actions are autonomy 

enhancing (people makes their own choices), and diminished when actions are stimulated 

by external controls and incentives, coercion or fear. In fact, when a person is 

intrinsically motivated, external incentives, such as offers of money or rewards, can 

actually undermine motivation (Deci, Ryan, & Koestner, 1999). This counter-intuitive 

outcome, called the “undermining effect”, occurs because “rewards change the perceived 

locus of causality for the behavior from internal to external, and thus undermine feelings 

of autonomy” (Kasser, 2002, p. 132). Pelletier (2002), who has studied environmental 

behaviours through the self-determination lens, suggests that incentives are “most 

effective when aimed at organizations and decision makers” (p. 210), rather than 

individuals.  
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To summarize, the self-determination motivation continuum spans three 

dimensions as shown visually in Figure 2-4. These include: “amotivation, with no 

regulation and being nonself-determined; extrinsic motivation, with four dimensions 

representing increasing internalization (external regulation – least autonomous, motivated 

by rewards and incentives; introjected regulation – external regulation partially 

internalized; identified regulation – stronger yet, involving conscious valuing of a 

behavioral goal or regulation, acceptance that the behavior is important; and integrated 

regulation – most autonomous form of extrinsic motivation, evaluation aligning with 

personal values, goals, and needs that are part of the self); and intrinsic motivation, with 

intrinsic regulation and completing the self-determination continuum” (Deci & Ryan, 

2002b, pp. 16-18). The concept of a continuum should not, according to Vallerand and 

Ratelle (2002), mean that motivation toward behaviours always follows the precise order 

suggested in the continuum. The process of self-regulation can be accelerated by context 

and situational factors that support feeling competent and connected, and that enable 

people to make choices. 
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Figure 2-4. Self-determination internalization process 

An example can help illuminate the self-determination motivation and self-

regulation (from external to intrinsic) continuum summarized in Figure 2-4. A person 

who gardens in the rain because it is fun is intrinsically motivated; a person who gardens 

in the rain because a friend asked them to is extrinsically motivated; a person who 

gardens in the rain in response to the guilt they feel for not getting the seeds in on time 

shows introjected motivation; a person who gardens in the rain because they value the 

environmental and health benefits shows identified motivation, and a person who gardens 

in the rain because it is part of a healthy lifestyle and a healthy lifestyle is fun shows 

integrated motivation.  
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Understanding the motivation and self-regulation continuum is important to 

understanding environmental behaviours and lifestyles because all choices will not be 

inherently interesting or fun. In the early stages of learning a new behaviour, instrumental 

benefits, either to gain a reward or to please a respected role model or person in one’s 

social or family network, are required. Interesting in this regard is the insight that external 

motivators need not be financial; the basic need for relatedness can motivate people to try 

a new behaviour to please people that are important to them. This remains an 

instrumental reward, but keeps motivation in the collective rather than egoistic sphere.  

Koestner and Losier (2002) explored how two mid-spectrum extrinsic motivators 

(introjected and identified regulation) related to intrinsic motivation. In studies of voting 

behaviour and educational motivation they found that identified regulation was more 

important in predicting actual voting behaviour and successful transition from high 

school to post-secondary education than intrinsic motivation. It seems that activities need 

to be enjoyable and valued to sustain actual behaviours: 

Promoting high levels of both intrinsic motivation and 

integrated identification seems like the appropriate goal for 

socializing agents to work toward. Indeed, we 

conceptualize intrinsic motivation and internalization as 

working in a complementary fashion to promote vitality, 

growth, and adaptation. Intrinsic motivation promotes a 

focus on short-term, process goals and yields energizing 

emotions such as interest and excitement, whereas 

identification keeps one oriented toward the long-term 

significance of one’s current pursuits and fosters positive 

emotions, such as pride in one’s accomplishments in the 

domain. Possessing high levels of both intrinsic motivation 

and identification would seem to allow one to flexibly 

adapt to the wide diversity of situations that all domains 

typically offer (Koestner & Losier, 2002, p. 115).   
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Figure 2-5 summarizes Koestner and Losier’s (2002) findings. Both identified regulation 

(and presumably integrated regulation) and intrinsic motivation are important to engaging 

people in the short term as part of an integrated drive toward intermediate, or near-term 

goals consistent with valued longer-term goals, or ultimate ends.  

 

Figure 2-5. Identification and self-determination support sustained behaviours 

Identified and intrinsic motivation as summarized in Figure 2-5 are associated with: 

 positive emotional experience;  

 internal locus of control; 

 motivating forces that are personally important and interesting; 

 regulatory influences that are associated with values, identity and emergent emotions 

(fun, interesting, enjoyable);  

 positively oriented toward goal attainment, rather than conflict avoidance; and 

 supports the psychological needs of autonomy and relatedness.  
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The prospect of acting from an internal locus of control, with actions aligned with one’s 

values, attitudes, and beliefs as part of one’s identity, moves action from the ‘right thing 

to do’ or the ‘right thing I should do’ to ‘it’s just who I am.’  

The emphasis placed on activating personal norms by Stern (2000) in the VBN 

model is another way to describe the internal locus of control that is central to the process 

of self-determination (identified and integration regulation and intrinsic motivation). 

Citing previous research, Pelletier (2002) finds that “self-determined motives (intrinsic 

motivation, integrated and identified regulation) display the highest correlations with the 

frequency of a variety of pro-environmental behaviours (Green-Demers, Pelletier, & 

Menard, 1997). 

Self-determination theory, with its emphasis on self-regulation and factors 

associated with vitality falls within a positive psychology paradigm and is central to one 

of the ethical frameworks under consideration in this study: virtue ethics. With respect to 

environmental lifestyles and choices, ecological virtue ethics emphasizes flourishing of 

people, communities and nature. In Chapter 1, I noted my interest in positive psychology 

as the study of health and thriving rather than the study of mental illness, or in the case of 

the environment, studying the factors contributing to environmental flourishing rather 

than environmental degradation. In the next section, I elaborate on psychological and 

philosophical perspectives on flourishing or well-being and links between positive 

psychology and virtue ethics and between virtue ethics and ecological virtue. 
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2.1.2. Positive Psychology – Aristotle  

In this section, I first describe how virtue ethics stimulated development of positive 

psychology, and then turn to a discussion of the virtue ethical perspective on flourishing, 

and the importance of self-determination to achieving it. I contrast the virtue ethical and 

ecological virtue ethical perspectives on happiness from utilitarianism and deontology, 

the two other ethical frameworks under consideration.  

In 1958, Elizabeth Anscombe published an essay called Modern Moral 

Philosophy in which she called on virtue ethicists to “stop doing moral philosophy until 

we gain some clarity about philosophical psychology” (Crisp & Slote, 1997, p. 4). 

Anscombe said that philosophically, there was a “huge gap…which needs to be filled by 

an account of human nature, human action, the type of characteristic a virtue is, and 

above all of human ‘flourishing’” (Anscombe, 1997). This gap in understanding, 

according to Anscombe, was holding back the potential of virtue ethics to fill the ethical 

void left by consequentialism and deontology. Anscombe called consequentialism-

utilitarianism a “shallow philosophy” because it was incapable of dealing with borderline 

cases and almost any action could be rationalized if it could be shown that the expected 

consequences could be positive. Anscombe argued that deontological, or obligation 

ethics, was just as flawed because it called on self-legislation, a notion she called 

“absurd; whatever you do for yourself may be admirable; but it was not legislating” 

because people were just as likely, as with consequentialism-utilitarianism, to legislate 

rules that were self-serving. Instead, Anscombe felt that virtue ethics held promise 

because: 



49 

 

 

It would be a great improvement if, instead of ‘morally 

wrong’ one always named a genus such as ‘untruthful’, 

‘unchaste’, ‘unjust’. We should no longer ask whether 

doing something was ‘wrong’, passing directly from some 

description of an action to this notion; we should ask 

whether, e.g., it was unjust, and the answer would 

sometimes be clear at once (Crisp & Slote, 1997, pp. 34-

39). 

 

Significant progress has been made since 1958 in researching the positive psychology 

associated with the kind of personal excellence Anscombe had in mind in focusing on 

what it is for someone to act unjustly rather than identifying right and wrong moral 

categories. Researchers have answered Anscombe’s call, as demonstrated by the rich 

literature on flourishing and character strengths, or virtues (Dent, 1984; Narvaez & 

Lapsley, 2009; C. Peterson & M. E. P. Seligman, 2004; Snyder & Lopez, 2005) available 

to me in analysing my study results. 

Moral philosophers since Plato have situated ethics as the “search for knowledge 

of the good life and right action” (Shaw, 2005, p. 93). As Peterson and Seligman (2004) 

note “The very first Greek philosophers asked, ‘What is the good of a person?’ This 

framing of morality led them to examine character and in particular virtues” (p. 10). 

Virtues refer to excellent character dispositions, or states. It is not surprising then that 

Aristotle (1999) begins the Nicomachean Ethics by defining a good life as a kind of 

happiness (eudaimonia) that guides action. Eudaimonia is described as what all humans 

aim for: 

Since every sort of knowledge and decision pursues some 

good, what is the good that we say political science seeks? 

What [in other words,] is the highest of all the goods 

achievable in action? As far as the name goes, most people 

virtually agree; for both the many and the cultivated call it 

happiness, and they suppose that living well and doing well 
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are the same as being happy. But they disagree about what 

happiness is, and the many do not give the same answer as 

the wise. For many think it is something obvious and 

evident – for instance, pleasure, wealth, or honor, 

(1095a15—25)…Happiness, then, is apparently something 

complete and self-sufficient since it is the end of the things 

achievable in action, (1097b20)…And so the human good 

proves to be activity of the soul in accord with virtue, and 

indeed with the best and most complete virtue, if there are 

more virtues than one. Moreover, in a complete life. For 

one swallow does not make a spring, nor does one day; nor, 

similarly, does one day or a short time make us blessed and 

happy. (1098a15-20)
1
 

The debate over what Aristotle meant by happiness continues today, but three 

points should be highlighted from the quotation above. First, Aristotle’s view that 

happiness was not wealth, fame or pleasure is a perspective strongly contrasting the 

hedonistic tendencies encouraged in free market capitalistic-consumer culture. Second, 

Aristotle believed that knowing whether someone had achieved eudaimonia could only 

be determined from the perspective of a complete life. This consideration of a good life in 

the context of a whole life is a critical feature of Aristotle’s ethics that guided the 

direction of this research: how do people living environmental lifestyles define the 

                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1
 This numbering system represents the section and line(s) in the Nichomachean Ethics, so section 1098a, 

lines 15 to 20  
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environmental good life? Third, the capacity to achieve eudaimonia was restricted to 

rational beings; in Greek terms rational beings were restricted to humans of a certain kind 

that did not include, for example, slaves. Terence Irwin, in the notes to his 1999 

translation of the Nicomachean Ethics, suggests that given Aristotle’s emphasis on 

“living well”, “having a good life” and “doing well” in the context of a whole life and 

action, “welfare may suggest the connotations of eudaimonia better than happiness does” 

(Aristotle, 1999, p. 175).  

Central to Aristotle’s view of eudaimonia, was a harmony within each person 

among reason, desire and emotions, as well as interpersonal relations – in other words, 

fully functioning. Flourishing is about relating well in the world and reaching your full 

potential. The secret to performing the human function well, according to Aristotle, is 

virtue, a state or disposition (Golden Mean): 

It should be said, then, that every virtue causes its 

possessors to be in a good state and to perform their 

functions well. The virtue of eyes, for instance, makes the 

eyes and their functioning excellent, because it makes us 

see well…By virtue I mean virtue of character (as it relates 

to humans); for this is about feelings and actions, and these 

admit of excess, deficiency, and an intermediate condition. 

We can be afraid, for instance, or be confident, or have 

appetites, or get angry, or feel pity, and in general have 

pleasure or pain, both too much and too little, and in both 

ways not well. But having these feelings at the right times, 

about the right things, toward the right people for the right 

end, and in the right way, is the intermediate and best 

condition, and this is proper to virtue. Similarly, actions 

also admit of excess, deficiency, and an intermediate 

condition…Virtue, then, is a state that decides, consisting 

in a mean, the mean relative to us, which is defined by 

reference to reason, that is to say, to the reason by which 

the prudent person would define it, (Aristotle, 1999, pp. 

110620a-111107a). 
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This emphasis by Aristotle on the Golden Mean as an excellence determined 

relative to where we are in our own temperament and development, and with excellence 

defined as an intermediate or moderate condition, also sets the Nichomachean Ethics 

apart from modern ethical frameworks, which operate in more dichotomous and 

oppositional terms. For example, there is either pleasure, which is good, or pain (harm), 

which is bad (consequentialism, including utilitarianism), or there is right and wrong 

relating to a duty to follow a rule or a failure to do so (deontology). From a virtue ethics 

perspective, the vices are contrary to each other: we can be too angry or passive, but a 

virtue has no opposition. By its very nature as an excellent character trait, a virtue 

occupies the mean, not a mathematical average, but as a summit (Aristotle, 1999, p. 

1107a1105). As Simpson (2001) describes it, “vices are opposed to reason and nature”, 

while “virtue is what brings our soul to unity and makes us into single selves. No virtue 

opposes any other. All are united in and through the virtue of prudence, which, as right 

reason, falls into the definition of each of them” (2001, pp. 317-318).  

Development of virtues or excellent states of character requires time, practice and 

experience. Virtues are excellent in the ideal or values they establish that we strive for, 

but also in their effects. To explore the effects of a virtue orientation, as I do in this study, 

I explored character traits and moral reasoning and whether variations in these 

dimensions were associated with differences in moral sensitivity and self-determination.  

The study of well-being is growing, with behavioural psychologists, moral psychologists 

and economists entering the field. Deci and Ryan (2002b) make an important distinction 

between their interest in vitality and well-being compared to the work of researchers like 

psychologists, Daniel Kahneman and Ed Diener: 
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Recent research on well-being has been plentiful, although 

the concept of well-being has been treated in two different 

ways by different researchers. One approach focuses on 

hedonic or subjective well-being and essentially equates it 

with happiness (e.g., Kahneman, Diener, & Schwartz 

(1999), whereas the other approach focuses on eudaimonic 

well-being and equates it with being fully functioning. 

Although there is substantial intersection of these two 

concepts, we endorse the eudaimonic conception, and much 

of our recent research has served to establish a clear 

empirical link between satisfaction of autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness needs, on the one hand, and 

eudaimonic well-being on the other. In doing so we have 

not used a specific measure of eudaimonic well-being, but 

have instead used several measures of positive affect and 

mental health to index the general organismic concept that 

involves people detecting the degree of their own vitality, 

psychological flexibility, and deep inner sense of wellness 

(p. 23). 

 

The ethical frameworks under consideration in this study are also distinguished by 

perspectives on happiness and well-being, where hedonic or subjective well-being is 

important to behavioural psychologists and these plus fully functioning persons or vitality 

is important to positive psychologists. 

Environmental concerns were not part of Aristotle’s thinking, but Wensveen 

points out that “in its formal structure, ecological virtue discourse shows remarkable 

similarity with the Aristotelian tradition of ethics.” She continues: 

The cultivation of ecological virtues is seen as part of a 

self-realization process that aims at the flourishing of 

individuals-in-community…Certain attitudes and actions 

lead to such flourishing, which makes them good and 

which also reflects well on the characters of the actors 

involved. These are the virtues that must be cultivated 

through committed practice, guided by clear vision as well 

as understanding the connections between means and ends 

(practical wisdom). Where vision and understanding are 

lacking or misguided, flourishing is diminished and damage 

may be done. This is where vices enter the picture. 
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Ecological vices tend to be traced to a lack of true 

understanding, just as in Aristotle’s ethics, vice resulted 

from following false knowledge (Wensveen, 2000, p. 34). 

 

This focus on self-realization, relationships and development of the capacity for 

reflection should be familiar from the discussion on self-determination theory and the 

motivation to meet the basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence and 

relatedness. These essential elements were as central to Aristotle’s ethics as they are to 

environmental ethics, but with the latter enlarging the notion of relationship to include 

ecological relationships based on ecology, “the study of the relationships of organisms 

with one another and with the environment” (Shaw, 2005, p. 93). In the context of an 

environmental virtue ethic, Shaw believes that virtues include “respect for biotic 

communities (hence, ecosystems, and ultimately the biosphere) and for things with a telos 

(ends of their own), prudence and practical wisdom”. The biospheric worldview 

measured by the New Ecological Paradigm does not capture the nuance that 

environmental ethicists explore, including whether moral standing applies only to 

sentient beings, life or ecosystems.  

Aldo Leopold’s land ethic extends the idea of living well, doing well or well-

being to include human relationships with the land, but also the health of the land itself:  

A land ethic then reflects the existence of an ecological 

conscience, and this in turn reflects a conviction of 

individual responsibility for the health of the land. Health is 

the capacity of the land for self-renewal. Conservation is 

our effort to understand and preserve this capacity 

(Leopold, 1970, p. 258).  

Shaw describes Leopold’s vision of the ultimate good not “as happiness but as 

harmony within the biotic, or living, community...harmony within this community – 
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specifically, the integrity, stability, beauty of the community – is the ultimate good” 

(2005, p. 95). Harmony is fundamental to stability, which is, in turn, “only possible on 

the basis of an underlying value of health”, says Lane in her recent book Eco-Republic 

(2012). Lane argues that the recent upsurge in interest among psychologists and 

economists in happiness “as a possible goal for society as a whole” is an effort to recover 

the concept of happiness from the Enlightenment’s “stripped-down version of happiness, 

in the form of the aggregate of individual pains and pleasures, as the social goal”. The 

utilitarian assumption that individual pleasures and pains could be measured, added and 

subtracted turned out to be difficult. So the social goal: 

turned into the maximization, or at least optimization, of 

individual preferences, which could be (it was thought) be 

taken to be revealed in behaviour, in what people actually 

choose. That became the basis of welfare economics, which 

has largely played the role of public philosophy for liberal 

democratic capitalism in the twentieth century and into the 

twenty-first. But are preferences really a good measure of 

welfare? What if their preferences over time are incoherent, 

or short-termist, so that satisfying preferences now 

forecloses on the possibility of a better future which people 

themselves would then (and perhaps even now) prefer 

(Lane, 2012, p. 103)? 

 

Lane asks important questions about the risk of preferences being incoherent or 

short-termist. In fairness to early proponents of utilitarianism, like John Stuart Mill, I 

would suggest the appropriation of utilitarianism by free market capitalist advocates has 

taken utilitarianism from its original roots and focused its moral standard narrowly on 

preferences defined as economic costs and benefits. Mill did argue that “of two pleasures, 

if there be one to which all or almost all who have experience of both give a decided 

preference, irrespective of any feeling of moral obligation to prefer it, that is the more 
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desirable pleasure” (1993, p. 162). Mill also insisted that intellectual pleasures, and not 

the sense and short-term pleasures so emphasized in consumer culture, were paramount 

and that “the utilitarian morality does recognize in human beings the power of sacrificing 

their own greatest good for the good of others” (p. 173). The surge in research into 

happiness and subjective well-being at an individual level, but also as a social policy 

goal, is according to Lane, the search for “a happiness not denatured into trivial 

preferences, but rather restored to something like the rich and objective fabric of 

flourishing which concerned the Greeks” (Lane, 2012, p. 103). Lane is enthusiastic about 

psychologists increasingly emphasizing life-satisfaction over transitory satisfactions, and 

economists exploring whether there is an ultimate good better than that associated with 

“economies built around consumption, which inherently promote frustration and 

inequality” (p. 103). According to Lane, however, there is reason for concern if happiness 

remains defined individualistically and subjectively. Happiness may be an outcome of 

harmonious and healthy living, but as an end goal she suggests “wariness” is appropriate 

(p. 104).  

Sandler (2007a) describes well what we are looking for in an environmental virtue 

ethic: an ecological orientation that contributes two benefits: “first, there are specific 

positive environmental outcomes – namely, the intermediate ends; and second, habitually 

exercising the virtues develops character contributing to the flourishing of practitioners, 

communities, and nature – the ultimate end”, (p. 7).  

  Aristotle believed that the young, lacking experience could not be prudent or 

achieve eudaimonia: 
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A sign of what has been said [about the clarity on what 

prudence requires] is the fact that whereas young people 

become accomplished in geometry and mathematics, and 

wise within these limits, prudent young people do not seem 

to be found. The reason is that prudence is concerned with 

particulars as well as universals, and particulars become 

known from experience; but a young person lacks 

experience, since some length of time is needed to produce 

it. (1142a15) 

 

It is right, then, to say that a person comes to be just from 

doing just actions and temperate from doing temperate 

actions; for no one has the least prospect of becoming good 

from failing to do them. The many, however, do not do 

these actions. They take refuge in arguments, thinking that 

they are doing philosophy… (1105b15) 

 

The process of moral maturing described as a developmental process tied to ageing and 

experience with respect to specific practices involves ascription of responsibility that 

follows from awareness of consequences, precisely as suggested by Stern (2000) in the 

value-belief-norm model. The process of moral maturing also maps well onto self-

determination theorists’ description of the process of internalization and intrinsic 

motivation central to self-determination. Peterson and Seligman (2004) cite one positive 

psychology study showing that the childhood capacity to delay gratification at age four 

may link with the ability to make altruistic choices. The authors also cite research 

showing: 

A broad dimension more or less equivalent to 

conscientiousness can be found even in middle childhood, 

that mean levels of conscientiousness increase somewhat in 

early adulthood, and that individual differences in this 

dimension are quite stable from early adolescence to late 

adulthood. (p. 494) 
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Development of the capacity for prudence and virtues clearly is not an off-on function, 

but a continuum of development where young children can be nurtured toward these 

abilities if responsibility and choice are encouraged.  

Aristotle’s focus on ethics as a process of seeking excellence with the aim of 

achieving “a thriving, active life lived to the fullest of an individual’s potential” 

(Lindemann, 2008, p. 24), is in keeping with the vitality focus of self-determination 

theory and positive psychology. Positive psychology seeks to: 

systematically build competency, not correct 

weakness…We have discovered that there are human 

strengths that act as buffers against mental illness: courage, 

future-mindedness, optimism, interpersonal skill, faith, 

work ethic, hope, honesty, perseverance, the capacity for 

flow and insight, to name several…we now need to call for 

massive research on human strength and virtue (Seligman, 

2005, p. 5).  

 

The Handbook on Positive Psychology (Snyder & Lopez, 2005) covers many of 

the same themes as Aristotle`s Nicomachean Ethics, including happiness, virtues of 

character and their scope (chapters on subjective well-being, creativity, optimism, 

authenticity, humility, compassion, gratitude, love, empathy and altruism), voluntary 

action and responsibility, and incontinence or weakness of will (which is part of their 

chapter on how we become moral), prudence and virtue (wisdom), and pleasure 

(moderation). In modern parlance, the quest is the same as Aristotle’s: consideration of 

the good life in terms of “positive subjective experiences, desirable individual traits, and 

civic virtues” (Baltes, Gluck, & Kunzmann, 2005, p. 328).  An important dimension to 

flourishing is that “human capacities and aims are completely fulfilled only in a 
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community; the individual’s happiness must involve the good of fellow members of a 

community (Aristotle, 1999, pp. xxiii 1097b1098-1011, 1169b1016-1019). 

Haidt (2006) credits positive psychologists Peterson and Seligman (2004) for their 

research identifying that virtues hold cross culturally. The researchers identified six virtue 

groupings, each covering several “character strengths…specific ways of displaying, 

practicing, and cultivating the virtues” (Haidt, 2006, pp. 168-169). These include: 

wisdom (curiosity, love of learning, judgment, ingenuity, emotional intelligence, 

perspective) courage (valor, perseverance, integrity); humanity (kindness, loving); justice 

(fairness, leadership); temperance (self-control, prudence, humility); and transcendence 

(appreciation of beauty and excellence, gratitude, hope, spirituality, forgiveness, humor 

and zest).  

This list of cross-cultural character strengths and virtues overlaps well with 

proposals from ecological virtue ethicists. While Sandler (2007) groups or names the 

virtues differently, he covers the same territory (Table 3-2), particularly as it relates to the 

virtues of temperance, transcendence, humanity, and justice suggesting there may also be 

a cross-cultural dimension to ecological virtues. The traits described by Haidt also cover 

the personal and interpersonal dimensions emphasized by Aristotle, including his cardinal 

virtues of wisdom (prudence, practical wisdom), temperance, courage and justice. These 

virtues are particularly important in overcoming the natural tendency toward self-serving 

rationalization. 
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2.1.3 Ethics Counters the Tendency to Rationalize 

Kahneman (2011) and Haidt (2012) believe that evolution has supplied humans with fast 

and slow cognitive processes; we use fast, unconscious processes for quick assessments, 

and decision-making, and slow processes, that take more work, to reason. Humans tend 

toward quick decisions using heuristics that work most of the time, and reason to 

rationalize the decisions intuitively made.  

What might we be rationalizing about? Haidt says we do “moral reasoning not to 

reconstruct the actual reasons why we ourselves came to a judgment; we reason to find 

the best possible reasons why somebody else ought to join us in our judgment” (Haidt, 

2012, p. 44). Some people have argued that the work of social scientists like Haidt and 

Kahneman suggests that intuition governs and that people are irrational, a conclusion 

Kahneman rejects: “irrational is a strong word, which connotes impulsivity, 

emotionality, and a stubborn resistance to reasonable argument. I often cringe when my 

work with Amos (Tversky) is credited with demonstrating  that human choices are 

irrational, when in fact our research only showed that [h]umans are not well described by 

the rational agent model” (p. 411). Kahneman is referring to behavioural models like the 

theory of planned behaviour already discussed extensively in section 2.1.1 (ii). He is also, 

however, directly challenging modern economic theory, with its paradigmatic assumption 

that humans make decisions based on the rational choice model. Kahneman’s work, for 

which he received the 2002 Nobel Memorial Prize in Economic Sciences, remains the 

foundation for a body of research showing that people do not make decisions in this way.  

It is most certainly the case that when it comes to concerns relating to the 

common good that “rational choice predicts that few people will be active when in fact 
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many are” (C. Peterson & M. E. P. Seligman, 2004, p. 373). In addition, research shows 

that the “abstractness of most moral principles and their multiplicity [as in codes of 

conduct] makes...rationalization easy” (Batson, Ahmad, Lishner, & Tsang, 2005, p. 492). 

Rationality may be ‘bounded’, but this capacity, together with intuition and 

emotions can be nurtured, and this is exactly the virtue of prudence that Kahneman 

suggests we need to develop: 

The way to block errors that originate in System 1 (fast, 

unconscious processes) is simple in principle: recognize the 

signs that you are in a cognitive minefield, slow down, and 

ask for reinforcement from System 2 (slower, reasoning 

processes)…The voice of reason may be much fainter than 

the loud and clear voice of an erroneous intuition, and 

questioning your intuitions unpleasant when you face the 

stress of a big decision. The upshot is that it is much easier 

to identify a minefield when you observe others wandering 

into it than when you are about to do so. Observers are less 

cognitively busy and more open to information than actors 

(Kahneman & Tversky, 1979, p. 417). 

Aristotle was ahead of Haidt and Kahneman (2012; 2011) by about 3,000 years when he 

emphasized the importance of deliberating in ways that utilize both fast-heuristic and 

slow-reasoning cognitive processes, Aristotle says: 

…a good deliberator inquires and rationally calculates. 

Moreover, it is not good guessing either. For good guessing 

involves no reasoning, and is done quickly; but we 

deliberate a long time, and it is said that we must act 

quickly on the result of our deliberation, but deliberate 

slowly. Further, quick thinking is different from good 

deliberation, and quick thinking is a kind of good guessing 

(1142b5, 1999). 

 

The slowing process associated with prudence that Kahneman describes is also associated 

with internal harmony. He reports on a study that mapped neural activity while 

participants made decisions framed as “keep” or “lose” money (research shows we are 
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more sensitive to perceived losses than the potential for gains), Kahneman found 

something that Aristotle insisted was required for good action, namely, internal harmony: 

The most ‘rational’ subjects – those who were the least 

susceptible to framing effects – showed enhanced activity 

in a frontal area of the brain that is implicated in combining 

emotion and reasoning to guide decisions. Remarkably, the 

‘rational’ individuals were not those who showed the 

strongest neural evidence of conflict. It appears that these 

elite participants were (often, not always) reality-bound 

with little conflict. (p.366) 

 

Kahneman describes something fundamental to virtue ethics: that the capacity for 

prudence and internal harmony is essential to flourishing or eudaimonia. Peterson and 

Seligman (2004) define prudence as a “cognitive orientation to the personal future, a 

form of practical reasoning and self-management that helps to achieve the individual’s 

long-term goals” (p.478). In the context of capitalistic-consumer culture, which 

stimulates short-term sense-desires in order to grow the economy, judgments about long-

term interests can be undermined. When we desire something now, it can be easy to 

rationalize why satisfying the near-term desire is in our long-term interest. We rationalize 

to feel good about what we do; we rationalize to protect self-esteem. 

Bandura (2007), Haidt (2012) and Kahneman (2011) have shown there are strong 

human tendencies toward morally disengaging to protect self-esteem. Bandura (2007), 

through a social learning or social cognitive lens, describes moral disengagement as a 

process of blocking self-sanctions so people can carry on with damaging practices 

without the restraint of self-censure. To protect self-esteem (favourable view of self), and 

maintain internal consistency (minimize cognitive dissonance), people rationalize, or 

engage in “motivated reasoning…tricks people use to reach the conclusions they want to 
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reach” (Haidt, 2012, p. 84). Bandura describes six mechanisms used to morally disengage 

or deceive ourselves on environmental issues:  

…investing ecologically harmful practices with worthy 

purposes through social, national, and economic 

justifications; enlisting exonerative comparisons that render 

the practices righteous; use of sanitizing and convoluting 

language that disguises what is being done; reducing 

accountability by displacement and diffusion of 

responsibility; ignoring, minimizing, and disputing harmful 

effects; and dehumanizing and blaming the victims and 

derogating the messengers of ecologically bad news. (p. 8)  

 

Bandura believes that the processes of moral disengagement are also influenced 

by modelling. Social behaviours are learned by watching the actions of important people 

in our lives in a process he calls reciprocal determinism. Personal factors, the 

environment and behaviour all operate as interlocking determinants of each other. Social 

learning, (Bandura’s is a neo-behaviourist model), involves four elements: attention 

(required to observe), retention (required to imitate the behaviour), production (practice, 

feedback and coaching to reproduce the behaviour), and motivation and reinforcement 

(incentive to repeat the behaviour, 

http://academics.rmu.edi/~tomei/ed711psy/b_bandu.htm, p. 1-3). In other words, 

observing unethical environmental behaviour leads to more unethical environmental 

behaviour. 

Haidt notes that the ancients relied heavily on “maxims and role models rather 

than proofs and logic” in their morality: “Maxims are carefully phrased to produce a flash 

of insight and approval. Role models are presented to elicit admiration and awe. When 

moral instruction triggers emotions, it speaks to the elephant as well as the rider” (2006, 

p. 159). The metaphor of the elephant and the rider refers to fast and slow cognitive 

http://academics.rmu.edi/~tomei/ed711psy/b_bandu.htm
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processes, where fast unconscious processes are like an elephant and its rider, slower 

reasoning processes, does her best to control the elephant. A third feature of ancient 

wisdom, according to Haidt, is that it “emphasize(s) practice and habit rather than factual 

knowledge…If moral instruction imparts only explicit knowledge (facts that the rider can 

state), it will have no effect on the elephant, and therefore little effect on behavior” (p. 

160). In other words, to influence behaviour the whole person must be engaged because 

without emotional engagement, the subjective transformation required to sustain practice 

and habits cannot be achieved.  

The two ethical theories most associated with disinterested moral reasoning are 

consequentialist-utilitarian and deontology; both theories take a relatively negative view 

of the value of emotions. Virtue ethics, while also emphasizing moral reasoning 

(prudence), does not see emotions in such a negative light; rather emotions and reason 

should operate in harmony through proper exercise of prudence. In section 2.1.4, I 

summarize the three primary Western ethical theories – consequentialism-utilitarianism, 

deontology, and virtue – before summarizing my research approach. 

2.1.4 Environmental Ethics, Ecological Virtue Ethics Contribution 

The purpose of contrasting consequentialist-utilitarian and deontological ethics with 

virtue ethics in this study is to provide a frame through which to explore ethical 

orientation motivating environmental lifestyle choices. It is not to claim that utilitarian or 

deontological philosophers do not care about character or virtue. Such a claim would be 

absurd; all the great ethical philosophies care about character and virtue. In exploring 

differences (as well as similarities), I am simply highlighting the stance through which 
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these ethical theories prioritize judgments about right action. And on this ground, it is the 

case, and my essential claim, that virtue ethics is a more holistic ethic, one that is 

appropriate to the needs of an environmental ethic that represents a bringing together, or 

as is suggested by Lane (2012), a reintegration of ethics taken apart during the 

Enlightenment with the advancement of utilitarianism and deontology.   

Kohák (2000) describes utilitarian and deontological ethical theories, with their 

focus on actions, as objective frameworks, and ethical theories focused on in-here 

personal transformation, as subjective. The distinctions are helpful in delineating 

environmental ethical theory. Ethical approaches that encompass ecological worldviews 

and subjective change include ecocentric approaches, such as deep ecology (Sessions, 

1995) and the land ethic (Leopold, 1970). Deep ecologist and land ethic theorists view 

environmental stress as stemming in part from attitudes and behaviours that must be 

changed to more explicitly accept our interconnectedness in the world and our 

dependence on nature. Depth and spiritual ecologies (Cobb & Griffin, 1976; Macy, 1991) 

and eco-feminism seek to expose and change patriarchal and hierarchical constructs that 

are oppressive not just of women, but of nature (Held, 2006; Merchant, 1980), and that 

emphasize relationships for which we take responsibility, particularly relationships 

associated with family.  

  The desire to do no harm and to respond to harm, for example, are basic moral 

intuitions associated with a mix of justice-fairness and care motivated moral judgments 

(Haidt, 2012; C. Peterson & M. E. P. Seligman, 2004). While accepting that participants 

will mix moral motivations in making moral judgments, it is the case, for example, that 

moral reasoning emphasizing justice has been found to focus on “moral justifications 
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involving the concepts of rights and responsibilities, moral principles, fairness, and 

reciprocity” while care reasoning focuses on “moral reasoning involving compassion, 

concern, being emotionally involved, recognizing oneself as socially related to others, 

and being concerned with how people’s needs might best be met” (C. Peterson & M. E. 

P. Seligman, 2004).  

Consequentialism-Utilitarianism 

Proposed as the “greatest happiness system” by Enlightenment Era founder Jeremy 

Bentham (1748-1832), utilitarianism guides action through a principle that says a 

“rational action is an attempt to maximize net utility” (Troyer, 2003, p. vii). Bentham’s 

classical utilitarianism is hedonistic, defining actions as socially good when they seek to 

maximize net social happiness or pleasure, and wrong if they increase net social pain. In 

capitalist-consumerist culture, happiness and pleasure increasingly are defined in 

economic or financial terms, with cost-benefit analysis on the alert for actions or policies 

that would dampen consumption (reduce happiness and pleasure), and therefore, generate 
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a negative financial impact (pain) to the economy. Two other forms of utilitarianism 

include welfare utilitarianism and preference utilitarianism
2
.  

Welfare utilitarianism considers actions good when they promote the welfare of 

the greatest number and wrong when they diminish welfare, well-being, or flourishing. 

Preference utilitarianism considers actions good when they allow the greatest number of 

people to live according to their own preferences and wrong when they interfere with 

actualizing those preferences (Baggini & Fosl, 2007). All three forms of utilitarianism 

(hedonistic, preference, welfare) are consequentialist with its basic claim that “what our 

actions yield is crucial to their morality” (Baggini & Fosl, 2007, p. 56); harmful 

consequences are the metric by which morality is judged. In its free market form, the 

consequences sought are a net social benefit resulting from the actions of self-interested 

individuals striving toward happiness. Utilitarianism is the dominant ethical framework 

of free market capitalism and, of course, public policy decision-making given its 

commitment to sustaining the dominant social paradigm (Milbrath, 1984). Utilitarianism 

                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2
 Consequentialism, and its utilitarian forms, can focus on specific acts or rules relating to a practice. So as 

Baggini and Fosl (2007) note a drunk driver can be judged as having made a moral breach because of the 

damage caused by an accident or judged morally wrong because drunk driving as a practice “tends to cause 

bad consequences” (p. 57).    
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is also, according to Wensveen, the ethic of groups and organizations practicing reform 

environmentalism (2005b).  

Rationally calculating utility requires the mental capacity to weigh costs and 

benefits at a social and organization level. Critics of utilitarianism point out that the 

consequences of an action or actions cannot always be known in advance of that 

action(s), and that unintended consequences can also result. It is also the case that 

decisions focused on the net social good can undermine individual rights.  

For purposes of this study, I am particularly interested in the calculating emphasis 

of this ethic, and specifically the economic nature of the calculations associated with 

consequentialism and its utilitarian form in capitalistic-consumer culture, as well as its 

potential effect on activating egoistic values and motivation. Recall that environmental 

behaviours have been associated with self-transcendent and altruistic values and 

motivation. It is also important not to confuse utilitarian-consequentialist reasoning with 

good deliberation, or means-ends reasoning, which is context sensitive. We all need to 

reason out how to achieve our near and long-term goals. As we will see, utilitarian-

informed environmental ethics retains its calculating nature, as well as the long-standing 

restriction of moral scope to “sentient creation” (Mill, 1993, p. 167).   

Peter Singer is likely the most well-known environmental utilitarian philosopher. 

His ethical calculation is based on the principle that nonhuman beings have interests 

arising from their capacity to suffer (presence of pain), and because of this capacity, 

people should consider them in their own right when making decisions by using tools, 

such as cost-benefit analysis. Moral consideration of nonhuman beings, therefore, should 

be based on the direct interest (intrinsic value) that nonhuman beings have in not 
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suffering, rather than indirectly (instrumentally), because not harming nonhuman beings 

benefits human beings (i.e. in recreation, science, health, aesthetics). Singer also argues 

that because individual beings suffer, not species (the collective), that moral 

consideration is warranted for individual nonhuman beings rather than species. Finally, 

because moral consideration emerges from both the capacity to suffer and self-awareness 

of this suffering (whether harm or empathy is felt for the loss of individuals of their 

kind), Singer excludes plants and other non-aware or non-sentient life from his moral 

proposal. So, while plants, trees, rocks, and ecosystems are not part of Singer’s moral 

framework, sentient animals are (Singer, 2003). 

 Singer believes that nonhuman beings deserve equal consideration of interests, 

but not necessarily equality of treatment. Singer proposes, as is natural for a utilitarian, an 

approach to calculating, ranking and weighting so that a “balance of interests” (p. 58) 

guides decision-making. Where interests are unequal, as between a ‘normal’ human and a 

dog, or between a “grossly mentally defective human” (p. 58) with no family and a dog, 

the balance of interests would favour the human in the first case, and possibly the dog in 

the second case. Where interests are equal, weighting must be equal, so if pain can be felt 

equally the calculation is on who would feel that pain more, based on the particular action 

(i.e. hitting a horse with a stick is less wrong than hitting a human with the same stick). 

“Where our actions are likely to make animals suffer, that suffering must count in our 

deliberations, and it should count equally with a like amount of suffering by human 

beings, insofar as rough comparisons can be made” (p. 59). Singer says that we can 

calculate variations in subjective experience for animals because we do it all the time for 

humans. Hence, Singer’s ethic is an extensionist ethic where the moral community 
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progressively expands outward from humans to now include sentient animals. According 

to Merchant (2005), homocentric is another way of describing consequentialist and 

utilitarian ethics. A “homocentric ethic (grounded in the social good) underlies those 

ecological movements whose primary goal is social justice…” (p. 64). Sustainability, as 

it is usually framed, with its concern for future generations of people and relative neglect 

of other species, would fall within a homocentric frame. 

Deontology 

If, as the name implies, consequentialism and utilitarianism emphasize consequences, 

deontology emphasizes means represented by good will in adhering to ethical principles, 

particularly relating to justice, equality, rights, and fairness. According to Wood  (1999), 

the ethics most associated with Immanuel Kant takes a decidedly less optimistic view of 

human nature as its basis than does virtue ethics. Kant believed that ethics must be: 

founded on an a priori principle of reason, that natural 

inclinations generally require rational constraint, which 

only the motive of duty is adequate to provide, that our 

natural desire for happiness is more a foe than an ally of 

morality, and that feelings such as love and sympathy, 

though beautiful and amiable, are unworthy of moral 

esteem (p. xiv, Wood, 1999). 

 

As with utilitarianism, ethical action stems from disinterested reasoning, but with 

deontology the principle of right action is adherence to duty, rather than consequences to 

net happiness. Consideration of consequences does, however, play a role in deontology 

despite claims to the contrary. The morality of an action is assessed according to a 

decision rule (categorical imperative). One of those decision rules is: “Always act in such 

a way that you can also will that the maxim of your action become a universal law” 
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(Kant, 2002 p. v). A maxim is a subjective guiding principle. If my maxim was “if I am 

short on rent money, then it is okay to not pay the rent”, Kant would ask that I test my 

maxim against the categorical imperative before acting. If my personal maxim is 

something I would not want operating universally, then it is my duty not to take that 

action. Clearly, the negative social consequences associated with everyone potentially not 

paying their rent when it suits them motivates the duty to adhere to the principle to pay 

one’s rent. But it is, I believe, obvious enough that in utilitarian terms a cost-benefit 

analysis could lead to a conclusion that the harm done is minimal and that in this case it is 

okay not to pay the rent because my net gain in happiness is not outweighed by the loss 

of net happiness socially. In contrast, a deontological analysis would make not paying the 

rent wrong on every occasion.  

This brief introduction to deontology does a great disservice to Kant and his 

contribution to law, international relations, perceptions of human dignity, equality, the 

importance of free rational communication to moral life, and to the hope of creating a 

human community of shared collective ends (Wood, 1999). As with the discussion of 

consequentialism-utilitarianism, this discussion of deontology is meant to highlight the 

point of contrast with virtue ethics that informed the measurement parameters for this 

study. In the case of deontology, it is the obligation to follow principle and the 

implications for long-term sustainable environmental behaviour change that is of interest. 

With respect to self-determination, Kant, like Aristotle, insisted that moral motivation 

must be autonomous or self-sufficient. For Aristotle, however, there is no need for self-

legislation because the person is so self-determined that character or the virtues guide 

action. For Kant, self-legislation is required. A person must will duty to universal 
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principle whenever acting on personal desires could undermine social well-being. As 

with Aristotle, choosing an action because we feel pressured or guilty, or because of what 

we think the consequences would be, is to not act autonomously. For deontology, do no 

harm is a principle guiding action; for utilitarianism, do no harm is a calculation of 

consequences; for virtue ethics, do no harm is a character trait.  

Paul Taylor is credited with proposing one of the most well thought out 

deontological (duty) versions of environmental ethics in his 1981 article: The Ethics of 

Respect for Nature (published as a book in 1986). As is typical of deontologists, Taylor 

aims to establish universal principles to ground disinterested and rational decision-

making about human interaction with the environment. He proposes a three-part theory: 

an attitude of respect for life based on nature’s inherent value; a belief system that 

supports the attitude of respect for nature (he suggests this is a biocentric worldview 

covering four dimensions: humans as one member of the life community; nature as inter-

connected and inter-dependent; goal orientation, since organisms pursue their own good 

(and humans as not superior); and a system of moral rules and standards to guide 

treatment of ecosystems and life communities (Taylor, 1981, 1986a). This description of 

the biospheric worldview aligns with the biospheric worldview measured using New 

Ecological Paradigm scale and included in Stern’s VBN model (2000). Taylor’s system 

extends moral consideration beyond what Singer proposes by giving standing to non-

sentient and only living entities. 

Taylor gives moral standing to living things, including wild plants, because they 

are members of the biotic community: “Their well-being, as well as human well-being, is 

something, consistent with Kant’s imperative never to use another human as a means, to 
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be realized as an end in itself” (p. 198). Inherent worth comprises two components: moral 

consideration and intrinsic value. Moral consideration emerges from living things being a 

member of the “earth’s community of life”; intrinsic value emerges from moral 

consideration: if a living thing “is a member of the earth’s community of life, the 

realization of its good is something intrinsically valuable” (p. 201).  

With inherent worth established, responsible, rational agents adopt an attitude of 

respect for nature, including rules of conduct and standards of character in a disinterested 

way: “The commitment is a moral one because it is understood to be a disinterested 

matter of principle. It is this feature that distinguishes the attitude of respect for nature 

from the set of feelings and dispositions that comprise the love of nature. The latter stems 

from one’s personal interest in and response to the natural world” (Taylor, 1981, p. 202). 

The environmental categorical imperative, consistently applied, develops character traits 

or dispositions to: 

promote in a disinterested way [not driven by self-interest] 

the protection of the good of organisms, species 

populations, and life communities in natural ecosystems; to 

feel obligated to act in ways that secure the ends; and to 

experience positive and negative feelings when actions are 

favourable or unfavourable to the goods of organisms, 

species populations, and life communities in natural 

ecosystems. (p. 203) 

 

A person adhering to an ethic of respect for life, says Taylor, will develop the capacity 

for empathy because it is possible to imagine the world from another life organism’s 

point of view. With the capacity for empathy activated, we are encouraged to make 

choices based on a duty to follow certain rules, such as do no harm and non-interference, 

and will strive for standards of character, including fairness and benevolence. As with 
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Singer, respect for life does not necessarily imply equal treatment or that nature has 

moral rights; legal rights are something that is possible, but respect for life requires 

consideration: 

It is after all within our power as moral beings to place 

limits on human population and technology with the 

deliberate intention of sharing the earth’s bounty with other 

species. That such sharing is an ideal difficult to realize 

even in an approximate way does not take away its claim to 

our deepest moral commitment (p. 217).   

 

Self-restraint is needed to overcome innate human tendencies to selfishness and self-

deceit (Wood, 1999).  Virtue ethics also encourages self-restraint, but emphasizes 

restraint as an excellence in seeking virtue, rather than a means for controlling selfishness 

and self-deceit.  

Virtue Ethics 

If utilitarian and deontological ethics ask “what should I do?”, then virtue ethics asks 

“what sort of person ought I to be?” The stance from which one determines moral action 

is fundamentally different. One might say that utilitarian and deontological frameworks 

are OBJECTIVE-subjective; virtue ethics is SUBJECTIVE-objective. And, as with 

utilitarian and deontological ethical frameworks, happiness is central, if conceptualized 

differently. Bentham’s hedonistic pleasure as happiness formulation would not have been 

endorsed by Aristotle; he considered pleasure as something to be managed, but that in 

right measure was important to virtue. Happiness for Kant was living a life from duty. 

From an Aristotelian perspective, happiness as eudaimonia, as we have discussed 

extensively, relates to promoting ideals. As described by Prior (2001): 
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eudaimonism is an ethic of ideals, not an ethic of 

universally sound principles and rules, and the appeal to 

ideals justifies conduct in a way that is different from the 

way in which universal principles do…The ideal, whether 

it be the phronimos (person of practical wisdom), a Platonic 

philosopher-ruler, or a Stoic sage, represents the highest 

level of ethical life attainable by human beings, rather than 

the lowest common denominator. Eudaimonism justifies 

conduct in terms of an ability to promote or exemplify that 

ideal (p. 336). 

 

Humans flourish when they aspire to excellence, and excellence relates to the capacity to 

judge right character and right action. A life of virtue is “united with right reason; and 

right reason in practical matters is practical wisdom”.  Therefore, prudence, virtue and 

eudaimonia represent an integrated ethical system. The enduring nature of a virtue 

explains why it is synonymous with character traits or personality dispositions, or what 

Aristotle called a state. The glossary to Irwin’s 1999 translation of the Nicomachean 

Ethics explains why Aristotle called virtue a state: 

Because it has been formed by training, virtue is a state 

rather than a mere condition. A state is not merely a 

tendency to behave. If it were only that, two people who 

displayed the same behavior on the same occasions would 

have the same state. Aristotle, however, denies that the 

same behavior implies the same state. Someone’s state also 

includes his desires, feelings, and decision. That is why 

‘habit’ and ‘disposition’ are misleading translations of 

hexis (Aristotle, 1999, p. 349). 

 

Internal harmony among desires, feelings, and decision are central to virtue ethics, with 

prudence mediating or finding the mean among desires, feelings and decision. Normative 

principles are not ignored in virtue ethics. In Aristotelian ethics a plurality of virtues 

establish principles. To be courageous, the principle is to act courageously. To be 

moderate, the principle is to act temperately. For Kant, principles were few: the duty not 
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to treat humans as means to an end, and the application of the categorical imperative were 

the primary ones; for Aristotle, principles are as numerous as the virtues. When executed 

in the right way, at the right time, and for the right reasons (meaning responsibly and 

voluntarily), virtues represent excellence, or a Golden Mean relative to the person. Acting 

in accord with virtue is to act from self-determination.  

Prudence acts like a hub, linking information we have about the world with an 

internal sensitivity about what represents the best character response in a particular 

situation. From an environmental perspective, prudence requires:  

a high degree of human ‘situation sensitivity’… [aimed] at 

integrated flourishing of external and internal biological 

systems. The exercise of practical wisdom thus takes on an 

intensified form, which environmentalists tend to refer to as 

sensitivity. This environmental favourite can therefore be 

considered a synonym of practical wisdom…the more 

modest one’s sense of place, the more actively one will try 

to monitor and modify in order to respond fittingly to what 

is going on….the cultivation of practical wisdom has 

become integrally dependent on virtues such as humility, 

respect, and gratitude, all of which contribute to an agent’s 

modest sense of place (Wensveen, 2005a, pp. 186-187). 

 

A person capable of situation sensitivity (prudence), humility, respect and gratitude 

toward nature is a person said to have practical wisdom. Practical wisdom as situation 

sensitivity, humility, respect and gratitude described by Wensveen is central, then, to 

ecological virtue ethics.  

Aristotle was not the only proponent of character-focused ethics: it is the basis of 

many ancient traditions, including Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism, with obvious 

similarities in terms of the virtues (benevolence, compassion, and temperance), and 

reflective practice (mindfulness, practical reason, prudence). Aristotelian, utilitarian and 
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deontological ethics, however, comprise the three main pillars of Western ethical 

philosophy, each with a literature rich in comparisons well suited to this research project.     

Sandler and Cafaro (2005) have elaborated an environmental ethic based on virtue 

ethics. These theorists believe that an environmental ethic is only complete when it is 

both an “ethic of action” and “an ethic of character – one that provides guidance on what 

attitudes and dispositions we ought and ought not to have regarding the environment” 

(2005, p. 2). An “environmentally virtuous person is disposed to respond – both 

emotionally and through action – to the environment and the nonhuman individuals 

(whether inanimate, living, or conscious) that populate it in an excellent or fine way” (p. 

3). The philosophers suggest that, “If action guidance cannot always be accomplished by 

moral rules and principles alone – then the wisdom and sensitivity that are part of virtue 

are in some situations indispensable for determining or identifying right action” (p. 7).  

Sandler’s (2007a) proposal for an ecological virtue ethic (EVE) is: 

1. Naturalistic. EVE asks: …how should we live as the biological beings that we are, 

given the particular world we are in…[these] are not questions about how we 

should live as rational beings or moral agents independent of the facts about 

human beings and our environment (p. 14); 

2. Teleological. EVE emphasizes virtues that are: …conducive to promoting certain 

ends [flourishing of practitioners, communities, and nature], and what makes a 

character trait a vice is its being detrimental to those ends (p. 5); and 

3. Pluralistic. EVE embraces a plurality of virtues: because ends are both agent-

relative (of which there are a plurality) and agent-independent (plural as well). (p. 

5) 

 

The pluralistic approach of virtue ethics (multiple virtues targeting multiple 

intermediate ends striving toward the ultimate end of flourishing) contrasts monistic 

ethical theories that target one principle, such as Taylor’s respect for life, or one category 

of moral standing, such as Singer’s sentient beings. Like Taylor and Singer, however, 
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Sandler limits moral standing to organisms and some cohesive and organized 

environmental collectives (bee hives, ant colonies). He argues that ecosystems and 

species, while not having inherent worth in their own right, do justify “dispositions of 

care, considerateness, and compassion toward them (virtues of respect for nature), and 

establishes callousness, indifference, and cruelty toward them as vices” (p. 6); Sandler’s 

position contrasts with ecocentric perspectives that give moral standing to ecosystems. 

Ecological character is, according to Sandler, weakly anthropocentric (meaning 

subjective in orientation, rather than human-dominant vis-à-vis the rest of the natural 

world) because good environmental character informs actions and our relations with 

others. Good ecological character, by its very nature then is sensitive to the inter-

relatedness of life and to the human dependence on the healthy functioning of natural 

systems; to the interests of non-human others; and to the potential need to restrain or 

modify human actions in the interest of the well-being of non-human others. Human 

concerns matter, but are not the only concerns that matter; this humble stance is what 

makes an ecological virtue ethic weakly anthropocentric.     

Building on Wensveen’s definition of ecological practical wisdom, Sandler says a 

person with an ecological character is sensitive to which ecological virtues are 

appropriate to right action and will use “virtue rules – rules that embody the substance of 

the virtues – collaborative discourse with others, the counsel of mentors, the study of role 

models, and moral wisdom” (p. 7). Virtue rules are rules of thumb guiding the choice of 

virtue and their execution: e.g., to be courageous, act courageously; to be temperate, 

exercise self-restraint. Consultation and collaboration with, and the observation of, 

exemplars are central to the capacity to know what excellence and wisdom are. Virtue 
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ethics calls on us to seek guidance from those people we believe already possess these 

skills. From a psychological perspective, Schwartz and Sharpe (2010), in keeping with 

Wensveen and Sandler, describe the sensitivity skills associated with prudence as 

implying the capacity for “perceptiveness, nuanced thinking, appreciation of context, the 

ability to integrate intellect with emotion and to experience empathy” (p. 52). Sandler’s 

approach to virtue ethics responds to the criticism that Aristotelian ethics is circular in 

that it does not seem to account for the fact that we are not born with character and yet 

must always act from character. Where does it come from? How does it begin? The use 

of virtue-rules, role models and mentors, particularly in the early stages of developing a 

habitual practice guide inexperienced practitioners toward being sensitive to which 

virtues apply in which situations. Over time, action emerges from character.   

Sandler’s (2007a) has developed a typology of ecological virtues that supports the 

study and interpretation of ecological virtues that are environmentally responsive, 

environmentally justified and environmentally productive to a range of environmental 

entities and concerns. A virtue can be responsive, justified or productive in different 

ethical domains and in combination. A virtue, for example, can be characterized as moral, 

enhancing character traits (honesty, love, gratitude); intellectual, enhancing the capacity 

for prudence (justice, perseverance, creativity); relational, enhancing the capacity to 

sustain relationships and social cohesion (considerateness, care, cooperativeness); and 

enhancing personal well-being (diligence, commitment, optimism). Humility, for 

example, is a valuable character trait because it enhances the capacity for prudence 

(intellectual virtue), relationships, and personal well-being, and influence. Again, a 
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person whose character is said to be ‘caring’ is demonstrating a moral virtue that also 

enhances relationships.  

Sandler’s six categories of virtues include:  

 land virtues (love, considerateness, attunement, ecological sensitivity, and 

gratitude);  

 virtues of sustainability (temperance, frugality, farsightedness, attunement, 

humility);  

 virtues of communion with nature (wonder, openness, aesthetic sensibility, 

attentiveness, and love);  

 virtues of respect for nature (care, compassion, restitutive justice, 

nonmaleficence, ecological sensitivity);  

 virtues of environmental activism (cooperativeness, perseverance, 

commitment, optimism, and creativity); and 

 virtues of environmental stewardship (benevolence, loyalty, justice, 

honesty, diligence).  

 

The land virtues guide a person’s interactions with the land. With these virtues, one 

should act in ways that are loving and considerate of the land; one should learn ecology 

to align human activity with nature’s rhythms and capacities; be sensitive and humble, 

seeing one’s place in the land as one among many; and should feel grateful for all that the 

land provides. The virtues of communion with nature and respect for nature highlight 

excellence in emotional engagement with the world around us: love, compassion, care, 

wonder and awe, and aesthetic sensitivity (love of beauty). These are humility and 

gratitude inducing emotions. Nonmaleficence and restitutive justice are intellectual 

excellences important to the sensitivity skills underpinning prudence. Virtues of 

environmental activism emphasize the intellectual virtues necessary to flourishing while 

change agents engage in social, and often socially contested, processes. The virtues of 

stewardship emphasize virtues associated with the overarching virtue of respect.  
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Table 3-2 summarizes the ecological virtues described here along with the 

associated vices of excess and deficiency. Central to virtue ethics is the triadic (vice-

deficiency/virtue/vice-excess) structure for judging right action and right feelings. The 

triadic (vice-deficiency/virtue/vice-excess) structure is a potential tool, as Aristotle 

described it, for nurturing the individual capacity to aim for the mean to support the 

evolution of an environmental practice fitting with long-term well-being and eudaimonia. 

The glossary provides definitions of the virtues and vices summarized in Table 3-2.  

Virtues and Vices  

The very notion of virtues and vices raises questions in modern culture that start with the 

terms themselves. Wensveen first traced the emergence of ecological virtue language in 

her book Dirty Virtues (2000). She describes my own experience in trying to bring the 

virtues and vices to the consideration of an environmental lifestyle: “…the terms virtue 

and vice carry the stigma of sounding old-fashioned, preachy, and self-righteous. It is one 

thing to say, ‘We should respect nature!’; but it is another thing to reflect on this 

statement and happily conclude that one is uttering virtue language” (Wensveen, 2005b, 

p. 18). The term ‘attitude’ has, according to Wensveen, been proposed as a way to bring 

virtues thinking into research on environmental lifestyles. According to Kaiser (2006), 

attitude and moral norms are essentially one concept.  

Attitude in social psychology is a “relatively enduring and general evaluation of 

an object, person, group, issue or concept on a scale ranging from negative to positive” 

(American Psychological Association, 2007, p. 83). A virtue, on the other hand, is a 

complex package carrying with it the value, attitude, belief and norm. Let’s use humility 
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as an example. The value is: humility is good (i.e. supports flourishing in the near and 

long-term); the attitude is: being a humble person is good; the belief is: I am more or less 

a humble person; and the norm is: be humble. The virtue understanding of humility 

carries within the very term all the action guidance one could hope for. An Aristotelian 

understanding of virtues and vice is, in my view, significantly broader than attitude.  

If attitude is not a concept substitutable with virtue, character also is not a concept 

substitutable for personality. As Haidt (2006) notes, the term ‘character’ also has fallen 

out of favour, and was “replaced by the amoral term ‘personality’” (p. 176). Brady and 

Wheeler (1996), whose research informed development of the character trait scale that I 

modified for use in this study, called their version of the scale a measure of “personality” 

traits; I have referred to the scale as a measure of “character” traits. While it is a 

challenge to engage in the language of virtues and character, terms like personality and 

attitude miss important dimensions central to virtue ethical concepts that are too 

important to lose in the quest to find fashionable language more familiar to today’s 

cultural context. I believe that using virtue language is needed to stimulate reflection on 

current approaches to ethics, as well as behaviour change. 

Before summarizing how the literature review informed my research approach, I 

close this section with a brief discussion of care ethics and my intention to consider its 

relation to virtue ethics as a minor component of the overall analysis of ethical 

orientation.  
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Care Ethics 

The desire to do no harm is, as already noted, a basic moral intuition, according to Haidt 

(2012); Peterson and Seligman (2004), and Hoffman (2000b) who cite research showing 

that people mix harm-justice-fairness and care reasoning in making moral judgments. 

Peterson and Seligman, however, also credit Gilligan (1993) with expanding, in 

important ways, the Kohlbergian understanding of moral development as a justice-

reasoning only process: 

Care reasoning is differentiated from justice reasoning in 

two ways. First, care has different criteria for determining 

which aspects of human experience are to be included in 

the moral domain and moral deliberation. The ethic of care 

expands the justice perspective on morality by including 

caring and compassion, and it complements the justice 

emphasis on logic with other forms of knowing, such as 

empathy and other types of relational understanding. 

Second, the end goal of care is somewhat different. 

Whereas justice is primarily an objective weighing of 

principles for a determination of moral rights and 

responsibilities, care is intended to provide a compassionate 

determination of how people’s needs might best be met. 

Still, people deliberating in both care and justice 

frameworks must reason about the moral context, 

interpreting the issues to be considered and the tensions and 

consequences associated with each choice and action.  

The conceptual and theoretical distinctions between justice 

and care as ways of operating psychologically in the moral 

domain should not obscure the fact that moral aspects of 

our experience do not break down neatly along 

philosophical lines, and our psychological capacities are 

not segmented, but elements of a whole person (C. Peterson 

& M. E. P. Seligman, 2004, pp. 393-394).  

 

It clearly is the case that theoretical distinctions do not represent psychological or 

philosophical distinctions and that justice and care reasoning differ. Distinctions, 

however, can help advance understanding. With respect to virtue and care ethics, 
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philosophers differ in their view of the relative importance of agents relative to 

relationships. Held (2006) makes the case that what separates care ethics from virtue 

ethics is that the former gives priority to the flourishing of relationships versus the agent 

flourishing orientation of the latter. The individual-in-relation focus of virtue ethics 

(Simpson, 2001) implies, however, a significant conceptual overlap with care ethics. The 

distinction between care and virtue ethics appears artificial given that “kindness, 

generosity, nurturance, care, compassion and altruistic love are a network of closely 

related terms indicating a common orientation of the self toward the other…and is the 

foundation of ethical living” (C. Peterson & M. E. P. Seligman, 2004, pp. 326-327). In 

addition, Peterson and Seligman say that in contrast to the: 

objectivity of blind justice and the abstract logic of 

principled reasoning, care reasoning requires understanding 

particularly – the needs, interests, and well-being of another 

person – and understanding the relationship between 

oneself and that other person. (p. 397) 

  

The description of care reasoning as requiring situational sensitivity is as near a 

description of virtue ethics as one can get. While Peterson and Seligman (2004) say that 

research on care reasoning has “not yielded a stage-type development model of the kind 

Kohlberg created for justice reasoning” (p. 399), that research does show that certain 

personality traits may predispose a person to a particular moral orientation. To explore 

whether participants varied in care and virtue orientation, I incorporated into the 

character trait scale that I used in this study five traits consistent with care ethics 

(relational, sensitive, caring, attentive, and responsive). These care traits could then be 

contrasted with five theory-relevant virtue traits (frugal, humble, loyal, respectful, and 
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generous). I used factor analysis to explore how these traits associated with each other 

(Chapter 3).  

Care ethics is obviously central to environmental values. Permaculture, for 

example, explicitly references care ethics as its moral foundation. Permaculture, a holistic 

lifestyle that David Holmgren describes as “a design system for sustainable living and 

land use” in the foreword to The Permaculture Handbook: Garden Farming for Town 

and Country (2012) places care at the centre of its foundational ethic. Three principles: 

“Care of the earth, Care of People, and Fair Distribution of Surplus” (p. 21) form the 

foundation of permaculture ethics. According to Holmgren (2002), care for the earth 

implies that: 

 we accept all life forms or species as intrinsically valuable, no matter how 

inconvenient they are to us (or to other lifeforms that we value); 

 we reduce our total environmental impact as the best way to care for all living 

things, with no need to understand, have control over, or to be responsible for the 

myriad of impacts of every individual action; and that 

 when we harm and kill other living things, we always do so in a conscious and 

respectful way; not to use what we kill is the great disrespect. 

 

Care for people implies “accepting responsibility” and a “focus on the positives” (p. 6). 

Holmgren, in discussing, the implications of sharing surpluses focuses on setting 

consumption and reproduction limits which “requires us to consider what is enough and 

sometimes to make hard decisions…We maintain our autonomy and self-control by 

exercising self-restraint, and so reduce the likelihood that some external force or power 

will force us to change” (p. 8). In other words, care ethics underpins a philosophy of self-

reliance and temperance. Self-determination and temperance are also, of course, core to 

virtue ethics. 
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Summary 

I began Chapter 2 with a thought experiment exploring the image of someone who makes 

life choices with the environment in mind. My goal was to suggest the idea that an 

environmental lifestyle was more closely associated with a journey and an ethical stance, 

than a one-off action. I used climate change as one example of an environmental stress 

where scientists suggest drastic reductions in pollution causing the problem are required; 

and the scale of reductions required implies that lifestyle changes will be part of the effort 

to better balance human activity with nature’s capacity to manage pollution. I then cited 

research showing that people living an environmental lifestyle called voluntary simplicity 

were engaged in a long-term process more aptly described as a practice (Elgin, 1993; 

Grigsby, 2004). Voluntary simplicity practitioners were also described as approaching 

consumption as a “moral identity” (Grigsby, 2004, p. 9), exemplified by strong self-

determination implied by definitions of a life well-lived that contrasted strongly with 

capitalistic and consumer cultural norms.  

A review of behavioural psychology models showed increasing evidence for 

considering attitudes trait-like moral constructs, with Kaiser concluding, “people’s 

attitudes toward conservation behavior represent primarily moral considerations and that 

self-interest and rational choice might be of less significance” (p. 80). Self-determination 

theory (SDT), value-belief-norm (VBN) and ecological virtue ethics (EVE) showed 

strong overlap. The internal attribution process described by SDT mirrors well the 

activation of personal norms described by the VBN, and personal norms “are the main 

basis for individuals’ general predisposition to proenvironmental action” (Stern, 2000, p. 

413). A review of ethical theory suggested that virtue ethics was most suited to exploring 
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environmental lifestyles from the perspective of a practice and the process of 

internalization associated with increasing levels of self-determination.  

Sandler (2007a) described well what we are looking for in an ecological virtue 

ethic: an ecological orientation that contributes two benefits: first, there are specific 

positive environmental outcomes – namely, the intermediate ends; and second, that 

habitually exercising the virtues develops character contributing to the flourishing of 

practitioners, communities, and nature – the ultimate end (flourishing p. 7). Action-

focused ethical frameworks, consequentialism-utilitarianism and deontology, were also 

described and situated in contrast to virtue ethics. I now describe how the literature cited 

in Section 2-1 informed my research and the structure of the remaining chapters. 

2.2 Discussion and Dissertation Structure 

Figures 2-6 summarizes the working model that I developed based on the literature 

review to guide my exploration of ethical orientation and environmental lifestyle.  
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Figure 2-6. Model informing research and chapter structure 

Model used to explore whether ethical orientation varies by environmental lifestyle.  The model 

assumes a dynamic process with variables (values, beliefs, norms as expressed through 

environmental journeys; traits and moral judgment; moral attentiveness; and self-determination) 

evolving over time and mutually influencing each other. 

 

 My working model assumed a mutually reinforcing process where environmental 

journeys influenced ethical orientation (explored through analysis of values, beliefs and 

norms, character traits, moral judgment, moral attentiveness, and self-determination 

about environmental lifestyle choices). The relationship between ethical orientation and 

environmental lifestyle was explored by comparing model indicators (Table 3-1 

summarizes variable and indicator definitions) with a non-random sample of participants 

sorted by lifestyle categories. These categories included: environmental activists, 

environmental professionals, producers (combination of participants practicing voluntary 
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simplicity, organic farming, permaculture, living in ecological communities), and green 

consumers.  

My approach was consistent with my interest in holistic research that increases 

understanding of how parts and wholes relate to each other.  The analysis of multiple 

variables, rather than a single variable, and the inclusion of quantitative and qualitative 

data were consistent with this interest in non-reductionist science. As described in the 

next chapter, my methodology (personal philosophy informing my research interests) 

leads me to study health and excellence, rather than disease or vice. Chapter 3 describes 

my methodology; how the mixed-method research was executed, including how I 

captured ethical orientation through environmental journey and a life well-lived from an 

environmental perspective narrative, as well as measures of character traits and moral 

judgement (reasoning and reasons); how I captured moral attentiveness through measures 

of moral awareness and moral reflection; and how I measured self-determination through 

an assessment of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation.  
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 Methodology and Methods Chapter 3

Methodology is enacted philosophy. It is ‘philosophical’ in 

that it embodies and stands upon ontological and 

epistemological commitments. It is ‘enacted’ in that it is not 

satisfied with simply thinking these commitments, but, 

endeavors to apply these ontological and epistemological 

commitments to concrete questions of how research is to be 

conducted. Methodological reflection then is about 

designing prosthetics appropriate to the commitments that 

ground the researcher and her or his research community. 

That this is necessarily a value-laden enterprise does not 

detract from its ‘scientific’ character, inasmuch as 

scientific objectivity always involves bringing values and 

data together. (Jackson, 2006, p. 278). 

 

3.1 Research stance 

My research interests and methods are consistent with my methodology. As the quotation 

above says, I have designed my “prosthetics” to align with the commitments that ground 

me as a researcher. My metaphysical commitments are that I perceive nature, including 

human nature, as dynamic, evolving, creative, and life seeking. This is an inside 

out/subjective metaphysical perspective: reality is co-constructed and emergent rather 

than objective and grasped. Individuals, from this teleological perspective, are organisms 

actively engaging in, and influenced by, the world around them (an organismic and 

agentic perspective). From an environmental viewpoint, my perspective on reality places 

me on the spectrum somewhere between ecocentric and deep ecology. Consistent with 

my ontology, my epistemology is constructivist and pragmatic.  

Constructivist epistemology emphasizes empirical and theoretical approaches that 

seek to increase understanding, assume multiple participant meanings, and the social and 
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historical construction of knowledge. Pragmatic epistemological approaches emphasize 

problem-solving oriented research; understanding the consequences of actions; pluralism, 

meaning there is an assumption of multiple truths; and real-world oriented approaches 

(Creswell & Vicki Plano Clark, 2007). A constructivist and pragmatic epistemology is 

consistent with the belief that knowledge emerges from reason, as well as the senses and 

emotions in interaction within a whole person, and with others, like a dialogue (Bell, 

2009).  

Systems thinking extends naturally from my metaphysical and epistemological 

perspectives. I am inclined toward holistic approaches, assumptions about self-

organizing, emergent, interactive and interdependent properties, and hierarchies as 

comprising fast and slow processes and webs rather than steps to the heavens (Holling, 

Gunderson, & Ludwig, 2002; Maturana & Varela, 1998). A subjective and inter-

subjective research methodology (comprising my ontological and epistemological 

perspectives) does not mean that I am adverse to quantitative methods or that quantitative 

research cannot be combined with qualitative and inductive research. Analysis can be 

objective within a subjective ontology (Hesse-Biber, 2010). Additionally, abduction, 

inference in response to “a surprising anomalous event that cannot be explained on the 

basis of previous knowledge” can be respected (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003, p. 703). 

Constructivism assumes multiple perspectives are always present. To 

accommodate these dimensions in my research, I analysed the data from multiple 

perspectives before coming to conclusions. In other words, I let the data tell me their 

story, rather than me imposing a story on the data. I made extensive use of quotations in 

reporting and interpreting results. Pragmatically, I was open to adapting my research 
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approach to meet the needs of my participants and emerging opportunities. I used 

qualitative and quantitative data collection methods as part of a mixed-method design 

(Creswell & Vicki Plano Clark, 2007). This approach was consistent with methodological 

pragmatism, which calls for “mixed-method research strategies that combine quantitative 

and qualitative approaches in a regulated fashion.  

With my ontological and epistemological perspective in view, it should be clear 

that my interest in exploring questions of agency, self-determination and flourishing are 

consistent with my interest in understanding the virtue ethical orientation associated with 

practicing environmental lifestyles. Virtue ethics emerges from an organismic, 

teleological, and dialogic understanding of the world. The mixed-method design used in 

this study, then, is predictable given my metaphysical and epistemological perspectives.  

My methods were also designed to ensure that my research interests were not the 

only perspective in view. My approach was consistent with Stern’s suggestions that 

“[s]ingle variable studies may demonstrate that a particular theoretical framework has 

explanatory power but may not contribute to the comprehensive understanding of 

particular environmentally significant behaviors that is needed to change them” (p. 418), 

and that “synthetic theories or models” are needed that “postulate relationships” (p. 418), 

I also included multiple variables and indicators in this research and assumed these 

variables, indicators, and lifestyle categories overlapped. I believe thinking in terms of 

dimensions and continuums best describe the reality of ethical orientation and sample 

divisions. I also considered a number of ethical theoretical perspectives to support 

‘compare and contrast’ analysis. Finally, I spent months analysing the quantitative and 
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qualitative data from multiple perspectives before accepting that the pattern emerging 

was representative of the participants.   

3.2 Methods 

There is no use pretending that the contradiction between 

what we think or say and what we do is a limited 

phenomenon. There is no group of the extra-intelligent or 

extra concerned or extra virtuous that is exempt…And so 

we are by no means divisible, or readily divisible, into 

environmental saints and sinners. These are distinctions of 

degree and of consciousness. Some people are less 

destructive than others, and some are more conscious than 

others (Berry, 1977, p. 18). 

Study Design 

My decision to study a non-random sample of environmental exemplars, while consistent 

with my methodology, is not meant to imply a division of the world into categories of 

environmental saints and sinners. I am, however, as Berry says so well in the quotation 

above, interested in “distinctions of degree and of consciousness.” A study focused on 

understanding distinctions of degree and of consciousness requires an approach capable 

of engaging targeted research subjects, measuring multiple variables and exploring 
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relationships. To accomplish my research objectives, I opted for a mixed-method-

embedded design. The term ‘embedded’ refers to the simultaneous collection of 

qualitative (narrative) and quantitative (numerical) data (Creswell & Vicki Plano Clark, 

2007). I used both types of data to interpret the results. Statistical analysis was used to 

explore data patterns within the sample, which in turn, guided the coding of the narrative. 

A large sample size and a mix of interval and categorical questions supported parametric 

and non-parametric analysis
3
. Significance often exceeded 99%, giving me confidence in 

the results. Consistently, however, it was the narrative data that told the story only hinted 

at by the statistical results, often demonstrating significant nuance and insight simply not 

available through the numerical results analysis alone. In opting for a mixed-method 

                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3
 At N = 142 and then N = 233 (91 online poll participants added to the analysis for compare and contrast 

purposes in Chapter 9), and with a mix of interval and categorical questions, a range of descriptive (mean, 

standard deviation); parametric (analysis of variance, which assumes normal distribution and equal 

variance; in the case of my sample I tested for normal distribution for the three Likert scale questions and 

found this was the case); and non-parametric tests (chi-square tests, Kendall tau, not assuming normal 

distribution, but rather the null hypothesis of no difference among categories and suitable to categorical 

analysis) were possible. 
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design, I anticipated its value having had little previous experience with the approach. In 

having utilized mixed-method design, I can attest to its value and strength as a tool for 

exploring and understanding phenomena. 

3.3 Research Questions 

The research questions were:  

1. What is the ethical orientation associated with individuals 

practicing a range of environmentally supportive lifestyles?  

2. If there is variation in ethical orientation associated with 

individuals practicing a range of environmentally supportive 

lifestyles, is that variation associated with differences in moral 

attentiveness (awareness, reflection), self-determination (intrinsic 

to extrinsic motivation), and moral judgment (reasoning, reasons)? 

3. If a virtue ethical orientation is present, are its dimensions 

described by virtue and ecological virtue ethics theory?  

 

My hunch was that ecological virtue ethics would best describe participants practicing 

lifestyles associated with voluntary simplicity, while participants practicing 

environmental lifestyles falling within social norms like recycling, would not. This hunch 

was supported by Elgin’s (1993), Grigsby’s (2004), and Hards (2011) research revealing 

evidence for long-term evolution of environmental practice, and theorizing regarding the 

overlap between Schwartz’s value circumplex (Kasser, 2000) and self-determination on 

the one hand, and eudaimonia on the other (Wensveen, 2002). For purposes of this study, 

the terms environmental lifestyle and environmental practice are used interchangeably.  

The business ethics and moral psychology literature were sources of empirical 

research helpful in designing the approach to this study. Business ethics researchers have 

explored the influence of utilitarian and deontological predispositions on moral 

behaviour. Moral psychology researchers, emphasizing character, and within the social 
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cognitive tradition, have explored virtue and care dimensions without explicitly naming 

them as philosophical ethical dimensions. 

To answer the research questions, I felt it would be useful to describe in a 

conceptual model the elements cited from the empirical business ethics and moral 

psychology literature, and the ecological ethics literature that guided my study design. 

Figure 2-6 symbolizes the working model used in this study to explore ethical orientation. 

Variations in ethical orientation were were measured through narratives on environmental 

journeys and a life well-lived, and numerically using a character trait scale, moral 

reasoning vignettes and a moral reasons question (together comprising moral judgment). I 

measured degrees of self-determination (measured numerically with an interest-

enjoyment scale, and through narrative), and moral attentiveness (measured numerically 

through a moral awareness question, and moral reflection through narrative). The 

exploration of differences, however, was not meant to imply discrete and non-

overlapping variables. While I was interested in exploring how variations in ethical 

orientation related to self-determination and moral attentiveness, this was not meant to 

imply that those variables operated distinctly from each other; quite the contrary. The 

model framing the approach to my analysis (Figure 2-6) is reproduced below. 
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Figure 2-6 reproduced here to ease reference 

Utilitarianism is concerned with consequences. A consequentialism-utilitarianism 

orientation, particularly relating to harmful economic consequences, was defined as “an 

approach to morality that treats pleasure or desire-satisfaction as the sole element in 

human good and that regards the morality of actions as entirely dependent on the 

consequences or results for human (or sentient) well-being” (Honderich, 2005, p. 936). 

As already noted, concern about the harmful economic consequences of environmental 

policy, for example, would be described by Merchant (2005) as homocentric. I was 

interested in the effect consequentialist-utilitarian thinking had on self-determination and 

moral attentiveness. Indicators of consequentialism-utilitarianism also included egoistic 

traits like being influential, results-oriented or a winner, and a calculating reasoning style 

measured through vignettes (assessment of personal gains or losses or social gains or 
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losses with an economic impact emphasis). Where these consequentialist-utility 

dimensions were present, they were coded as calculating. 

Deontological orientation was defined as an approach to morality “according to 

which certain acts must or must not be done, regardless to some extent of the 

consequences of their performance or non-performance” (Honderich, 2005, p. 200). I was 

interested in the influence of an obligation orientation on self-determination and moral 

attentiveness. A person with a deontological orientation acts from obligation or duty, and 

tends to see a distinction between morally ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ behaviours and decisions. 

A deontological orientation could also emphasize reciprocal relations of rights and duties 

between individuals and justice dimensions of morality, overcoming internal desires, and 

reasoning about right action based on a small number of principles. Indicators of a 

deontological orientation included traits, such as principled, law-abiding, dependability, 

honest, and trustworthy; obligation, rules and duty-based moral reasoning, and justice-

oriented moral reasons. Where these deontology-like dimensions were present in the 

narrative data they were coded as obligation. 

A virtue ethical orientation was defined as an approach emphasizing character 

over rules and principles in deciding right action (Honderich, 2005, p. 947).  A person 

with an ecological virtue orientation should demonstrate situational sensitivity, or 

prudence, in judging right action, as well as a disposition toward, at minimum, the virtues 

of humility, respect, and gratitude because these virtues are deemed necessary to the 

exercise of ecological prudence (Wensveen, 2005a). A person with an ecological virtue 

orientation would want to secure positive environmental outcomes with their actions, but 

do so within the overall context of contributing to the flourishing of practitioners, 
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communities, and nature. A virtue orientation would also make reference to the 

importance of mentors, and role models (Sandler, 2007a). Indicators of a virtue 

orientation included these traits: humility, respectfulness, generosity, frugality, and 

loyalty. As noted, I expected that a virtue-orientation would also exhibit care traits, such 

as being caring, meaning oriented toward seeing oneself as relational, attentiveness, and 

responsiveness. Moral reasoning that emphasized intellectual traits (i.e., perseverance, 

creativity, attentiveness, and patience), moral traits (i.e., truthfulness), and moral reasons 

(i.e., love-respect for nature), would also be present. Where these virtue-like dimensions 

were present in the narrative, they were coded as character. 

Overlapping Variables  

Figure 3-1 shows conceptually what researchers increasingly find; variables associated 

with moral functioning do not operate discretely from one another.  
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Figure 3-1. Measurement variables were not discrete 

The mixed-method design combining quantitative variables with narrative is well suited 

to exploring the complexity associated with studying relationships and responds to 

researchers calling for engaging participants as whole persons (Blasi, 2009; Cervone & 

Tripathi, 2009; McAdams, 2009; L. J. Walker & Frimer, 2009). The challenge, however, 

was to explore ethical orientation and moral functioning (measured for purposes of this 

study as moral judgment, self-determination, and moral attentiveness), and to remain 

rigorous without reducing whole persons to discrete variables, or to overemphasize moral 

development as a reasoning only process. 

As demonstrated in Section 2.1.1 (ii), behavioural and conservation psychologists 

are increasingly moving toward a more integrated analysis of moral functioning; a move 

well established in moral philosophy. So, while I have looked to the psychological 
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literature for guidance in designing my data collection approach, including variable and 

indicator definitions, I have designed my study approach to explore ethical orientation of 

whole persons. My desire to consider whole persons is not always obvious. Results 

relating to the three research questions require reporting of participant responses by the 

variables and indicators shown in Figures 3-1 and 3-2 and Table 3-1. Chapters 10 and 11, 

however, bring an ‘all things considered’ analysis of ethical orientation allowing for a 

return to whole person, whole lifestyle category interpretation and story-telling.  

3.4 Data Collection  

Ethical orientation, and its relationship to self-determination and moral attentiveness, was 

explored through multiple measures executed through interviews and surveys. Interview 

questions solicited categorical responses to many questions followed by more open-ended 

exploration of initial responses. Surveys were executed in the same way: all categorical 

sub-items included opportunities to provide additional information or to provide an 

‘other’ response. Quantitative and qualitative responses were then compared.   

Demographic questions and moral reasoning vignettes were followed by character 

trait and interest-enjoyment scales (a measure of intrinsic motivation); and the life story 

of how environmental values came to influence lifestyle choices (Can you describe your 

environmental journey – how you came to consider the environment-nature in your 

lifestyle choices – personal, professional and social to the degree they are relevant to 

your environmental journey? How do you define a life well-lived from an environmental 

perspective?). Questions then examined moral reasons for environmental lifestyle 

choices, views on consumption, desire for material things, self-determination (extrinsic to 
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intrinsic motivation measured through perceptions of self-sacrifice, guilt feelings, guilt as 

a motivator, overcoming barriers), moral attentiveness (covering moral awareness as in: 

How often do you see environmental moral situations?, and reflection through questions 

exploring desire for material things and approaches to consumption), and the presence or 

absence of role models. Table 3-1 summarizes how the model represented in Figures 3-1 

and 3-2 oriented development of the data collection protocols. 

Measuring Ethical Orientation 

The emphasis in this study was on understanding ethical orientation as described by the 

three traditional theories: utilitarianism, deontology and virtue ethics (Aristotle, 1999; 

Kant, 1981, 1996a, 1996b, 2002 ; Mill, 1993). A 20-item character trait scale, four moral 

reasoning vignettes, and responses to a moral reasons question measured ethical 

orientation. However, understanding these results requires analysis of how orientation 

results associated with moral attentiveness (covering moral awareness and reflection 

processes as will be discussed shortly), and self-determination, as well as a host of other 

measures included in the study to explore ethical theory, particularly virtue ethical theory 

(presence or absence of role models, for example).   

To explore utilitarian (calculating) and deontological (obligation) orientations, the 

work of Brady and Wheeler (1996) was particularly helpful, especially their examination 

of ethical predispositions toward utility, which they defined as the “tendency to assess 

ethical situations in terms of their consequences for people” (p. 928), and deontology, 

which they defined as formalism representing “the human tendency to assess ethical 

situations in terms of their consistent conformity to patterns or rules or some other formal 
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features” (p. 928). To explore these utilitarian and deontological orientations, two of the 

researchers’ instruments were adapted for this research: a 20-item character trait scale 

and moral reasoning vignettes.  

I included five of the six traits the authors framed as utilitarian or calculating 

(resourceful, effective, influential, results-oriented, winner
4
) in my character trait scale. I 

also included the five traits Brady and Wheeler defined as deontological that emerged 

from their factor analysis (principled, dependable, trustworthy, honest, and law-abiding). 

Empirical tests of virtue ethical theoretical traits were unavailable. A careful review of 

the ecological virtue ethics literature led me to five trait choices that I believed 

represented central theoretical distinctions underpinning ecological virtue ethics. These 

traits were: respectful, generous, humble, frugal, and loyal and were based on the work of 

Sandler, and Sandler and Cafaro (2007a; 2005). I chose respectfulness for its relationship 

to the entire set of ecological virtues developed by Sandler and which is summarized in 

Figure 2-3. I also chose it for its relationship to the restitutive justice, justice and 

nonmaleficence virtues important to respect for nature and environmental stewardship. If 
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respectfulness loaded onto deontological traits in factor analysis, rather than onto virtue 

traits, this might suggest an ethical orientation interpretation in line with Taylor (1981).  

Humility and frugality relate to the virtues of ecological and aesthetic sensitivity; 

frugality with temperance. Humility and frugality are important to the land, sustainability, 

and communion with nature virtues covered in Sandler’s typology. Generosity and 

loyalty represented two of five virtues that Sandler associates with environmental 

stewardship. Honesty overlapped with the Brady and Wheeler and Sandler lists.  

Care ethicists argue that care and virtue ethical orientations are distinct 

(Merchant, 2005). The individual-in-relation focus of virtue ethics (Simpson, 2001) 

implies, however, that there is significant conceptual overlap despite care-theoretical 

claims to the contrary (Held, 2006). It is most certainly the case that traits highlighted by 

care ethicists are also highlighted as important traits by virtue ethicists. Sandler’s 2007 

typology of ecological virtues includes sensitivity, caring, and attentiveness, for example, 

which are traits highlighted by care ethicists like Held (2006). To explore whether care 

and virtue ethical orientations operated distinctly from one another, I tracked five traits 

considered by theorists to be ‘care’ in their orientation: responsive, sensitive, caring, 

attentive, and relational. These traits were selected for their emphasis on relationship 

considerations. Two of these ‘care’ traits, caring and attentive, that are deemed important 

to respect for nature and sustainability in Sandler’s typology, overlap. Factor and 

correlation analysis of my trait scale results should have indicated whether these traits 

operated distinctly or together and, if so, how they overlapped.  

I explored the question of whether care ethics was a potentially separate construct 

from virtue ethics only in the character trait scale for purposes of responding to the 
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theoretical debate. I will summarize the findings in Chapter 10 when I report results 

relating to my third research question: If a virtue ethical orientation is present, are its 

dimensions described by virtue ethics theory? To track the virtue-care overlap 

assumption, I documented virtue-care dimensions in narrative coding and explored the 

orientation of participants affiliated with permaculture. Permaculture proponents 

associated their design to sustainable living with care ethics (Holmgren, 2002).  

Character Trait Scale 

My final 20-point scale included five character traits for each ethical orientation. Patterns 

of high scores for the dispositions (e.g., utilitarian = resourceful, effective, influential, 

results-oriented, winner; deontological = principled, dependable, trustworthy, honest, law 

abiding; virtue = humble, respectful, generous, frugal, loyal; care = caring, sensitive, 

relational, attentive, responsive) would suggest an ethical orientation or combination of 

orientations. Participants ranked these traits according to how they liked to see 

themselves, not according to how they currently viewed themselves. As a result, higher 

scores were expected and the results should not be interpreted as indicative of an 

excessive orientation relative to the moderation objectives associated with the virtue-

oriented Golden Mean. Having said that, in analysing how trait orientations influence 

other variables, such as self-determination, a reasonable interpretation could include a 

conclusion that a particular trait, or set of traits, is negatively influencing self-

determination. In that case, it may be reasonable to conclude that a high score for a 

particular trait was excessive. Moral reasoning orientation results did, for example, 

demonstrate some dampening effects on moral attentiveness and self-determination 
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associated with higher scores for calculating reasoning. Interpretation of results could, in 

this case, suggest the need for moderating calculating tendencies. However, that 

interpretation emerges from moral reasoning orientation interaction effects, not from the 

trait scale result itself.  

Another important caveat must be kept in mind with respect to my effort to 

measure ethical orientation generally, and in particular, with respect to this character trait 

scale. All 20 character traits represent ideals; or the excellence one strives for. In other 

words, character traits are virtues. As already noted, a virtue ethics lens on these traits 

would not ignore the moral need to be principled. Principles are central to virtue ethics, 

but different in their application than in their deontological form. In the first case, if a 

person aims to be courageous, the principle is to act courageously. In the second case, a 

principle, like respect for nature, is applied universally. The principles a person relies on 

are more limited in number than the principles associated with a plurality of virtues. Also 

note that in the list of 20 character traits, respectfulness is present. In this case, we are 

looking to measure a character trait orientation rather than application of a principle like 

respect for nature. Similar comments can be made about the traits defined as utilitarian.  

A virtue ethics perspective would describe resourcefulness and effectiveness as 

intellectual traits. Influential, results-oriented and winner traits do imply a calculating 

orientation, but also represent practical means and ends reasoning about potential actions, 

which Wensveen (2000) attributes to practical wisdom. Trustworthiness and honesty are 

moral virtues. For purposes of this study, they have initially been included in the set of 

traits defined as deontological given their rule-obligation like nature. So, while the 

character trait scale has been designed with ethical theoretical constructs in mind, it is 
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critical not to over-interpret these definitions. Factor analysis of the character trait results 

revealed overlap in trait results, but also patterns not too far out of line with ethical 

theoretical constructs. It is in the effects of traits that deeper interpretation of ethical 

orientation can emerge.  

Moral Reasoning Vignettes 

With Brady and Wheeler (1996) as a guide, I slightly modified two of the moral 

reasoning vignettes used in their original research as part of the instrument pre-test. 

Based on pre-test results, two additional environmental vignettes were developed and the 

two original vignettes were modified. As recommended by Brady and Wheeler, I sought 

to prime, through vignette language, reasoning along ethical theoretical lines. The non-

environmental vignettes were modified versions of those used by Brady and Wheeler 

(1996); environmental vignettes were original, but relied on the non-environment 

vignettes as a guide.   

The use of non-environmental vignettes supported assessment of whether virtue 

orientation, in particular, held across vignettes. Virtue ethics theorists emphasize unity of 

character (Aristotle, 1999; Lindemann, 2008; Sandler, 2007a), suggesting that a virtue 

orientation should hold across all four vignettes. Dilemma A, below, provides an example 

a vignette having no environmental theme. Underlined words are aimed at priming 

particular ethical orientation reasoning:  

A. In front of the cafeteria on a major university campus is a busy two-lane road 

with a cross walk and a traffic light. There is no intersection, but the light can 

be controlled by a pedestrian button on each sidewalk. Where there is little 

traffic, a person could either press the button and wait for the light or just walk 

across without the light. You are a pedestrian at this cross walk, what should 

you do? 
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a) _____No harm is done just to go ahead; it’s inconvenient to wait when there is 

little or no traffic. 

 

b) _____In these matters one ought to be reasonable, not extreme; one ought to 

obey the spirit rather than the letter of the law. 

 

c) _____In principle, it’s better to press the light, and then cross. 

 

d) _____One should obey all traffic laws. 

 

e) _____We should be patient and wait for the light. 

 

f) _____When we act impatiently we model inappropriate behaviour others will 

follow. 

 

Sub-items a) and b) were designed to prime calculating (utilitarian) reasoning; sub-items 

c) and d) primed obligation (deontological) reasoning; and sub-items e) and f) primed 

character (virtue) reasoning.  

Self-Determination 

Self-determination was explored through questions measuring intrinsic motivation and 

self-conscious emotions, such as guilt, and through narrative analysis of the extrinsic to 

intrinsic motivation continuum. An interest-enjoyment scale used by self-determination 

theorists measured intrinsic motivation. The 22-item version of the intrinsic motivation 

scale measures interest-enjoyment, perceived competence, perceived choice and 

perceived tension. For this project, the eight-item interest-enjoyment sub-scale 

complemented open-ended questions that asked participants if they believed self-sacrifice 

was part of their motivation to lower consumption or to cut waste, if they felt guilt-

shame, and if they were motivated by feelings of guilt-shame. The only adaptation to the 

self-determination interest-enjoyment scale was to develop an introduction (below) that 
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asked the participant to think about an environmental action when answering the 

questions.  

Imagine yourself doing something that you believe benefits the environment. It 

could be an action that lowers your consumption in some way like cutting energy 

or water use, or the amount of consumer goods you buy; or the amount of organic 

and local food you buy or grow. It could be an action that involves restoring 

nature, planting trees, or using renewable energy or less polluting transportation 

methods like walking, cycling or taking transit. It may be purchasing an energy 

efficient car. Think of one action only. Write the action you are thinking about 

here:________________________________. Please indicate how true the 

statements below are for you, using the following scale 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, where 1 

is not true at all, 4 is somewhat true, and 7 is very true. 

 
a) While I was working on the action I was thinking about how much I enjoyed it. 

1__2__3__4__5__6__7__ 

 

b) I found the action very interesting.  1__2__3__4__5__6__7__ 

   

c) Doing the action was fun.   1__2__3__4__5__6__7__ 

 

d) I enjoyed the action very much.  1__2__3__4__5__6__7__ 

 

e) I thought the action was very boring. 1__2__3__4__5__6__7__ 

 

f) I thought the action was very interesting.   1__2__3__4__5__6__7__ 

 

g) I would describe the action as very enjoyable.   1__2__3__4__5__6__7__ 

 

Narrative results were analysed to explore the Deci and Ryan extrinsic and intrinsic 

motivation spectrum described in Section 2.1.1 (iii): external, introjected, identified, and 

integrated regulation form the extrinsic motivation continuum (Deci & Ryan, 2002b). 

3.5 Variable and Indicator Definitions 

Table 3-1 summarizes the variables and indicators used in this study to explore ethical 

orientation along with how they were defined (model shown in Figure 3-1). Ethical 

orientation was measured through numerous indicators designed to explore the presence 

or absence of calculating (utilitarian), obligation (deontological), and/or character (virtue) 
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orientations. A determination of ethical orientation was not based on a quantum 

summation of scale results. Rather, an assessment of ethical orientation was based on an 

‘all things considered’ basis after analysing how trait, reasoning and moral reasons results 

associated with self-determination and moral attentiveness variables. Narrative data 

informed interpretation of the quantitative results. 



 

 

 

1
1
1

 

Table 3-1.   Variables and indicators guiding data collection and analysis 

Variable Indicator Code themes 

Ethical Orientation Calculating 
(Utilitarian) 

Character trait scores: resourceful, effective, influential, results-oriented, winner;  
vignette scores; environmental journey, life well-lived definitions, 
interview/survey data codes in orientation categories 

Ethical Orientation Obligation 
(Deontological) 

Character trait scores: principled, dependable, trustworthy, honest, law abiding; 
vignette scores; environmental journey, life well-lived definitions, 
interview/survey data codes in orientation categories 

Ethical Orientation Character 
(Virtue) 

Character trait scores:  humble, respectful, generous, frugal, loyal; vignette 
scores; environmental journey, life well-lived definitions, interview/survey data 
codes in orientation categories 

Ethical Orientation Relational 
(Care) 

Character trait scores: caring, sensitive, relational, attentive, responsive; 
environmental journey, life well -ived definitions, interview/survey data codes in 
orientation categories; permaculture analysis 

Moral Judgment Reasoning and 
Reasons  

Interview/survey data generate vignette scores and moral reasons that can be 
coded for exercise of a virtue, application of a principle or rule, utility calculation. 
Code for rationalization 

Self-Determination Extrinsic to Intrinsic 
Motivation 

Interview/survey data coded for enjoyment, voluntary/involuntary, pleasure-
pain, perceptions of self-sacrifice, persistence in overcoming barriers  

Moral Attentiveness Moral awareness 
Moral reflection 

Interview/survey data coded in  see environmentally related ethical situations 
daily, sometimes, rarely, never; narrative coded for moral reflection 
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As shown in Table 3-1, moral attentiveness included two indicators: moral 

awareness and reflection. Moral awareness is “a perceptual aspect in which information 

is automatically colored as it is encountered”; reflection is a “more intentional reflective 

aspect by which the individual uses morality to reflect on and examine experience 

(Reynolds, 2008, p. 1028). I quantitatively measured moral awareness (whether 

participants saw environmental situations as moral on a daily or sometimes basis), and I 

used the narrative results to explore the capacity for reflection. 

Moral judgment included two indicators: moral reasoning and moral reasons 

(Bartels, 2008). Moral reasoning was measured using the vignettes. Moral reasons were 

determined by asking participants to indicate what motivated their environmental actions 

(considerate of nature, do no harm to people, do no harm to nature, justice for people, 

justice for nature, love-respect for nature). The narrative provided important insights into 

what people were thinking when choosing one or a combination of moral reasons. 

The self-determination variable included indicators of intrinsic motivation 

(interest-enjoyment scale), guilt feelings and guilt as a motivator questions (indicative of 

introjected regulation), and narrative coded for identified and integrated regulation). The 

narrative results filled out the analysis of self-determination by providing nuanced detail 

into participants’ relationship to guilt and the extrinsic motivation continuum (external, 

introjected, identified, and integrated self-regulation).  

Moral attentiveness, self-determination, and moral judgment, as shown in Figure 

3-2, are overlapping variables mutually influencing each other in the moment and over 

time. Additionally, these variables are informed by a participant’s environmental 

worldview or other important values. How these variables overlap and interrelate also 
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inform an ‘all things considered’ assessment of ethical orientation. The mixed-method 

design is particularly suited to exploring this complexity.  

Quantitative and Qualitative Data Limitation Considerations 

Research results can be undermined by the human tendency to self-serving or social 

desirability bias in self-reports (Haidt, 2012; Kahneman, 2011; Reynolds, 2008). I tried to 

mitigate this challenge in three ways. First, with respect to the interviews, the ethical 

orientation and character trait scales were completed before I had any extended 

interaction with the participant. Interviews followed completion of the scales. Second, I 

had personal knowledge of many of the participants over extended periods of time. This 

knowledge could reduce bias, rather than increase it, because participants knew I had 

direct knowledge of their lifestyle and the stories under discussion. The tendency in these 

cases could have been toward honest assessment rather than inflation. Third, I included 

multiple variables, both quantitative and qualitative, to explore study questions. If social 

desirability influenced one set of results, it could be excluded from the analysis and not 

undermine my capacity to answer the research questions. I had enough redundancy in the 

study design to allow me to select the data I was most confident held ecological validity 

(not influenced by experimental or contextual conditions).  

To confirm I wasn’t rationalizing away bias in the study, however, I coded results 

according to whether the data had been collected by face-to-face interview or survey, and 

according to whether the participants did or did not know me. I then analysed all the 

study variables against these measures and found no significant effect from either data 

collection method or researcher-participant relationship.   
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3.6 Narrative Coding  

All narrative was initially coded as a question response. Once all the narrative was sorted 

by question, the data was coded based on the definitions summarized in section 3.5.  The 

virtue orientation variables and indicators were informed by Sandler’s (2007a) typology 

of ecological virtues (Table 3-2). The typology also informed development of interview 

and survey questions, including those exploring moral reasons (considerateness; love, 

wonder, justice, and do no harm). I adapted the typology, consistent with the triadic 

(vice-deficiency/virtue/vice-excess) structure of Aristotelian ethics, to incorporate vices 

of excess and deficiency to complete the virtues (Golden Mean) developed by Sandler.  

A virtue can enhance character (traditionally called a moral virtue) and can 

enhance deliberation (intellectual virtue). Virtues also enhance relationships and social 

cohesion, and/or associated with personal well-being benefits. That is, virtues interrelate 

and often do more than one kind of work. The virtue of gratitude, for example, is a moral 

virtue and enhances personal well-being; justice is an intellectual and relational virtue. 

Benevolence represents a family of virtues that includes generosity, temperance, justice, 

compassion, friendliness, kindness and empathy. Symbols in Table 3-2 identify the 

different kinds of work that virtues are capable of: * = character traits (moral virtues); ^ = 

intellectual virtues (prudence); < = relational (enhance relationships and social cohesion); 

and > = personal (enhancing personal well-being). Virtues categorized as intellectual are 

taken from Stafford (2010). Detailed definitions of virtues and vices (Glossary) were 

developed from a review of relevant virtue ethics texts and dictionaries (American 

Psychological Association, 2007; Held, 2006; Honderich, 2005; Hursthouse, 2009; 
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Robinson, 1995; Sandler, 2007a, 2007b; Sandler & Cafaro, 2005; B. Schwartz & Sharpe, 

2010; Solomon, 1999; R. L. Walker & Ivanhoe, 2009; Wensveen, 2000). 
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Table 3-2.   Sandler’s (2007) typology of virtues with vices 

Environmental  
Sphere 

Vice 
Deficiency 

Virtue 
Mean 

Vice 
Excess 

Land virtues Disregard/Apathy Love *< Excessive commitment 
 Indifference/Apathy Considerateness *< Hurtful/Arrogance 
 Unappreciative Gratitude *> Dissatisfied (insatiable) 
 Disconnected Attunement^> Too connected 
 Unresponsive/Arrogant Ecological sensitivity 

Humility^> 
Over sensitive/Too humble 

    
Sustainability Insensitive/Lacking in passion Temperance *> Indulgent/Gluttony/ 

Avarice/ 
Greed/Intemperance 

 Detached/Indifference Aesthetic sensibility *> Overly receptive 
 Disregard Love *< Excessive commitment 
 Conservative/Resistant to 

change/Inflexible 
Openness ^> Changeable/Unreliable 

 Unseeing/Apathy Attentiveness ^> Overly alert 
    
Communion with  
nature 

Disrespect Wonder * Excessive admiration/Fear/Anger 

 Disregard Love *< Excessive commitment 
 Detached Aesthetic sensibility *> Overly receptive 
 Unseeing Attentiveness ^> Overly alert 
 Conservative Openness ^> Changeable/Unreliable 
    

Respect for  
nature 

Inattention/Callousness Care *< Intrusiveness/Paternalism/Mawkishness 

 Insensitivity/Cruelty, Compassion *> Excessive empathy/Sentimentality 
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Environmental  
Sphere 

Vice 
Deficiency 

Virtue 
Mean 

Vice 
Excess 

Callousness/ 

Indifference 

 Inaction Restitutive Justice ^< Retribution 

 Take no action Nonmaleficence (do no 
harm) ^< 

Do harm 

 Unresponsive Ecological sensitivity ^> Over sensitive 

    
Environmental 
activism 

Unobligated Commitment *> Excessive obligation 

 Impatience/Easy resignation/ 

Unwillingness to try 

Perseverance ^ (Patience) Stubborn 

 Unhopeful /Apathy Optimism ^> Despair 

 Unimaginative/Stuck in the 
mire 

Creativity ^> Over-imaginative 

 Too agreeable (flexible) 
Spinelessness/Loss of 

autonomy 

Cooperativeness ^< (flexible) 
 

Disagreeable (Inflexible) 
Rigid/Competitive 

    

Environmental 
stewardship 

Greedy/Miserly Benevolence *< Too generous/Too giving 

 Disloyal/Betrayal Loyalty *< Excessive duty/Fanaticism 
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Environmental  
Sphere 

Vice 
Deficiency 

Virtue 
Mean 

Vice 
Excess 

 Deceptive/Liar Honesty * Hurtful 
 Inaction/Injustice/Greed Justice ^< Retribution/Fear/Anger/Disgust 

 Negligent Diligence ^> Too conscientious 

    

Typology of ecological virtues includes traits that are responsive to environmental concerns, justified by environmental concerns, or productive of 

environmental benefits, (Sandler 2007). Within this framework, virtues also do different kinds of work: some enhance character traits (symbol *; 

traditionally called moral virtues), other virtues enhance prudence (intellectual virtues, symbol ^); relational virtues (enhances relationships and social 

cohesion, encourages empathy, symbol<); and/or personal virtues (enhances personal well-being, symbol, >). Virtues are means (centre column). 

Sources: ((American Psychological Association, 2007; Held, 2006; Honderich, 2005; Hursthouse, 2009; Ophuls, 2011; Robinson, 1995; Sandler, 2007a, 

2007b; Sandler & Cafaro, 2005; B. Schwartz & Sharpe, 2010; Solomon, 1999; Stafford, 2010; R. L. Walker & Ivanhoe, 2009; Wensveen, 2000).
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3.7 Sample   

By the end of the data collection process, 233 people had participated in this mixed-

method study conducted from November 2011 to March 2012. The non-random sample 

included 227 Canadians and six Americans who contributed to the research either by 

interview or survey. Forty-five face-to-face interviews were conducted at an agreed 

location, usually a participant’s place of work, home or a coffee shop. Other interviews 

were conducted by Skype (10) or telephone (4). All interviews were conducted in English 

and were digitally recorded. Eighty three surveys (English and French) were received by 

email or mail; the remainder were executed through a market research firm as a Green 

Consumer-Poll (91, English).  
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Figure 3-2. Environmental lifestyle categories overlap 

Participants were asked to self-identify with one primary lifestyle category to facilitate analysis. In 

reality, however, categories were not discrete; some overlap was present with participants engaged in 

combinations of activities including green consumption, in-home production, and voluntary 

simplicity. Despite blurred boundaries, categorical analysis did demonstrate variation in ethical 

orientation. 

  

The 233 participants were divided into five environmental lifestyle categories: 

Activists, n = 25; Professional, n = 64; Producers, n = 34 (voluntary simplicity, 

homesteader, permaculture practitioners, and intentional community participants); Green 

Consumers, n = 19; and Green Consumer-Poll, n = 91. No inducements were offered to 

the 142 non-poll respondents; Research Now, the polling firm I retained to conduct the 

Green Consumer-Poll provides modest inducements to panel participants (a large pool of 

potential survey respondents), such as sweepstakes, prize draws or small cash incentives. 
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3.8 Data Management 

Prior to the start of each interview, participants spent about ten minutes, in private, 

reviewing and signing the letter of consent, and answering the demographic and 

quantitative questions in the character trait scale, the moral reasoning vignettes, and the 

intrinsic motivation scale. In cases where interviews were conducted by telephone or 

Skype, letters of consent and the demographic and quantitative questions were completed 

before the interview and emailed to me just prior to the start of the scheduled interview. 

In the case of surveys, consent and the quantitative and qualitative questions were 

embedded in one instrument.  

Each interview package (letter of consent, demographic questions, character trait 

scale, moral reasoning vignettes, and intrinsic motivation scale) was marked with a 

unique number that became an identifier for each participant. Each survey also received 

its own unique number identifier. Each interview was transcribed (from April to May 

2012), and saved in a Word file using a numeric identifier. After each interview was 

transcribed, it was emailed to the participant for review, comment and sign off. Few 

changes were suggested, although a few participants did follow up after interviews to 

provide additional thoughts. These emails were saved in the same Word file that 

contained the respondent’s transcript.  

The key innovation at the data management stage was that it was possible to code 

the interview and survey material into SPSS (statistical software) data bases, although 

analysis in SPSS was restricted to quantitative data. Data entry was cross-checked by a 

UNB undergraduate research assistant who also coded transcribed interview results using 

N-Vivo (qualitative analysis software) following the template established by the survey 
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structure. The survey paralleled the flow of a conversation; it was not designed as an 

instrument to test discrete variables for purposes of inferential statistics. I had the 

database reviewed by a statistician to ensure I could maximize the statistical value of 

material collected as interval (7-point scale assuming distances between numbers are 

equal), dichotomous (yes, no; male-female), ordinal (rank order) data, and nominal (no 

rank order).  

Most survey questions followed the format “yes, no, combination, other”, or listed 

options that always included a “combination” and “other” category. The statistician’s 

suggestion for coding categorical variables in SPSS was to place ‘combination’ between 

opposing measures to rank order responses. There were only a small number of ‘other’ 

responses, so the suggestion was to combine the combination and other responses. These 

modest adjustments supported categorical analysis (proportions) and correlations 

(Kendall tau statistic
5
 provides a probability statistic for rank order variables). Questions 

                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5
 “While Spearman R can be thought of as the regular Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient as 

computed from ranks, Kendall tau rather represents a probability. Specifically, it is the difference between 

the probability that the observed data are in the same order for the two variables versus the probability that 

the observed data are in different orders for the two variables. Kendall (1948, 1975), Everitt (1977), and 

Siegel and Castellan (1988) discuss Kendall tau in greater detail. Two different variants of tau are 

computed, usually called taub and tauc. These measures differ only with regard to how tied ranks are 
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one to three used a 7-point scale, (interval). The higher the score, the more results aligned 

either with a participant’s way of thinking, how they liked to see themselves, or intrinsic 

motivation. The Pearson product-moment correlation statistic was used to analyze these 

results. Creating reversed score versions of the interval results allowed for comparison 

with rank order data. Frequencies (sums) and cross tabular (percentages, as in x% 

selected yes; x% selected no) analysis was also used.   

I used SPSS (statistical software) and N-Vivo (qualitative software) to code and 

analyzes the data. Word responses to open-ended questions were imported into N-Vivo 

where they were categorized along with the interviews. I first coded the narrative data as 

responses to the research questions. Once the narrative was sorted by research question, I 

was able to explore patterns, ethical orientation and to probe whether the narrative 

aligned with statistical results.    

Before turning to the results chapters, I would like to make two points on 

managing confirmation bias. First, inclusion of a significant survey component supported 

greater statistical analysis than originally planned. Exploration was not restricted to my 

research questions. I remained in an exploratory phase before turning my attention to the 

research questions. Second, eliminating names, using a number identifier, and the 

grounded approach to coding narrative, kept me open to unexpected results. Confirmation 

bias is, however, impossible to eradicate. Haidt (2012) argues that it is hard to eradicate 

confirmation bias because:  

                                                                                                                                                 

 

handled. In most cases these values will be fairly similar, and when discrepancies occur, it is probably 

always safest to interpret the lowest value”. Quoted from:  http://www.statsoft.com/textbook/statistics-

glossary/k/ 



124 

 

 

it is a built-in feature (of an argumentative mind), not a bug 

that can be removed (from a platonic mind)…We should 

not expect individuals to produce good, open-minded, 

truth-seeking reasoning, particularly when self-interest or 

reputational concerns are in play. But if you put individuals 

together in the right way, such that some individuals can 

use their reasoning powers to disconfirm the claims of 

others, and all individuals feel some common bond or 

shared fate that allows them to interact civilly, you can 

create a group that ends up producing good reasoning as an 

emergent property of the social system. (p. 90) 

 

Transparent assumptions, a thorough analytical process, staying open to surprises, 

looking at the data from many angles, are all important steps in acknowledging 

confirmation bias. In the end, however, the scientific process has the final word.
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 Demographic Frequencies Chapter 4

4.1 Sample N = 142 

Frequency results for sample-wide demographic variables are reported in two ways. First, 

I summarize demographic variables for the 142 participants covering four environmental 

lifestyle categories: Activists, Professionals, Producers and Green Consumers. I report 

these frequency results separately to align with the chapter breakout of results, which 

explore ethical orientation for these four lifestyle categories (Chapters 5 to 8), before 

turning to a comparative analysis of the four lifestyle categories with the Green 

Consumers-Poll participants (Chapter 9).  

Recall that participants were not chosen at random. In securing the 142 

participants, I did not seek distributions weighted to, for example, Canadian averages for 

age, income or education. While I did aim for gender balance, the fact that the gender 

distribution (and urban-rural distribution) does approximate national averages was a 

fortunate outcome. In contrast, the Green Consumer-Poll participants were selected after 

first responding in the affirmative to three gate-keeping questions (“I am not an 

environmental activist or professional, I think about the environment at least sometimes 

when making purchases, and I am open to doing more with respect to the environment in 

the future.”). Once past the gate, Green Consumer-Poll participants completed surveys 

until enough were received meeting reasonable approximations to national averages for 

age, gender and urban-rural distribution. Despite the Green Consumer-Poll selection 

approach, study results should not be generalized based on demographic variables. Some 
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generalizations may be made where results approximate empirical work showing cross-

cultural validity. 

Table 4-1.  Environmental lifestyle distribution for N = 142 

  

  
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Activists 25 17.2 17.6 17.6 

Professionals 64 44.1 45.1 62.7 

Producers (Voluntary 
Simplicity, Homesteaders, 
Permaculture) 

34 23.4 23.9 86.6 

Green Consumers 19 13.1 13.4 100.0 

Total 142 97.9 100.0  

Missing System 3 2.1   

Total 145 100.0   

 

Table 4-1 shows frequency distribution for the 142 participants in the four 

environmental lifestyle categories: Activists, 17.6%, n = 25; Professionals, 45.1%, n = 

64; Producers, 23.9%, n = 34; and Green Consumers, 13.4%, n = 19.  

Gender, Age 

Gender distribution was about even for these 142 participants, with 48.6% of males (n = 

69), and 51.4% females (n = 73).  Of the 132  participants reporting their age, 4.5% were 

18 to 24 years old, n = 6; 16.7% were 25 to 35 years old, n = 22; 25% were 36 to 50 years 

old, n = 33; 40.9% were 51 to 65 years old, n = 54; and 12.9% were 66 years old or older, 

n = 12 (N = 132).  

Of the 141 participants reporting marital status, 51.1% were married, n = 72; 

15.6% lived common-law, n = 22; 24.1% were single, n = 34; and 9.2% were divorced, 

separated or widowed, n = 13. Participants were nearly evenly distributed with respect to 
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having or not having children, with 57.7% having children, n = 82; and 42.3% not having 

children, n = 60. Participants were primarily Caucasian, 91.7%, n = 133.  

Elgin (1993) found in his study of voluntary simplicity practitioners that 

respondents earned a moderately wide range of income, suggesting that “the manner in 

which ones’ income is used is as important as the size of income earned.” Elgin also 

found that “relatively high levels of education indicated that voluntary simplicity 

practitioners are not unskilled and poorly educated dropouts from society, but, instead, 

are well-educated and skilled persons who are searching for ways of living and working 

that are more sustainable and satisfying” (p. 62). Given that my participants covered 

environmental lifestyle territory similar to Elgin’s study, I wanted to ensure I did not 

ignore the possibility that highly educated participants in my study were choosing low-

income lifestyles. As a result, I applied a fine grain analysis to income and education.  

Demographic results for income and education do show a similar pattern to 

Elgin’s. Of the 138 participants reporting income, 11.6% of participants earned less than 

$10,000 annually, n = 16; 13% earned between $11,000 and $30,000, n = 18; 19.6% 

earned between $31,000 and $50,000 annually, n = 27; 17.4% earned between $51,000 

and $70,000, n = 24; and 38.4% earned more than $71,000, n = 53. Of the 141 

participants reporting education, 1 participant had elementary education; 2.8% had high 

school education, n = 4; 9.9% had a college education, n = 14; 2.1% attended trade 

school, n = 3; 26.2% had undergraduate degrees, n = 37; and 58.2% had graduate 

degrees, n = 82. Income distribution did not align perfectly with educational attainment, 

an indication that lower-income lifestyle choices were being made by study participants. 
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Table 4-2.  Comparison Income and Education for N = 142 

 
 

   Income 

Total    up to $10k $11k to $30k $31k to $50k $51k to $70k $71k and up 

Education Elementary Count 1 0 0 0 0 1 

% within Education 100.0% .0% .0% .0% .0% 100.0% 

% within Income 6.2% .0% .0% .0% .0% .7% 

High School Count 4 0 0 0 0 4 

% within Education 100.0% .0% .0% .0% .0% 100.0% 

% within Income 25.0% .0% .0% .0% .0% 2.9% 

College Count 1 3 3 3 4 14 

% within Education 7.1% 21.4% 21.4% 21.4% 28.6% 100.0% 

% within Income 6.2% 16.7% 11.1% 12.5% 7.5% 10.1% 

Trade Count 0 1 2 0 0 3 

% within Education .0% 33.3% 66.7% .0% .0% 100.0% 

% within Income .0% 5.6% 7.4% .0% .0% 2.2% 

Undergraduate Count 8 6 6 6 10 36 

% within Education 22.2% 16.7% 16.7% 16.7% 27.8% 100.0% 

% within Income 50.0% 33.3% 22.2% 25.0% 18.9% 26.1% 

Graduate Count 2 8 16 15 39 80 

% within Education 2.5% 10.0% 20.0% 18.8% 48.8% 100.0% 

% within Income 12.5% 44.4% 59.3% 62.5% 73.6% 58.0% 

Total Count 16 18 27 24 53 138 

% within Education 11.6% 13.0% 19.6% 17.4% 38.4% 100.0% 

% within Income 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 



129 

 

 

Table 4-2 compares educational attainment and income distribution for N = 142. 

Comparing educational attainment and income distribution (p = .000) shows eight 

participants with undergraduate degrees earning less than $10,000 annually; two 

participants with graduate degrees earned this amount. Fourteen participants with 

undergraduate (n = 6) and graduate (n = 8) degrees earned between $11,000 and $30,000 

annually. In total, 24 participants with undergraduate and graduate degrees earned less 

than $30,000 annually. I explore the link between income, education and environmental 

lifestyle category for N = 233 below. 

Of the 142 participants, 60.1% of participants lived in cities with populations over 

100,000, n = 86; 16.2% lived in rural communities with populations under 10,000, n = 

23; and 23.2% of participants lived in mid-sized cities with populations between 10,000 

and 100,000, n = 33. Table 4-2 summarizes provincial distribution; 42.3% of participants 

were located in Ontario, n = 60; 21.1%% were located in New Brunswick, n = 30; and 

16.2% were located in B.C., n = 23. Of the 136 participants reporting on whether they 

were affiliated with a faith or spiritual tradition, 41.2% said they were affiliated with a 

faith or spiritual tradition, n = 56; and 58.8% participants said they had no faith or 

spiritual affiliation, n = 80. 
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Table 4-3.  Provincial distribution N = 142 

 

  
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid BC 23 15.9 16.2 16.2 

AB 6 4.1 4.2 20.4 

ON 60 41.4 42.3 62.7 

QC 10 6.9 7.0 69.7 

NB 30 20.7 21.1 90.8 

NS 5 3.4 3.5 94.4 

Yukon, WT 1 .7 .7 95.1 

US 6 4.1 4.2 99.3 

Europe 1 .7 .7 100.0 

Total 142 97.9 100.0  

Missing System 3 2.1   

Total 145 100.0   

 

4.2 Sample N = 233 

When the Green Consumer-Poll participants are added (Table 4-3), N  was 233.  

Lifestyle Category, Gender, Age 

Table 4.3 summarizes environmental lifestyle category distribution for N = 233. With the 

addition of Green Consumer-Poll participants, activists represent 10.7% of the sample, 

compared to 17.6%, n = 25; Professionals represent 27.5% of the sample, compared to 

45.1%, n = 64; Producers, 14.6%, compared to 23.9%, n = 34; Green Consumers 8.2%, 

compared to 13.4%; and Green Consumers-Poll represent 39.1% of the sample, n = 91.  
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Table 4-4.  Environmental lifestyle categories for N = 233 

 

  
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Activists 25 10.6 10.7 10.7 

Professionals 64 27.1 27.5 38.2 

Producers: Voluntary 
Simplicity, Homesteaders, 
Permaculture 

34 14.4 14.6 52.8 

Green Consumers 19 8.1 8.2 60.9 

Green Consumer-Poll 91 38.6 39.1 100.0 

Total 233 98.7 100.0  

Missing System 3 1.3   

Total 236 100.0   

 

Gender distribution remained evenly split with the sample at N = 233; with 48.9% 

male, and 51.1% female. Of the 223 participants reporting age 6.7% were 18 to 24 years 

old, n = 15 (compared to 4.5% at N = 142); 21.1% were 25 to 35 years old, n = 47 

(compared to 16.7%); 26% were 36 to 50 years old, n = 58 (compared to 25%); 35.9% 

were 51 to 65 years old, n = 80 (compared to 40.9%); and 10.3% were 66 to 75 years old, 

n = 23 (compared to 12.9%).  

Income and Education 

Income distribution for the 229 participants reporting showed 8.3% earned less than 

$10,000 annually, n = 19 (compared to 11.6%, n = 16); 13.5% earned $11,000 to 

$30,000, n = 31 (compared to 13%, n = 18); 19.7% earned $31,000 to $50,000, n = 45 

(compared to 19.6%, n = 27); 19.2% earned $51,000 to $70,000, n = 44 (compared to 

17.4%, n = 24); 32.8% earned more than $71,000 annually, n = 75 (compared to 38.4%, n 

= 53). The Green Consumer-Poll respondents had the option of preferring not to answer 

and 6.6%, n = 15 did so. Of the 232 participants reporting educational attainment .9% had 
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an elementary school education, n = 2 (compared to 1 person at N = 142); 11.2% had 

high school, n = 26 (compared to 2.8%, n = 4); 17.2% college, n = 40 (compared to 9.9%, 

n =14); 2.6% trade, n = 6 (compared to 2.1%, n = 3); 25% had an undergraduate degree, n 

= 58 (compared to 26.2%, n = 37); and 43.1% had graduate degrees, n = 100 (compared 

to 58.2%, n = 82). These results show a consistent pattern with at least some participants 

with higher educational attainment apparently choosing low-income lifestyles. 
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Table 4-5.  Comparison Education and Income for N = 233 

 

   Income 

Total 
   

up to $10k $11k to $30k $31k to $50k $51k to $70k $71k and up 
Prefer not to 

answer 

Education Elementary Count 1 0 0 0 1 0 2 

% within Education 50.0% .0% .0% .0% 50.0% .0% 100.0% 

% within Income 5.3% .0% .0% .0% 1.3% .0% .9% 

High School Count 6 5 3 6 3 3 26 

% within Education 23.1% 19.2% 11.5% 23.1% 11.5% 11.5% 100.0% 

% within Income 31.6% 16.1% 6.7% 13.6% 4.0% 20.0% 11.4% 

College Count 1 7 10 10 9 3 40 

% within Education 2.5% 17.5% 25.0% 25.0% 22.5% 7.5% 100.0% 

% within Income 5.3% 22.6% 22.2% 22.7% 12.0% 20.0% 17.5% 

Trade Count 0 1 3 2 0 0 6 

% within Education .0% 16.7% 50.0% 33.3% .0% .0% 100.0% 

% within Income .0% 3.2% 6.7% 4.5% .0% .0% 2.6% 

Undergraduate Count 9 8 9 9 19 3 57 

% within Education 15.8% 14.0% 15.8% 15.8% 33.3% 5.3% 100.0% 

% within Income 47.4% 25.8% 20.0% 20.5% 25.3% 20.0% 24.9% 

Graduate Count 2 10 20 17 43 6 98 

% within Education 2.0% 10.2% 20.4% 17.3% 43.9% 6.1% 100.0% 

% within Income 10.5% 32.3% 44.4% 38.6% 57.3% 40.0% 42.8% 

Total Count 19 31 45 44 75 15 229 

% within Education 8.3% 13.5% 19.7% 19.2% 32.8% 6.6% 100.0% 

% within Income 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
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Table 4-5 compares education and income distributions for N = 233. Results are 

significant at p = .001. Results show 11 participants with undergraduate (n = 9) and 

graduate (n = 2) degrees earned less than $10,000 annually. Eighteen participants earned 

$11,000 to $30,000, with 8 having an undergraduate degree and 10 having a graduate 

degree. These results show that the low income-high education results are dominated by 

the four environmental lifestyle category participants, but that Green Consumer-Poll 

participants also are represented (n = 1 at undergraduate and less than $10,000 and n = 0 

at graduate level and less than $10,000; n = 2 at undergraduate and $11,000 to $30,000 

and n = 2 at graduate level and $11,000 to $30,000). In total, 29 participants with 

advanced education earned less than $30,000, an increase of five participants over N = 

142. 

I then looked at how environmental lifestyle categories were distributed among 

income and education categories and found that two Activists, one Professional, four 

Producers, one Green Consumer, and one Green Consumer-Poll participant had an 

undergraduate degree and earned less than $10,000 annually. At the graduate degree 

level, one Activist, one Professional, and zero Producers, Green Consumers and Green 

Consumer-Poll participants earned less than $10,000. The less than $10,000 annual 

income distribution clearly is weighted toward Producers. Within the Producers category, 

one organic farmer, one permaculture practitioner, and two voluntary simplicity 

practitioners had undergraduate degrees and earned less than $10,000 a year. There were 

no Producers in the graduate degree category earning less than $10,000 a year. In the 

$11,000 to $30,000 a year category, one organic farmer and one permaculture 

practitioner had an undergraduate degree; one organic farmer and three voluntary 
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simplicity practitioners had graduate degrees and earned this annual amount. Of the 15 

Producers under discussion, eight were voluntary simplicity practitioners, three were 

permaculture practitioners, and four were organic farmers. It seems reasonable to 

conclude that Producers are making lifestyle choices that generate low incomes.  

Ethnicity, Faith-Spiritual Affiliation, Location 

Of the 228 participants reporting ethnicity, almost 90% were Caucasian. The next largest 

ethnic group was Asian (5.1%) followed by Indigenous (1 person) or Latin American (1 

person). Of the 227 participants reporting on whether they had a faith or spiritual 

affiliation, just over half of the participants, 53.3%, n = 121 said no; 46.7% said yes, n = 

106. Of the 232 participants reporting, fewer than, 47% were married, n = 109; 13.4%, 

lived common law, n = 31; 26.7% were single, n = 62; and 12.9% were divorced, 

separated, or widowed, n = 30. The majority of participants, 57.5%, had children, n = 

134; 42.5% did not, n = 99.  
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Table 4-6.  Provincial distribution 

 

  
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid BC 44 18.6 18.9 18.9 

AB 18 7.6 7.7 26.6 

SK 2 .8 .9 27.5 

MN 2 .8 .9 28.3 

ON 105 44.5 45.1 73.4 

QC 10 4.2 4.3 77.7 

NB 31 13.1 13.3 91.0 

NS 9 3.8 3.9 94.8 

NFLD 4 1.7 1.7 96.6 

Yukon, WT 1 .4 .4 97.0 

US 6 2.5 2.6 99.6 

Europe 1 .4 .4 100.0 

Total 233 98.7 100.0  

Missing System 3 1.3   

Total 236 100.0   

 

Geographical distribution showed 62.7% lived in communities with populations 

greater than 100,000, n = 146; 16.3% lived in communities with few than 10,000 people, 

n = 38; and 21% lived in communities with populations between 10,000 and 100,000 

people, n = 49. Provincial distribution is summarized in Table 4.6. Largest representation 

was as follows: 44.1% from Ontario, n = 105; 18.9% from British Columbia, n = 44; 

and13.3% from New Brunswick, n = 31.  

4.3 Results Introduction 

The results chapters mirror the working model guiding this research (Figure 2-6). Ethical 

orientation results are reported in two chapters: Chapter 5 explores participant experience 

through environmental journeys and definitions of a life well-lived narrative. I begin the 
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chapter summarizing emergent themes before turning to an analysis of how the journeys 

narrative aligns with the value-belief-norm model (Stern, 2000); I then close the chapter 

with an early ethical orientation analysis of the narrative defining a life well-lived from 

an environmental perspective. Each results chapter begins with frequency results for 

variable indicators. I then report on results by demographic variable (gender, age, 

income, education, parenthood, location, and faith-spiritual affiliation) before applying 

the environmental lifestyle category lens. Narrative results are integrated throughout to 

provide context and elaboration on the numerical results. Numerical results are 

summarized at the conclusion of each chapter.  
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 Environmental Journeys Chapter 5

Once our personal connection to what is wrong becomes 

clear, then we have to choose: we can go on as before, 

recognizing our dishonesty and living with it the best we 

can, or we can begin the effort to change the way we think 

and live (Berry, 1977, p. 19). 

 

Knowledge of our personal connection to what is wrong can become our personal 

connection to what is right when, says Berry, we begin the effort to change the way we 

think and live in relation to the environment. This chapter explores how participant 

experience nurtured participants’ ethical orientation toward the environment. As a result, 

and in contrast to the more quantitative chapters that follow, this chapter relies primarily 

on participants sharing stories about their environmental journeys and their definition of a 

‘life well-lived’ from an environmental perspective. Numerical results for two questions 

exploring participant perspectives on the source of nature’s value and their relationship to 

nature are included in this chapter. With respect to narrative responses, I did not impose a 

pre-determined analytic metric in my initial analysis. Instead, I remained open to 

emerging patterns, letting the data “speak to me” as it were. I begin the chapter with a 

summary of the emerging themes from the environmental journey narratives.   

As suggested in Chapter 2, journey stories and ‘life well-lived’ definitions 

demonstrated alignment with Stern’s value-belief-norm model (2000), Deci and Ryan’s 

self-determination theory (2002), and ecological virtue ethics, particularly Wensveen’s 

(2005) set of ecological virtues. I bring these dimensions to light in summarizing 

emerging themes, but more fully through the stories of four participants, each 
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representing one environmental lifestyle category. The analysis of definitions of ‘a life 

well-lived from an environmental perspective’ focuses on ethical orientation.  

Berry’s reference in this chapter’s opening quotation to the process of making a 

personal connection to what is wrong, and then making a choice about how to respond, 

straddles the belief-norm variables in Stern’s value-belief-norm (VBN) model of 

environmental behaviour (Figure 2-2). Cognitive (knowledge) and evaluative beliefs 

(“belief tied to a value…implies something is better than something else” (Heberlein, 

2012, p. 16), comprised of awareness of consequences and ascription of responsibility 

activates pro-environmental norms. Pro-environmental norms, in turn, influence pro-

environmental choices covering public and private sphere behaviours, such as activism, 

citizenship, policy support, and in-home behaviours. Values in the VBN model (altruistic, 

egoistic, traditional, and openness to change in Figure 2-2) are adapted from Schwartz’s 

values circumplex (self-transcendent, self-enhancement, openness to change, and 

conservation in Figure 2-3). Values, in turn, inform paradigmatic beliefs about the 

environment (characterized by the New Ecological Paradigm).  

In interviews and surveys I asked participants to describe their environmental 

journeys (Can you describe your environmental journey - how you came to consider the 

environment-nature in your lifestyle choices (personal, professional and social to the 

degree they are relevant to your environmental journey?); to define a life well-lived from 

an environmental perspective; and to describe the source of nature’s value and how they 

related to nature (Do you think nature has value in and of itself? Choices: Nature has 

value in and of itself; nature has value based on human valuing; other; combination; and 

How do you relate to nature? Choices: Embedded in nature; detached, observing nature; 
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other; combination). I close the chapter with an ethical orientation analysis of the life 

well-lived narrative and end with a discussion section.  

I begin with a summary of the dominant themes emerging from the journeys 

narrative and relate these themes to beliefs-norms before turning to analysis of values-

beliefs. Four interlocking themes emerged from the journeys narrative: nature-to-limited-

nature exposure; frugal-conserver upbringing; evolution of environmental practice; and 

the influence of role models. Participant stories about their environmental journeys often 

captured all four themes.  

5.1 Nature-Limited Nature Exposure 

Where participants emphasized childhood or pre-to-early teen exposure to nature, the 

narrative was coded as nature experience; where participants emphasized limited or no 

nature experience in journeys narrative, it was coded as limited nature exposure. Sixty-

two percent of the journeys narrative emphasized nature-to-limited-nature exposure (n = 

88), with 83% of these participants highlighting the importance of childhood nature 

experiences as the basis of their environmental values (n = 73), and 17%, indicating that 

they had limited exposure to nature, n = 15). In the limited-nature exposure cases, 

education and knowledge dominated stories about environmental journeys. Childhood 

nature experience generated empathic feelings of love, wonder, awe, and appreciation; 

role models were never far away. Riley, a 56-year-old Professional living in Squamish, 

British Columbia, described well these interlocking influences: 

My love of nature came out of my childhood, family 

picnics, wilderness camping, hiking, canoeing with my 

father and family. We had a sailboat, so summers sailing 

and in the winter alpine skiing and ski racing. In the 
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summer I was going from 12-13 a friend and myself spent 

most of the summer building a small log cabin about 3x4 

meters in the forest entirely out of deadfall (we never cut a 

single tree down). My entire childhood involved lots of 

outdoor recreational activities first with my family, and 

then with friends in my later teens and twenties. I am still 

very active outdoors (mostly hiking, mountain biking, 

sailing and skiing). One other very important influence was 

my Uncle who often took me out trout fishing as I was 

growing up. In the winter when the first snows arrived 

before ski season started, I would go with my Uncle and 

help him set up his trap-line. I spent my formative years 

playing in the out-of-doors and recreating in nature. (#45)
6
    

 

Nature experiences were not always as positive for participants as they were for Riley. 

Experiences of loss and feelings of grief also initiated a commitment to environmental 

practice, especially activism. Andy, a 34-year-old Professional living in Tatamagouche, 

Nova Scotia, turned to activism to deal with his sense of environmental injustice: 

Well I think for me it started when I was 12 or 13 years old. 

And I grew up in a rural area and I used to play a lot in the 

forest. And one day that forest was cut down. And that I 

felt a very strong connection to that place and that very 

much offended me. And so my brothers and I tried to stop 

the logging equipment in various ways. So we read what 

we got out of the library. So that caused a conflict with the 

                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6
 Numbers after narrative indicate unique participant identifier  
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neighbours who were logging the land and that I guess 

opened my eyes to what was going on around me. And then 

I started following Clayoquot Sound. I think it was the year 

after this the protest in Clayoquot.  So I started following 

that really closely and then got involved in a local 

environmental group.  One thing led to another from then 

on. (#85) 

 

A sense of injustice over environmental harm also led to an activist career for Sebastien, 

a 58-year-old, who like Andy, now considers himself a Professional. Sebastien operates 

an organic farm in Cedar, British Columbia. He described growing up in Toronto and the 

effect that urban development had on him:  

So, a lot of time spent as a kid camping with my parents 

because that was cheap and car camping was a way to 

explore the new country, my parents being from Scotland... 

and [that] introduced me to a lot of parks. Also young in 

Toronto, at the edge of Scarborough, east end where the 

Victoria Park subway station is now. And that subway 

station filled in a brilliant pond that I used to enjoy. The 

golf course next to it was also a great bush area that we 

used to run through and all the ravines connected all 

through a park…So nature; just got comfortable with it. It 

was a place of refuge and enjoyment and sadness when it 

got filled in for other purposes. Hard to come to terms with 

some of the developments that simply filled in places 

without really attending to what they naturally were… In 

university I was introduced to activism so to speak.  The 

public interest advisory committees that were established 

on the campus was a bit around my orientation because my 

university degree was environmental studies and then I 

became active in the birth control centre.  And that was a 

feeling I need to be responsible around controlling births 

and developed around this Zero Population Growth (ZPG) 

and a real concern that we weren’t paying attention to the 

real impact we were having on the planet, on people and on 

each other. (#1) 

 
The link between activism and feelings of grief about harm to nature was not unique to 

Andy and Sebastien who both described themselves as Professionals, but who also had 
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activist careers and tendencies. In response to a question on whether participants felt a 

sense of loss or grief about the environment, Activists were highly sensitive, with 94.4% 

saying they had these feelings, n = 17, compared to 76.9% of Professionals, n = 30; 

74.1% of Producers, n = 20; and 52.6% of Green Consumers, n = 10, p = .006. Lifestyle 

categories were also reflected in participants highlighting frugal-conserver upbringings, 

with Green Consumers and Producers (10 out of 15) inclined to make this connection. 

5.2 Frugal-Conserver Upbringing 

Fifteen people described growing up in frugal or conserver households as important to 

their environmental journeys. Just over half of these participants (n = 8) talked about 

home-based production, especially relating to gardening, storing food in root cellars and 

preserving. Gender was a factor in these eight stories, with mothers, aunts and 

grandmothers being role models for seven female participants; and a father for the only 

male. Betty, a 52-year-old Green Consumer living in Montreal, Quebec, described the 

influence her mother had on how she lives today: 

I grew up with parents raised in the Depression years, who 

were by nature principled, frugal and green before people 

talked about environmental awareness.  We lived in the 

city, but my mother was a transplanted farm girl. 

NOTHING went to waste – not even chicken feet which 

got boiled into soup.  She had a garden and also a 

community plot on the edge of the city where I was raised.  

We had two deep freezes, and every winter she canned and 

froze enough fruit and vegetables to get our family of eight 

through the winter.  We did not eat any processed foods – 

she was opposed to all that packaging and besides, it was 

too expensive.  She washed and saved plastic bags and 

plastic containers – in other words, she was the queen of re-

use before anyone talked about the 3Rs.  Also we always 

had a compost – again, not because it was “green” but 
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because it was good for the garden.  So many of the ways I 

live today reflect that upbringing. (#105)  

 

Where in-home production was valued in childhood it often influenced participant 

definitions of a life well-lived. Louise, a 58-year-old Professional living in Rusagonis, 

New Brunswick, who said her environmental journey began with her frugal mother, 

described a life well-lived in producer (some degree of self-sufficiency or in-home 

production) terms: 

A life where there is as little waste as possible; a life where 

you produce some of your own food and support local 

economies when possible; a life lived close to nature where 

natural principles and strategies are followed as much as 

possible; a rural life; a life where you make at least some of 

the products you use (example, curtains). (#48) 

 

Social justice, rather than producer values, was emphasized by the remaining seven 

female participants who noted frugality-conserver households in their narrative. Olivia, a 

73-year-old Green Consumer living in Ottawa, Ontario, described her journey in social 

justice terms:  

I’ve never been interested in an expensive, elaborate, or 

“consumerist” lifestyle – rather, had a thrifty one (though 

I’ve never lived as a hermit either, e.g., almost always 

owning a car, taking overseas vacations) - but my political 

leanings are to social justice and sharing the economic 

wealth, and ten years as a volunteer in the Third World 

opened my eyes more widely to Canada’s “consumerist” 

society.  Have been concerned (though not necessarily 

active) about environmental issues for at least 30 years, but 

only in the last 15 have become consciously active.  This is 

largely the result of (a) having activist friends, (b) increased 

awareness through better information (thanks to media and 

so many environmental organizations, researchers, etc.) 

about the environmental crises we’ve have created, and (c) 

greater opportunities (recycling programs, local farmers’ 

markets, car-sharing programs) to act. (#100)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     
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Olivia also said that her environmental engagement increased over time because of 

exposure to activist friends, awareness of consequences, and program accessibility. This 

evolving dimension of environmental practice emerged naturally in the narrative, but was 

also the focus of probing where I asked participants to tell me if their environmental 

lifestyle choices were a continuum of childhood or early life experience or if it had 

emerged over time. Table 5-1 summarizes the relationship between nature exposure and 

whether participants considered their environmental practice a continuum or emergent.  

Table 5-1.  Nature exposure relationship to environmental practice timeline 

 

   Timeline 

Total    Continuum Emergent 

Experience Nature Experience Count 51 20 71 

% within Experience 71.8% 28.2% 100.0% 

% within Timeline 82.3% 51.3% 70.3% 

Limited Nature Experience Count 2 13 15 

% within Experience 13.3% 86.7% 100.0% 

% within Timeline 3.2% 33.3% 14.9% 

Frugality Count 9 6 15 

% within Experience 60.0% 40.0% 100.0% 

% within Timeline 14.5% 15.4% 14.9% 

Total Count 62 39 101 

% within Experience 61.4% 38.6% 100.0% 

% within Timeline 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 

Results are significant (p = .006), and show that nature exposure and frugal-conserver 

upbringing were most associated with environmental lifestyle as a continuum; limited 

nature experience was associated with environmental lifestyle as emergent, particularly in 

early adulthood when participants started making their own life choices.   



146 

 

 

5.3 Environmental Practice 

Increasing awareness of consequences, ascription of responsibility and activation of pro-

environmental norms, three of the belief-norm variables in the VBN model, were evident 

in environmental journeys narrative. Knowledge, commitment and action evolved over 

time as participants gained competency, a sense of relatedness and autonomy in their 

choices. In other words, intrinsic motivation increased over time. Angelo, a 69-year-old 

Green Consumer living in Barrie, Ontario, clearly saw this in developmental terms: “My 

journey was a slow evolution from caring about the waste I was producing to pesticide 

bans to conserving water – until I was totally involved in doing my bit to make our world 

a better place” (#81). 

The VBN model suggests a linear progression from values, beliefs and norms to 

action. Narrative results suggest a spiral, where awareness of consequences, ascription of 

responsibility, and activation of pro-environmental norms influence actions, and actions 

in turn, through gains in habit, competency, and autonomy feed into a loop of increasing 

intrinsic motivation (see Figure 2-8). Eleanor, a 70-year-old Activist living in Toronto, 

Ontario, represented this process by emphasizing citizenship behaviours:   

I think as a child I was sometimes very wasteful, but as an 

adult, I believe I've always been respectful of the 

environment. Significant changes over the years have 

grown from increasing knowledge, and also as 

circumstances have altered. For example, I remember 

ending my use of spray cans, once I learned they damaged 

the environment – that once-big issue has long since been 

replaced by other crucial environmental concerns.  

Environmental responsibility was not a priority as such, but 

simply part of what I personally consider an ethical life. I 

became politically involved less than 5 years ago. I realized 

none of the old-line political parties were addressing my 

concerns, so I decided to learn more about the Green Party 
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of Canada. I was very skeptical, as what little I had heard 

about it had been negative, but when I read extensively 

about its policies and met active members in my area, I 

became very active. (#137)  

 

Clara, a 62-year-old Green Consumer living in Delta, British Columbia, also represented 

this evolving dimension to environmental practice. Note the initial reference to the effort 

associated with recycling being a “pain”, suggesting introjected or extrinsic self-

regulation. Clara then goes on to say that she and her husband recycled because they 

recognized “it was important” suggesting identified self-regulation: “conscious valuing of 

a behavioral goal or regulation, an acceptance of the behavior as personally important” 

(Deci & Ryan, 2002b, p. 17). Clara ends her description of the process by saying that 

“after a while it would just become a way of looking at things,” suggesting a more 

identified form of self-regulation (the closest to full intrinsic motivation where 

“identifications have been evaluated and brought into congruence with the personally 

endorsed values, goals, and needs that are already part of the self,” p. 18). Clara said:  

Well, I did the things, to tell the truth at that point I was 

still, if somebody gave me an option of what I could do to 

make things better, I would do it. For example, once the 

recycling program came about X and I started participating 

and I remember at first thinking what a big pain in the neck 

it was. But then we recognized that we, it was an important 

thing to do, and it was just a matter of getting into a new 

habit, so we did… And I suppose you get to that point by 

having to like [do] like I did with the recycling to 

consciously train yourself. But after a while it would just 

become a way of looking at things; a filter through which 

you evaluated things. You probably wouldn’t even be that 

conscious of it anymore after a while. (#130) 

 

For Clara, having a role model was an important factor in her progress. In her case, I was 

the role model, a study outcome I had not expected, but that occurred more than once. 
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5.4 Role Models 

In talking about their environmental journeys, participants almost always made reference 

to a role model: relatives, friends, professors, or public figures. In interviews and surveys, 

participants were asked whether they had role models and whether they saw themselves 

as a role model. The responses to these questions will be taken up in Chapter 10 when I 

summarize ethical orientation results. Here, I simply introduce the fact that journey 

stories centred on the importance of role models and that role models were critical to 

increasing awareness of consequences, ascription of responsibility, and activation of pro-

environmental norms. In Clara’s case, her environmental practice gained in intensity 

when she met me in my new role as the environmental policy analyst at the Federation of 

Canadian Municipalities (FCM): 

It was for the most part a gradual process, but it really did 

get a jump start with my connection to you at the FCM. 

And so as I became more aware of the bigger issues and 

made more of a connection between the big issues and what 

I personally do, you know? So I guess the recycling 

program made that initial connection. You know, here is 

something you can do as one little person. And if 

everybody does it, it makes a really big difference and then 

moving from there to recognizing that there a lot of choices 

that we’re making that make a difference, not just 

recycling. And the other part of that was the fact that 

through you and through the FCM process, I started 

learning more about what those kinds of things were and 

recognizing that a lot of them were things that I could 

actually do. So you know, the car purchase, we bought a 

Prius; I try and hang the laundry out rather than dry it in the 

summer time; serious recycling, plus looking for less 

packaging, you know buying things with no packaging 

whenever I can. You know, the whole gamut of things that 

you start recognizing that you can do and so you start to do 

them. (#130) 
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Christina, a 47-year-old Producer living in McKee Mills, New Brunswick, found the link 

between family role models and a frugal-conserver upbringing important to her choices: 

Okay, well I don’t know how much a part of my growing 

up it was, but I know we grew up in a family where we 

didn’t have a lot of money. So when it comes to being 

conservative in our consumption that was second nature 

because, you know, my dad was in the armed forces, there 

were four kids all born one after the other, my mom wasn’t 

working. So we always patched and reused and things like 

that without considering it ecologically friendly, without 

tying it into considerations of the environment. And then 

my grandmother, my mother’s mother, was a huge 

influence in my life and I’ve realized that as I get older, the 

really huge part she played in my choices in my life. She 

was always somebody who was always a great gardener. 

She was very tied in with nature. She composted before it 

was cool to compost and those are things that we just grew 

up with in our midst, in our world. And those things really 

sunk in. But I don’t think it really hit me until I worked 

overseas. I worked in Africa for five years. (#61)  

 

In describing her environmental journey, Christina captured all four of the emergent 

themes: nature to limited nature exposure, frugality-conserver upbringing, environmental 

practice, and role models.  

The values-beliefs dimensions of the VBN model were explored through 

environmental journeys stories told by Clara and Christina, Henri, an Activist, and 

Matthew, a Professional. The four described their journeys as a continuum (Christina and 

Henri) and emergent (Matthew and Clara), and represent a balance in gender, age 

distribution from 36 to 65 years of age. They live in Montreal, Quebec, Ottawa, Ontario, 

Delta, British Columbia and McKees Mills, New Brunswick. Matthew has a graduate 

degree; the rest undergraduate degrees. Income ranges from $11,000 to more than 

$71,000 annually.  
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I compared the character traits, moral reasoning and intrinsic motivation (interest-

enjoyment scale) means for these four participants to their lifestyle category cohorts and 

found no significant differences. In other words, these four participants broadly 

represented their lifestyle category. Section 5.5 introduces how values-beliefs relate to 

the New Ecological Paradigm worldview, and then explores values-beliefs emerging 

from the narrative on environmental journeys and a life well-lived from an environmental 

perspective for the four lifestyle exemplars (Henri, Matthew, Christina, and Clara).  

5.5 Values and Beliefs 

The VBN model suggests that, in general, environmental behaviours emerge from self-

transcendent values that Merchant (2005) associates with ecocentric (judges acts 

according to their effect on the biosphere), and homocentric (human good above other 

values, such as sustainability, or human utility) ethics. That is, a self-transcendent or 

altruistic ethical orientation, rather than an egocentric (pursuit of self-interest) orientation. 

As noted in Section 2.1.1, Stern and Gardner (2002), citing the work of Stern, Dietz, 

Guagnano, and Kalof (1994), found that ecocentric and homocentric values could not be 

disentangled in the citizens they surveyed. The ecocentric and homocentric values tested 

in the 1994 research were: unity with nature, protecting the environment, preventing 

pollution, respecting the earth, a world at peace, equality, social justice, being helpful, 

and a world of beauty (Gardner & Stern, 2002, p. 64).   

Worldview construction is the “interpretative understanding of experience in 

terms of one’s prejudices, assumptions, and beliefs” (McKenzie, 1991, p. ix). Individual 

worldview development is significantly influenced by the dominant social paradigm 
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(DSP) operating in a culture. Dunlap and Michelson and Dunlap, et al. (2002; 2000), 

creators of the scale that measures the New Ecological Paradigm (NEP)-dominant social 

paradigm (DSP), define the dominant social paradigm as views holding that:  

Human ingenuity will ensure that we do NOT make the 

earth unlivable; The earth has plenty of natural resources if 

we just learn how to develop them; The balance of nature is 

strong enough to cope with the impacts of modern 

industrial nations; The ‘so-called’ ecological crisis facing 

humankind has been greatly exaggerated; Humans will 

eventually learn enough about how nature works to be able 

to control it (Gardner & Stern, 2002, p. 63). 

  

The NEP is measured with questions implying a limit and nature fragile point of view, 

including:  

We are approaching the limit of the number of people the 

earth can support; When we interfere with nature it often 

produces disastrous consequences; Humans are severely 

abusing the environment; despite our special abilities 

humans are still subject to the laws of nature; The earth is 

like a spaceship with very limited room and resources; The 

balance of nature is delicate and easily upset; If things 

continue on their present course, we will soon experience a 

major ecological catastrophe (Gardner & Stern, 2002, p. 

63).  

 

Given the environmental leanings of participants, values-ethics-beliefs were expected to 

orient toward the NEP, rather than the DSP.  In other words, participants’ ethical 

orientation was expected to stand, at least somewhat, outside the dominant cultural 

paradigm. My review of the narrative looked for consistency with the NEP, but for 

purposes of this study, the ecocentric-homocentric distinction used by Stern (based on 

Merchant’s (2005) values-ethics analysis) was not adequate. While, according to 

Merchant, homocentric and utilitarian ethics align, I also explored deontological and 
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virtue orientations. I therefore used the VBN model to describe participant experience, 

but returned to the traditional ethical lens for interpretation of the definitions of a life 

well-lived narrative.  

Ecological virtue ethicists, Sandler and Cafaro (2005), for example, suggest 

additional values and beliefs that distinguish an ecological worldview from the dominant 

social paradigm and that align with ecological virtue theory, including: 

1. a desire to put economic life in its proper place – that is, as a support for 

comfortable and decent human lives, rather than as an engine powering endlessly 

more acquisition; 

2. a commitment to science, combined with an appreciation of its limits; 

3. Nonanthropocentrism; 

4. an appreciation of the wild and support for wilderness protection; and 

5. a bedrock belief that life is good; both human and nonhuman (p. 38-39). 

 

The Stern et al (Gardner & Stern, 2002) list of self-transcendent values, NEP beliefs, and 

the Sandler and Cafaro values and beliefs all provided a frame in which to explore 

participant journeys narrative, as did numerical and narrative responses to the two 

questions asking participants to define nature’s value and how they related to nature. 

Table 5-2 summarizes results for the four lifestyle exemplars narrative. 

Four Lifestyle Exemplars 

Henri grew up in a small town 3.5 hours northeast of Montreal, Quebec, at the edge of a 

new suburban development where he played in the near-by forest. His journey to 

environmental activism started when local developers started cutting that forest. In a 

“panic”, four-year-old Henri ran home to his mother asking her what he should do. She 

told him that a tree could not be cut down if he was sitting in it and so he ran back to the 

woods climbed to the top of the tallest tree he could find and defied attempts to get him 



153 

 

 

down for a whole day. Henri credits the incident with having an enormous influence on 

his “personal and professional life.” Today, Henri is a nationally and internationally 

respected campaigner working on climate change living in Montreal, Quebec. In high 

school, Henri was active in social justice issues (“environment wasn’t big in the 70s”), 

before turning to environmental issues in college and university. His childhood 

experience of loss in the woods remained an influence: 

I mean it was a continuation of that episode that had 

awakened me to, you know how beautiful it is, how fragile 

it can be, and also that you can play a role sometimes, very 

local, to try to have an influence over how things unfold. 

(#36) 

 

Henri hints at ecological virtue with his reference to beauty and fragility, a sign of 

humility, and to acting as a role model. In responding to the question on what motivated 

his environmental lifestyle (considerate-nature, justice-nature, justice-people, love-

respect-nature, do no harm-nature, do no harm-people), Henri reinforced this sense of 

respect and gratitude about the natural world: “So I think it’s beyond consideration. So 

love absolutely. It’s not about not doing harm, I don’t see it that way, but certainly, this 

great appreciation and fondness.” 

Henri also said he perceived nature to be intrinsically value and that he felt 

embedded in nature. Meeting and associating with like-minded people in college and 

university led Henri and his friends to create a new organization because “we wanted to 

be able to work from our passion which was environmental protection and sustainable 

agriculture…” Henri’s private sphere behaviours included never having owned a car (he 

relied primarily on cycling even when that involved long distances to take his and his 

neighbours recycling to a depot before curbside services were available). Today, Henri 



154 

 

 

cycles one or more of his four children to day care. Henri was sensitive to the link 

between having four children and environmental footprint: 

I think the one area I struggle a little bit, not so much with, 

but it’s the kids. I have four kids, you know the 

environmental footprint…So I struggle with this a little bit 

and I think, I try really hard not to impose on them but to 

get them to embrace a way of living that will have the least 

possible amount of footprint in terms of our leisure, in 

terms of…so but it weighs on me a little bit. 

 

The transformation of Henri’s food habits “came to me later in life” again highlighting 

that even in the context of a environmental lifestyle considered a continuum, an 

environmental practice was not static. In Henri’s case, he decided to become a vegetarian, 

a choice that could have generated family difficulties because his father was a butcher. 

Fortunately, his father was supportive, an outcome many participants did experience, as 

we will see in the chapter on self-determination (Chapter 7). In the context of an ongoing 

evolution, it was the case for Henri, as well as for a number of other participants, that 

choices regarding flying represented a current moral problem. “I struggle with this idea 

that you want to be a climate change advocate and I fly all over the place.” In response to 

the challenge, Henri now refuses to fly as often for meetings and encourages people to 

conduct meetings by Skype or conference call. In this quotation, Henri described his 

refusal to travel to Australia for a one-day meeting:  

It wasn’t really around then for that particular meeting. But 

I said call me. If it’s 3 o’clock in the morning, no problem. 

I’ll spend the day on the phone with you guys. I mean it’s 

the other end of the world for us and we’re working on 

climate change. And I think we lose that perspective in the 

environmental movement. I think there’s a new generation, 

I don’t mean new by age, newer people coming to the 

movement who are really more concerned with that than 

previous people. 



155 

 

 

 

Henri demonstrated strong situation sensitivity in his reflection on issues relating to air 

travel: he is describing also the emergence of a new personal norm. Concern about flying 

was a consistent theme in the narrative, particularly for Activists, Professionals, and 

Producers, but not so much for Green Consumers, particularly Green Consumer-Poll 

participants. As Henri said, buying carbon offsets to compensate for air pollution doesn’t 

necessarily solve climate change: “And there’s always compensation, but tree planting 

and all that but it’s an end-of-pipe solution and end-of-pipe solutions are what they are.” I 

take up the issue of flying, including evidence for processes of moral rationalization, in 

reporting moral attentiveness results in Chapter 8. 

 I describe Matthew’s environmental journey as demonstrating an emergent 

environmental practice because as a pre-teen he remembered always “…questioning why 

we throw out stuff and didn't want presents when I was younger”, his environmental 

interests really emerged in university. It was when Matthew started thinking about career 

choices that he realized that “what got me passionate or excited was (sic) topics around 

the environment.” Today, with a master’s in environmental engineering that focused on 

change management, Matthew is the head of one of Canada’s leading environmental-

sustainability consulting firms. Note how in describing the beginnings of his 

environmental journey, like Henri, Matthew spoke about passion; and how again, a role 

model was central to the story: 

So I worked at a small paint company and looked at why 

waste reduction measures weren’t getting implemented and 

what were the barriers and all that.  So that was my passion.  

And then right out of school I started on my own.  I hooked 

up with a passionate engineer who was in waste 
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management reduction. I had done waste reduction and so 

we joined up and it just continued. (#21) 

 

As Matthew’s career developed so did his environmental lifestyle choices. As knowledge 

of consequences increased, so did ascription of responsibility and activation of personal 

norms, a process summarized in one sentence: “So the lifestyle choices, I think that as I 

became more aware of particular issues like climate change, or waste, or toxics and that 

then I started to tried to do my best.” He installed solar panels on his roof, cycled to work 

often, struggled with flying, and with whether to have one vehicle or two. Matthew`s 

environmental journey narrative was particularly fertile with respect to the challenge of 

making environmental choices when his stage of life could mean higher consumption, 

and because of differing values within his home. Matthew’s struggles indicated a 

dampening effect on intrinsic motivation, with his values and beliefs driving him toward 

a stronger environmental lifestyle than was possible given stage of life and other family 

values:   

So I think morally there's always been a nag and what I’ll 

call a conscience that has always been there. I'm always 

torn by decisions. I'm torn by business travel, I hate 

Christmas, one part of Christmas, which is the gift giving.  

I get very grumpy; like you can ask the family because it 

bugs me.  I fly off the handle at my kids when they just 

want, want, want, right? 

 

References to the “nag” of conscience, or guilt, suggested a more introjected or extrinsic 

motivation toward environmental lifestyle despite Matthew’s biospheric values and 

beliefs. These results highlighted the dialectic nature of both environmental practice and 

development of an environmental ethic: people situated in social contexts making their 

way. When social-environmental conditions undermine motivation, Deci and Ryan 
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pinpoint well the effect on Matthew: “a highly fragmented and sometimes passive, 

reactive, or alienated self” (2002b, p. 5).  

Matthew said he was motivated in his environmental lifestyle by the importance 

of seeing the planet as a living thing, the need to not dominate, and to act as a steward: 

I think it's a combination, and it's evolved.  So how has it 

evolved?  So it's for me it is, yeah, I truly believe that the 

planet, the Gaia type theory, like that the planet is a living 

thing and that we are one small part of it, and we 

particularly given our intelligence we should be stewards of 

that.  So early on, let’s give you the spread; so early on 

there was a, and even now I guess, there is a bit of do no 

harm in the sense that I do feel a pain when I see 

destruction, when I see pictures of the oil sands, it hurts 

almost.  It's extreme but you know what I mean. I get really 

upset at it.  What’s evolved is that, I think as I get older and 

you understand your mortality, is that now it's directed at 

my kids, and I'll get emotional here now too. 

 

The virtues of humility and respect are part of Matthew’s ecological identity. Matthew, 

like many participants, became quite emotional as he described his increasing concern 

about the effect of environmental degradation on future generations. Matthew also felt 

nature had intrinsic value, and in response to the question about whether he saw himself 

embedded in nature, he said that, yes, he believed he was, and that culture was 

responsible for perceptions of separateness from nature. Matthew’s response appears to 

combine homocentric (concern about humans and future generations) and ecocentric 

thinking; additionally his reference to nature wiping humans out if it felt the need, 

suggests a separate from nature perspective: 

No it has value in and of itself, yeah that's how I would say 

it.  Let me contextualize that.  I think I say that because I 

believe the grand narrative believes that humans are 

somehow outside or above nature, and I see it as no 

different as the bacteria, or a cockroach…I think we have 
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detached ourselves.  My belief is that we have detached 

ourselves from nature…At some point in time nature 

always gets it right.  So at some point in time nature is 

going to adjust.  If nature feels it needs to wipe us out, it 

will do that.  It is so far beyond our ability to think or do.  

You just have to spend an hour in a field right and see how 

a spider builds its web. 

 

Matthew highlighted human vulnerability to environmental degradation, rather than a 

nature fragile perspective (e.g. “The balance of nature is very delicate and easily upset” 

question used in the New Ecological Paradigm scale), suggesting a more nature resilient, 

almost a nature revengeful, point of view than assumed in the NEP. I describe similar 

participant responses below when I move from the detailed summaries for the four 

exemplars to an all-participant perspective.  

 I pick up the story of Christina’s environmental journey from the discussion on 

how her frugal upbringing and her mother influenced her environmental life choices. In 

Christina’s case, it was travelling to Africa that contextualized her personal experience 

and opened the door to her future life as a Producer. Again, note the important role 

awareness of consequences, ascription of responsibility, and activation of personal norms 

played in Christina’s evolution:  

I worked in Africa for five years. I was volunteering and 

doing different kinds of work around agriculture and just 

seeing a different world where people are living on a lot 

less and ecosystems are a lot more fragile. Like these were 

very dry countries that were experiencing drought while I 

was there. That got me thinking more about things and 

that’s when I started getting involved in organics, 

permaculture and organic agriculture kind of all started 

then. And then from there, once it starts to get into you, you 

start to become more and more aware of what’s around 

you, more interested, you pick up more information and 

become more aware. And then, of course, I’m an organic 
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farmer by trade and it just seemed like the thing to do. 

(#61) 

 

On her return to Canada, Christina helped start a farm co-operative in British Columbia 

where she lived and worked for 10 years. Over time, however, she found decision-

making processes increasingly burdensome as new people came into the co-operative. 

Concern about ageing parents and land affordability led Christina and her husband to 

choose New Brunswick as their new farming location. Within a year of their arrival in 

2009, they had a vibrant consumer supported agriculture (CSA) clientele and were 

looking to expand their operations for the 2013 farming year. When asked to describe 

what motivated her environmental choices, Christina emphasized nonanthropocentric 

themes, including the need not to dominate nature, being a part of the natural system, and 

equality in terms of allowing other creatures to fit in: 

 

I guess I see us as part of nature and I feel it’s wrong to 

carry this belief that we somehow we deserve to be able to 

dominate nature. I don’t believe we have dominion over 

everything. I just think that we’re part of the system. And 

part of what drives my feelings about how to live on the 

planet is that we have to look at where we fit. We have to 

consume in a way that doesn’t prevent other creatures in 

the system from also being able to fit in.  

 

Humble and respectful, Christina also showed a strong capacity for reflection when she 

elaborated in a follow-up email on her reasons for choosing to live simply: 

1. Care for the environment and concern for future generations. 

2. Cost – don’t need to earn as much money. 

3. Enjoyment of the challenge and enjoyment of the activities arising from this 

choice (e.g. hanging out laundry, canning food). 

4. It is a protest against the manipulation of consumers by advertisers and big 

business. 
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5. A desire to reduce the power of large corporations who seem to be 

increasingly running everything (including our politicians). 

6. A concern over people in the poorer parts of the world (in supporting fair 

trade and buying imported organic produce that at least reduces pesticide 

exposure to the workers) 

7. Gives me more control over my life: what I put into my body, how much I 

need to earn, who I support through my purchases. 

8. Build the local economy which will then, theoretically, support my business. 

 

These eight reasons, combined with Christina’s narrative, demonstrate the strong 

integration of ecocentric-homocentric orientation described in the NEP, but also elements 

described by Sandler and Cafaro as underpinning an ecological virtue orientation. As we 

will see, it was the case throughout the study that Producers had a stronger virtue 

orientation, and greater intrinsic motivation, than other participants. Christina sums up 

the attitude well: “We live a fabulously full, rich, fun life, but we just do it differently 

from other people. But I don’t feel like I’m missing anything in my life.” 

Clara demonstrates a different experience than Christina. She has learned to enjoy 

the environmental actions she takes. For Clara, her environmental practice emerged from 

professional experiences. She grew up in Los Angeles, California, and had almost no 

wild nature exposure as a child. Her first awareness of environment as an issue emerged 

over her exposure to and concerns about smog. Her marriage to a Canadian initiated 

Clara’s move to Delta, British Columbia where, as mayor, almost two decades later, she 

was shocked to learn that smog was becoming an issue in her community. In her mayor 

role, Clara was learning more about environmental issues, but her participation in the 

Federation of Canadian Municipalities and her work as chair of the Environment 

Committee intensified her learning and lead her to expand on her environmental choices. 
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When asked how she would define a life well-lived from an environmental perspective, 

Clara described an ideal environmental person as someone highly intrinsically motivated:  

Interesting that you talked about nature versus the 

environment and nature isn’t where I started at all and 

frankly it’s not where I go to for the most part, its 

environment. I guess the first overarching thing would be a 

life well-lived from an environmental perspective would be 

somebody who had that top of mind in all of the decisions 

they made. So in fact, maybe top of mind isn’t even the 

right word. It would be integrated into their approach to life 

to the point what whenever a decision had to be made, 

whether it’s a big one or a little one, whether it’s to toss the 

top of a disposable coffee cup away, the plastic top or to 

bring it home, wash it out and recycle it, probably even 

whether they have that disposable coffee cup in the first 

place, or whether it’s what kind of car they buy, or what 

paints they use in their home, or what kind of vacation they 

take, and how they get there, all of those decisions, or as 

one person I know looked at her sink with a bunch of hot 

water and said ‘all that embodied energy, I don’t want to 

waste it’…That’s the kind of thing that helped influence me 

to think, oh my goodness, that kind of decision making is 

everywhere, at every time in your life. And I suppose you 

get to that point by having to like I did with the recycling to 

consciously train yourself. But after a while it would just 

become a way of looking at things; a filter through which 

you evaluated things. You probably wouldn’t even be that 

conscious of it anymore after a while. (#130) 

 

While, Clara did not feel she met the ideal of an intrinsically motivated or situationally 

sensitive person, she did demonstrate a process of moving from extrinsic (obligation to 

follow recycling rules) toward more intrinsic motivation through habit formation. Clara 

described how, over time, she increased her commitment moving from recycling to 

composting, hanging clothes out to dry in the summer, taking public transit, purchasing a 

Prius, and incorporating energy efficiency and conservation measures during home 
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renovations. She also has made strides in changing her food choices to eat organic and 

locally produced food, but was still struggling with flying:   

Well like I said with recycling as an example, it was a pain 

at first and then it became a habit and now it doesn’t bother 

me in the least bit. I used to, when I first starting taking the 

bus, after I stopped being mayor, I actually could take the 

bus more. And so I got my son to teach me a couple of 

routes of places where I always wanted to go. And at first it 

was a pain and it was just easier to just hop in the car, but 

I’ve persevered and now I actually prefer to take the bus. 

I’m trying to think of anything else right now that I still 

think is a pain. Well you know, I don’t do the airplane 

thing, so it’s not that it’s a pain, it matters to me too much 

so I don’t do it [choose not to fly]. 

 

Clara said that she was motivated in her environmental practice by a respect for the 

natural world, and a desire to do no harm to nature and to people. Clara felt that nature 

had intrinsic value, but given her upbringing, perceived herself as detached from nature 

rather than embedded: “Well in the context of I value it I still see myself as observing it, 

more detached from it. I think that comes from my Los Angeles background. I wasn’t 

exactly a nature girl growing up.” 

Clara describing the kinds of emotions motivating her environmental practice 

admitted feeling some despair because “none of us is willing to make the changes that are 

necessary to turn things around.” The human failure to act was a concern for Clara: “I 

worry that it’s all going down the tubes…because even people like me who are motivated 

aren’t taking big enough steps.”  Feelings of despair resulted because “it seems so 

unlikely that it’s going to get pulled out of the fire in time.”  
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 Table 5-2 indicates how the experiences described by Henri, Matthew, Christina 

and Clara mapped onto the values and beliefs summarized by Gardner and Stern (2002), 

the NEP (Dunlap, et al., 2000), and Sandler and Cafaro (2005).  

 



 

 

 

1
6

4
 

 

Table 5-2.  Summary values-beliefs lifestyle exemplars 

Values-Beliefs Henri Matthew Christina Clara 

Values: 
Unity with nature 

 
X 

 
X 

 
X 

 
 

Protecting the environment  X X X X 
Preventing pollution X X X X 
Respecting the earth X X X X 
A world at peace     
Equality   X  
Social justice X  X  
Being helpful X X X X 
A world of beauty X X X  
Put economic life in its place   X  
Commitment to science X X X  
Nonanthropocentrism X X X  
Appreciation of the wild X X X  
Life is good   X  
Worldview-Beliefs: 
Limits to # of people 

 
X 

   

Interfere with nature; disastrous consequences X X  X 
Humans abusing the environment  X  X 
Humans subject to laws of nature X X X X 
Earth has  limited room and resources X X X X 
Balance of nature is delicate and easily upset X X  X 
Will soon experience ecological catastrophe X X  X 
 



165 

 

 

Table 5-2 shows that the Gardner and Stern (2002) self-transcendent-altruistic 

(ecocentric-homocentric) values, NEP beliefs, and Sandler and Cafaro’s values and 

beliefs were reflected in an integrated way in the stories told by the four environmental 

exemplars. Notable by its absence were spontaneous references to a world at peace, and 

only one reference to putting economic life in its place, equality, life is good, and limits 

to the number of people. Putting economic life in its place and life is good were 

mentioned by Christina, the Producer. This result was in keeping with an ecological 

virtue orientation and consistent with results emerging in subsequent chapters. Coding of 

narrative, however, was not based on asking questions relating to these specific values 

and beliefs, but rather represents naturally emerging references. That is to say, lack of 

reference does not suggest that a particular value or belief was not present or that it was 

not important to the four exemplars.  

Sample-wide Results: Nature’s Value and Relation to Nature 

All participants were asked whether nature had value in and of itself or whether its value 

emerged from human valuing. They were also asked to indicate whether they thought 

they were embedded in or detached from nature. Before turning to lifestyle category 

analysis, I begin with a summary of the sample-wide results, and then I close the section 

with a summary of narrative responses that expand on, rather than repeat, values-beliefs 

described in the previous section by the four exemplars.  

Participants believed in the inherent value of nature: 78.2% said nature had value 

in and of itself, n = 111; .7% said nature’s value stemmed from human valuing, n = 1; 

and 21.1% said a combination, n = 30. Participants also felt embedded in nature, 58.9%, 
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n = 83, rather than detached and observing of nature, 9.9%, n = 14; 31.7% said a 

combination, n = 45. Gender, age, education, income, faith-spiritual affiliation, 

parenthood, location and environmental lifestyles were not significant influences on 

whether participants felt nature had value in and of itself or whether they felt embedded 

or detached from nature. Narratives relating to nature’s value and embedded-detached 

from nature perspectives reflected the values-beliefs of the four exemplars and so are not 

repeated. Perspectives on whether nature is more or less fragile varied enough from NEP 

expectations that I summarize them here. I also note reference to virtue perspectives 

where relevant. 

Nature’s value-Relationship to Nature Conversations 

While participants strongly oriented toward the NEP, responses were not homogeneous. 

In this section, I briefly describe narrative results indicating nature resilient perspectives, 

reasons for human valuing of nature, a distinction often made between wild nature and 

urban environments, and the role scientific training played in making participants feel 

separated from nature.  

Earlier, in describing participant nature-exposure stories, I noted that Activists in 

particular were highly sensitive to feelings of loss and grief about nature. For those who 

did not feel loss or grief or who indicated a combination, it was often the result of 

perceiving nature as resilient. Rhianna, a 52-year-old Producer living in Fredericton, New 

Brunswick, said nature would prevail, as would people, if we were humble:  

You know it’s funny, nature will prevail, you know? It’s 

like it’s us who are messing up what could be such an 

amazing thing. It’s sad because I see folk who are one with 

nature. You look at aboriginal folk, that they get it, or they 
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got it, some of them are being influenced. Their way of life 

made sense. And that’s where I feel there is a loss. I grieve 

for that. Do I worry about the world is going to explode or 

anything like that? No, no we are nothing, we are just this 

big and it will regenerate, that’s what it does. And we can 

too. We don’t realize that, but we are nature as well and we 

can regenerate. Like its ego. (#113) 

 

Hubris, an arrogance or pride, is a vice in relation to the virtue of humility. Culturally, 

there is a tendency to think of humility as meekness or false modesty, but that is not what 

is implied from a positive psychology or ecological virtue perspective. In this case, 

humility refers to a “self-acceptance of oneself as a natural being. Self-acceptance 

involves acknowledging in more than an intellectual way, that we are the sort of creatures 

that we are…we share many of the needs, limits, and liabilities of animals and plants” 

(Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 55). Markus, a 52-year-old Professional living in Keswick 

Ridge, New Brunswick, felt that humans were limited in their capacity to damage the 

earth and that thinking humans could destroy the planet implied hubris: 

Not so much. In geologic time, there is only so much 

damage we can do before we make the place uninhabitable 

for humans. I don’t think we are capable of making the 

Earth a dead planet. To think that we are is simply more 

hubris. (#102)   

 

Timothy, a 22-year-old Activist living in Halifax, Nova Scotia, attributed ego, as Rhianna 

did, to perceiving that humans had the power to destroy the earth: 

There’s a lot of really bad things that are happening right 

now. I don’t know, I really just kind of feel that nature is 

really resilient and pretty quick to adapt and things like that 

and I don’t really feel that…I kind of feel that it’s egoistic 

of humans to feel what we are doing is going to completely 

kill Earth. George Carlin had a pretty good bit about how 

basically we’re a surface nuisance to Earth and if we get 

too annoying, if the tick on the skin just gets to be just a 
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little bit too irate, Earth just slaps it, and shakes it off. We’ll 

die and Earth will continue. That’s the way I look at it. 

(#84) 

 

The perspective that humans are one among many that live and die on earth and that to 

think otherwise is a sign of an egotistical orientation also speaks to humility. Tangney 

(2005) summarizes humility’s features: 

 Accurate (not underestimated) sense of one’s abilities and achievements; 

 The ability to acknowledge one’s mistakes, imperfections, gaps in knowledge, 

and limitations (often with reference to a higher power); 

 Openness to new ideas, contradictory information, and advice; 

 Keeping one’s abilities and accomplishments in perspective; 

 Relatively low focus on the self or an ability to forget the self; and 

 Appreciation of the value of all things, as well as many different ways that people 

and things can contribute to our world. (p. 413) 

 

Humility’s features, as summarized by Tangney, show important links to the virtues of 

respect and gratitude, which is important because “humility needs aesthetic appreciation 

and gratitude toward nature to not be dispiriting” (Hursthouse, 2009, p. 161). I take up 

the question of humility’s role as a gateway virtue to an ecological virtue ethic in the 

discussion section of this chapter. For now, I continue exploring participant perspectives 

on the source of nature’s value. 

While most participants felt nature had intrinsic value, those participants that 

highlighted human valuing did so for pragmatic reasons, such as needing to value nature 

for policy or decision-making purposes. For other participants, value could only be 

discerned from a human standpoint as suggested by Dana, a 50-year-old Producer living 

in Fredericton, New Brunswick:  

That’s a difficult question…yes nature has intrinsic value 

and so do all living things but I think ultimately we are the 

ones to confer value on everything…so it’s not as if nature 
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has only some sort of utility…it is worthy of the same 

respect as all living things but I think value is an idea… and 

is ultimately connected to the human mind... (#132) 

 

The human mind, as Dana notes, defines how nature is perceived. Participants, consistent 

with previous research (Haluza-DeLay, Kowalsky, & Parkins, 2009), perceived nature as 

“wild” or a place outside of any urban environment and human artefacts; a place one 

must go to (I live in a city and visit nature.). This perception of nature as wild was 

consistent regardless of whether participants viewed themselves as embedded in nature, 

detached and observing, or a combination. Joseph, a 50-year-old Professional living in 

Ottawa, Ontario, described his urban lifestyle as being in exile: 

Compared to the average environmentalist, I am standing 

outside and observing it, compared to the average citizen, I 

am embedded in it. I think people living an urban existence 

in our modern life are by definition disconnected from 

nature in a major way. Am I really connected to nature? 

No, right? Ninety-nine or ninety-eight percent of my life is 

lived in artificially constructed worlds without really 

having a tangible, tacit connection to the natural world 

around me. But it is in my mind all my time and it’s in my 

heart, and it’s in my aspiration. So for the most part I see 

myself living a life that is disconnected from nature but in a 

way longing to, regretting it I guess, well not regretting it, 

but wishing that it weren’t so. If I had my choice I would 

rather be living in the coast of Alaska in a cabin living a 

simpler life that let me experience that, but I feel that I 

would have been living my life irresponsibly if I did that. I 

could have done that, lived on the coast of Alaska and did 

what I did for the rest of my life, but it would have felt like 

fiddling while Rome burned; I sort of feel like an exile. 

(#18) 

 

Urban living wasn’t the only factor making participants feel separated from 

nature. Scientific training also made participants feel like observers of nature, despite 
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knowing intellectually that humans are part of nature. Sidney, 58-year-old Activist living 

in Ottawa, Ontario described how training in ecology made him an observer: 

I guess I am really more of an observer, partly just because 

I’ve got scientific training and partly because when I 

studied science it was ecological science and so I’m okay 

what’s that species of plant, what’s that tree, are we likely 

to see wolverines or bears here? So it is more like that, but 

there are times when you sit back and you just sort of you 

just enjoy the moment, and the silence, and the sense that 

you are, well, in some ways free from human artifice. (#15) 

 

While often observing nature given his ecological training, Sidney found there were 

times when he could enjoy nature “free of human artifice”. For at least two participants, 

however, urban environments did not imply separateness from nature. Danny, for 

example, a 53-year-old Professional living in Toronto, Ontario, said he made a point to 

be conscious of nature wherever he was:  

I make that distinction between my environment, which is 

very much the built urban environment, but is still an 

environment with nature all around me. I make a conscious 

effort to be aware especially riding a bike in downtown 

Toronto, to be aware of everything. And that includes the 

birds on the wire, and the cute chick walking down the 

street.  It's all part of being aware…so nature is part my 

environment I guess, but I live in an environment that is 

denaturalized. (#26) 

 

Attentiveness, or conscious awareness of the environment, described by Danny, was one 

approach to defining a life well-lived from an environmental perspective. Sophia, a 40-

year-old Professional also living in Toronto, Ontario, felt embedded in nature regardless 

of where she was:  

…even living in downtown Toronto I still feel like it’s part 

of our daily, or weekly, routine to get out in nature even if 

that’s a hike in the valley or a bike ride in the 
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neighbourhood; so certainly embedded. And then in terms 

of the bigger picture I just feel like part of the problem with 

our lack of sustainability as a race is that we haven’t seen 

ourselves that way, that we’ve seen ourselves as detached 

form nature and having it be something that we have to 

manage. That’s fundamentally the problem with our lack of 

sustainability is we don’t see ourselves as embedded in 

nature. (#32) 

 

Danny and Sophia showed greater coherence across environmental conditions in their 

perception of their relationship to nature than did other participants; a result that I explore 

further in the discussion section and in Chapter 6 where I report on how participants’ 

definitions of a life well-lived reflected environmental ethical perspectives. 

5.6 Life Well-Lived   

The life well-lived question was added to the survey after interviews had begun because 

participants had difficulty talking about environmental conscience. This indicated that 

participants had a less self-conscious awareness of their ethics. Some participants also 

had difficulty defining a life well-lived from an environmental perspective. However, of 

the 94 responses, I was able to categorize 88 of the responses in ways that aligned with 

ethical orientation indicators: calculating, obligation and character (see Glossary).   

In almost all cases, participants included in their definition of a life well-lived the 

desire to minimize harm to nature resulting from life choices. In describing my efforts at 

categorizing participant definitions, I want to caution against over interpretation and 

misplaced concreteness, particularly at this stage of the analysis. Just as there is overlap 

in categories and overlap in the way variables operate, there is overlap in how ethical 

orientation emerges. To increase understanding and the capacity for explanation, 
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however, categorization can illuminate patterns.  Efforts to understand how participants 

applied calculation in their moral thinking is a case in point: all three traditional ethical 

theories emphasize reasoning. Categorization, then, is about matters of degree or 

dimensions. Did calculation appear motivated by a desire for personal or social gain; or 

did a desire to apply a principle motivate the definition of a life well-lived from an 

environmental perspective; or was the participant motivated by situational sensitivity, 

humility, respect, gratitude, moderation or role models; a combination as Haidt says, 

“combining intuition [moral intuitions are one kind] and reasoning” (2012, p. 45)?  

Where participants emphasized lowering impacts or maximizing benefits, but 

focused on individualistic or human-centred benefits (social or personal), I coded the 

definition as calculating (no participants referenced sentient beings), in keeping with 

consequentialist-utilitarian theory. Where participants highlighted obligation or non-

interference with the rights or comfort of others, also an individualistic orientation, I 

coded the definition as obligation in keeping with deontological theory. This 

deontological orientation, as noted in Chapter 2, also implies a calculating-reasoning 

approach to ethics, but in more logical than mathematical terms: universally apply the 

principle. Kant expected moral agents to exercise self-restraint in overcoming internal 

resistance to actions implied by applying the rule of non-contradiction, that is, personal 

maxims must align with universal principle. Kant perceived, like Aristotle, that as habits 

formed, actions would become more autonomous, or self-determined (Wood, 1999). As 

noted already, however, deontological moral reasoning relies on application of few 

principles, whereas virtue ethics relies on many principles associated with particular 

virtues applied using prudence or situation sensitivity. Respect for nature was the 
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ecological deontological principle proposed by Taylor (1981). If participants had only 

mentioned respect for nature in their definitions, I would have coded it as obligation, but 

this did not occur.    

Respect was included in more inclusive definitions associated with ecological 

virtue. For simplicity, I used Wensveen’s (2005) set of ecological virtues: situation 

sensitivity, humility, respect, and gratitude to analyse the definitions. Where participants 

emphasized calculation, but focused on benefit to the environment or nature, I coded the 

definition as situation sensitivity. I take up study results for Sandler’s more extensive 

typology of ecological virtues in Chapter 10.  

Where participants were more holistic, showing situational sensitivity, but also 

emphasizing (either explicitly or implicitly) character traits like respect, gratitude or 

humility, moderation, and role models, I coded the definition as character. These 

definitions were obviously brief and do not define participant ethical orientation. But the 

summary does begin to build a foundation for future chapters. 

Calculating  

Calculating-oriented definitions had a person-centred or human-centred focus. Of the 26 

definitions categorized as calculating, nine were person focused or more consequentialist; 

17 highlighted human-social-economic dimensions, so could be considered more 

utilitarian. Brandon, a 44-year-old Professional currently living in Europe, but normally 

based in Gatineau, Quebec, emphasized consequentialist thinking when he talked about 

being reasonable and not sacrificing in his definition of a life well-lived: 

Considering the environmental impacts of all major 

decisions and taking reasonable steps to minimize the 
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impacts (including spending extra money) without 

excessively sacrificing comfort and convenience. Working 

for environmental protection professionally if you are lucky 

enough to have the opportunity. (#55)  

 

While there were social benefits associated with Brandon’s definition, the base against 

which a good life was judged was choice that was “reasonable…without excessively 

sacrificing comfort and convenience”. Professional work was also good for its personal 

benefits, rather than its social contribution. Professionally, Brandon worked for several 

years for one of Canada’s most mainstream environmental organizations. Change at the 

margin was emphasized. Interestingly, when it came to moral reasoning (Chapter 6), 

Brandon scored highest in the personal-calculation items when moral problems were non-

environmental and more personal (considering the inconvenience of waiting for a light 

when there was no traffic, lying to get a job), but scored character reasoning highest for 

environmentally focused reasoning whether personal (make extra effort to recycle) or 

social (support forest policy that is attentive to forests and people, be diligent so forests 

and communities thrive). Brady and Wheeler (1996) also found a situation-specific 

tendency in moral reasoning.  

Bernie, a 69-year old Activist living in Barrie, Ontario, demonstrated a similar, 

but more complex, flexibility in moral reasoning where calculating and obligation 

reasoning scores were highest for non-environmental problems and character reasoning 

scores were highest for environmental problems. His person-calculating definition of a 

life well-lived emphasized enjoying a Canadian lifestyle:  

Tread as ‘lightly’ as you can on our planet, while still 

enjoying a ‘Canadian Lifestyle’. This serves two purposes 

(a) respecting the environment and (b) showing other 
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Canadians how much can be done without having to 

‘endure privation. (#69) 

 

Bernie suggested a role model function for his lifestyle choices straddling, if you will, 

personal calculation with social obligation. Seventeen participants used a more social or 

utilitarian calculation frame to define a life well-lived from an environmental perspective. 

Rosa, a Green Consumer living in Toronto, Ontario, (age not provided) emphasized 

sustainability concerns: “Taking what you need to have a ‘good life’ but also being 

respectful of the needs of future generations” (#65). Sidney, the Professional living in 

Edmonton, Alberta, who earlier described his ecological training as making him feel like 

he observed nature, describes here a life well-lived as supporting community, with social 

and personal benefits:  

Living and buying as locally as possible including buying 

from local producers, farmers markets, locally-owned 

restaurants and businesses. Using self-propelled 

transportation modalities: walking, biking. Trying to invest 

my money locally; supporting local credit unions and 

investing retirement funds in local business enterprises. All 

of these choices reduce my ecological footprint and add to 

my happiness. (#50)  

 

The need to redefine current cultural definitions of what it means to be happy was also 

part of Gabriela’s definition of a life well-lived. While this 28-year-old Producer living in 

Keswick Ridge, New Brunswick, emphasized human consequences for environmental 

living, she also situated this life within a redefined sense of what it meant to be happy: 

One which has a net positive effect on your environments, 

social/relational, mental and physical. Positivity of all kinds 

begets happiness and the real striving of humanity is to be 

happy. It’s just that the vast majority of humanity (or at 

least that portion that steers the actions of the rest) have a 
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screwed up perception of what will make them happy. 

(#58) 

 

Bernie, Sidney and Gabriela show more nuanced moral reasoning than did Brandon. In 

these examples, character reasoning scores were highest for environmental problem 

vignettes. It was also the case, however, that for non-environmental reasoning, there was 

a mix of high scores for calculating, obligation and character reasoning. Bernie, Sidney 

and Gabriela also showed greater self-determination, than Brandon, having higher scores 

for interest-enjoyment about an environmental action they imagined than Brandon did 

(Chapter 7). Statistical results reported in Chapter 6 continue to explore the reasoning 

dimensions of ethical orientation. For now, I will note that study results did show lower 

levels of self-determination (measured an interest-enjoyment scale), and moral 

attentiveness (measured as moral awareness) associated with calculating and obligation 

moral reasoning (Chapters 7 and 8). 

Obligation 

Three participant definitions of a life well-lived hinted at a deontological framing 

emphasizing non-interference and equality; one participant noted obligation. Lucina, a 

34-year-old Green Consumer living in Fredericton, New Brunswick, said: “A life where 

my comfort doesn’t compromise the comfort of others” (#60). Charles, a 57-year-old 

Producer living in Moncton, New Brunswick, emphasized “respect for the well-being of 

all others” (#59); Crystal, a 21-year-old Professional at the University of New Brunswick 

in Fredericton, quoted Albert Einstein: “It is every man’s (or woman’s) obligation to put 

back into the world at least the equivalent of what he takes out of it” (#124). As with the 

calculating results, these participants oriented their reasoning toward character for 
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environmental problems, and used a mix of calculating, obligation and character 

reasoning for non-environmental problems. 

Situational Sensitivity 

Prudence, or situational sensitivity, is considered a hub virtue in virtue ethics because the 

ability to exercise other virtues depends on this capacity to judge particular situations. 

From an environmental perspective, situation sensitivity requires attentiveness to the 

personal, social, and place-based and environmental dimensions of moral choices, with 

consideration of present and future implications. It is means-ends reasoning broader in its 

capacity than usually associated with consequentialist-utilitarian or deontological 

thinking. Twenty-five definitions met my criteria for situational sensitivity. Chester, a 33-

year-old Professional living in Ottawa, Ontario, demonstrates this broader sensitivity: 

“Conscious and considerate of the environment in daily choices around consumption. 

Continuously learning about how to live more locally and with fewer resources” (#75). 

Chester spoke to the need to be “conscious” and “considerate” of the environment 

in daily choices, to continually strive to “learn” and to be more local in orientation 

suggesting humility and respect. Violet, a 21-year-old Professional living in Ottawa, 

Ontario also highlighted the capacity for judging “enough” in her definition:  

Living happily by having enough food, shelter, water, 

space, loving family/friends. “Enough” meaning enough to 

sustain yourself, not like in the high consumption world we 

live in today, more like in a self-sufficient small cabin/farm 

where little power and impact on the environment is 

necessary and you are responsible for your own well-being 

(which should make you feel happier). (#94) 
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Violet’s definition, like Chester’s, suggested sensitivity to what was enough in the 

context of consumer culture and that temperance or frugality was important to happiness. 

Juliette, a Green Consumer living in Ottawa, Ontario, (age not provided) emphasized 

sensitivity to making a positive impact, but also to being self-determined and considerate 

of one’s actions over the course of a lifetime: 

One where people stop and ask themselves every day if 

what they are doing – be it buying stuff, travelling, being 

outdoors, etc., is really good for them and the planet at the 

same time and where we feel like we are having a positive 

effect on the latter with our actions without feeling 

burdened by it (but feeling good about it) – be it in small 

ways each day or in big ways over a lifetime. (#63) 

 

Chester, Violet and Juliette also ranked character reasoning highest for environmental 

problems and tended toward high scores for obligation-character moral reasoning 

combinations for non-environmental problems. This mix of obligation-character 

reasoning emerged in the results reported in Chapter 6 as an important factor and was 

associated with high levels of self-determination. 

Character 

Where participants provided definitions that included situation sensitivity, but also 

explicit or implicit references to humility, respect and gratitude, and role models, I coded 

it as character. Thirty-one definitions fit my criteria. Together with situational sensitivity 

results, 63.9% of results (n = 60) suggested an ecological virtue orientation, at least when 

participants were thinking about a life well-lived.  

Jacob, a 44 year-old Green Consumer living in Fredericton, New Brunswick, 

demonstrated the character perspective when he described a person living well 
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environmentally as someone who was “conscious of connections” (situation sensitivity), 

aware of the need to consider the “benefit of others” (humility and respect), and who 

understood that it was in striving (a practice understanding) that an ethical life was lived: 

“A life that is conscious of connections between the many sides and levels of life, and 

where the benefit of others is part of one's conscious and unconscious decisions. Striving 

to ‘be’ ecological leads to a life well-lived” (#118). 

Raymond, an Activist living in Ottawa, Ontario (age not provided) said a life 

well-lived meant being generous, an important dimension of gratitude, and in turn, 

humility: “Less is more, living within our means, being generous and not gluttonous, 

considering the life cycle cost of the products we buy, things we consume and actions we 

take” #110). In only a few words, Raymond provided a picture perfect definition of what 

it means to think in ecological virtue terms: the humility needed to live a temperate and 

frugal life, the generosity underpinning benevolence, and the prudence, or situational 

sensitivity needed to judge right action.  

Jason, a 57-year-old Professional also living in Ottawa, Ontario, highlighted the 

virtues of appreciation and gratitude and the need for prudence to judge right action: 

“Having enjoyed and felt gratitude for one’s environment. Having used what one needed 

and having left the environment in at least as good shape so that future generations can 

also use and enjoy it” (#47). 

The need to act as a role model was highlighted by several participants. Keith, a 

65-year-old Professional living in Vancouver, British Columbia, spoke of the need for 

humility in acting as a role model: “Living without damaging nature as much as possible; 
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leading by example; taking leadership on local issues; teaching others without hectoring; 

knowing that you actually made a difference” (#44). 

Maxwell, a 49-year-old Activist living in Woodstock, New Brunswick, was 

enthusiastic about the potential for acting as a role model, particularly to his children: 

A life well-lived, wow. I think the answer is completely 

different for every individual. A life well-lived for me is 

minimizing my impact on the downside and maximizing 

my impact on the upside, you know? Can I, in my one little 

orbit, can I help make a difference? It’s abundantly clear 

that a difference needs to be made and can I help make a 

difference? How can I do that? Well I can help promote 

and encourage some thinking. You know, I enjoy talking to 

people about it. I enjoy talking to kids about it. I’m really 

proud of what my kids think and what they talk to their 

friends about and so to me that is a life well-lived. That’s 

all we can do is try and create change and change starts 

with people. (#82)  

 

Maxwell also took his citizenship responsibilities seriously; he is very active in his 

community and works diligently to protect natural spaces in his community. He also 

promotes green technology innovations as part of his professional work. The community-

citizenship-education dimensions of a life well-lived demonstrated benevolent thinking. 

Moral reasoning scores were highest for character when thinking about environmental 

problems; Jacob, Jason, Raymond, Keith and Maxwell tended toward obligation-

character reasoning when reasoning about the non-environmental problem focused on 

lying to get a job, and were calculating in their reasoning about the non-environmental 

problem focused on the inconvenience of waiting for a cross-walk light when there was 

no traffic. Gender differences reflected in the frugal-conserver upbringing results and 

here were typical: females tended toward, as we will soon see, virtue thinking and 
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stronger self-determination; men toward calculating and obligation thinking and lower 

degrees of self-determination.  

5.7 Discussion 

Early results suggest participant experience tells a story of the emergence of ecological 

virtue ethics, with most participants exhibiting a capacity for situational sensitivity, 

humility, respect and gratitude; an ongoing evolution in terms of environmental practice; 

and the influence of role models. The link between nature exposure and environmental 

practice was consistent with research showing that the predictor of an environmental 

worldview is outdoor experience, particularly as a child, often guided by an important 

family or near-to-home role model (Haluza-DeLay, et al., 2009; Louv, 1996, 2008).   

Even where participants were more homocentric and calculating in, for example, 

defining a life well-lived, they also oriented toward virtue reasoning when thinking about 

environmental problems, a subject I explore in detail in Chapter 6. Only three participants 

emphasized obligation, rights and non-interference, and they too oriented reasoning 

toward virtue for environmental problems and mixed or combined calculating-obligation-

virtue for non-environmental problems.  

Respect for nature was present, along with capacity for situation sensitivity, 

consistent with Hursthouse and Sandler’s view that respect is a virtue (Hursthouse, 2009; 

Sandler, 2007a). Taylor (1981), from a deontological ethical position, describes respect 

for nature as an attitude comprising four dimensions: “the valuational, the conative, the 

practical, and the affective” (Taylor, 1986b, p. 80). In this regard, the attitude of respect 

for nature could be said to be close to a virtue. Taylor’s position is that the attitude of 
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respect for nature emerges from biocentric beliefs
7
 about the world and our place in it 

and, in this respect, participants reflected Taylor’s position. Participants, however, 

differed from Taylor’s ethic of respect for nature in two important ways: their attitude of 

respect for nature emerged from the capacity for empathy, or as Taylor describes it, 

“feelings and dispositions that comprise the love of nature” (p. 202). Taylor believes that 

love of nature should not guide moral action. Instead, for Taylor, a commitment to 

respect for nature is a “moral one” and morality requires that “it be understood to be a 

disinterested matter of principle” (p. 202). Respect for nature, therefore, must lead to 

rules, standards and normative principles that can be universalized (meaning that these 

rules, standards and normative principles should apply to all people, as in ‘all people 

should be honest’), and that are applied in a disinterested way, meaning not for one’s 

personal gain and determined rationally. Participants did not engage with respect for 

                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7
 (a) The belief that humans are members of the Earth’s Community of Life in the same sense and on the 

same terms in which other living things are members of that Community. (b) The belief that the human 

species, along with all other species, are integral elements in a system of interdependence such that the 

survival of each living thing, as well as its chances of faring well or poorly, is determined not only by the 

physical conditions of its environment but also by its relations to other living things. (c) The belief that all 

organism are teleological centers of life in the sense that each is a unique individual pursuing its own good 

in its own way. (d) The belief that humans are not inherently superior to other living things (Taylor, 1986, 

pp. 99-100). 
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nature as a principle in this way. Instead, as we will see in Chapter 6, respectfulness, 

along with sensitivity, caring, and humility combined into one character trait factor and 

moral reasoning tended toward virtue thinking emphasizing creativity and perseverance.  

Participants said that they felt embedded in nature, but also that nature had the 

capacity to retaliate against humans and that they perceived nature as wild and not what 

is present in urban environments. The view of nature as something wild and outside of 

urban environments was consistent with results found by Haluza-DeLay et al (2009). 

This embedded, yet separate perspective points, from a philosopher’s point of view, to 

moral incoherence. These results, combined with the difficulty some participants had in 

talking about environmental conscience and a life well-lived from an environmental 

perspective, suggest that while participants clearly saw themselves as living ethical lives, 

the lack of social norms encouraging ethical reflection, and the lack of ethics talk in 

Western culture in general, makes their personal ethic largely intuitive – one could say 

unconscious and incoherent. While I might prefer a positive interpretation in keeping 

with Hursthouse (1999), who argues that acting virtuously need not be diminished 

because an actor fails to know they are acting virtuously, I believe the results suggest an 

alternative interpretation, in keeping with Aristotle and others who believe moral 

development requires the capacity to think and reason about the foundations of one’s 

personal ethics, not to simply feel and act (Aristotle, 1999; Hoffman, 2000a; R. L. 

Walker, 2007). I hasten to add that this interpretation is not meant to imply a reason-only 

perspective on morality, but rather a feel-think-act-feel perspective where moral 

reasoning skills moderate and mediate feelings and actions. 
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Results reflect a rich mingling of personal and social experience that likely will 

frustrate philosophers and excite moral psychologists. Philosophers want evidence of 

ethical coherence in participant responses to narrative and numerical questions that align 

with particular ethical theories. Participants, however, were not moral philosophers. On 

the other hand, moral psychologists like Haidt, would likely perceive these early results 

as representing a “morality…so rich and complex, so multifaceted and internally 

contradictory” that results are consistent with the view that morality cannot be reduced to 

“a single principle, usually some variant of welfare maximization, or sometimes it’s 

justice or related notions of fairness, rights, or respect for individuals and their 

autonomy” (2012, p. 113).  

These early results describe virtue ethics well and it is within virtue ethics that the 

tools exist for increasing the capacity for reasoned judgment and private reflection, two 

dimensions Haidt identifies in his own social intuitionist model of morality as ‘rarely 

used links” (p. 47). The fact that reasoned judgement and private reflection are rarely 

used is no reason to argue that they should not or cannot be used. To the contrary, as 

Blasi (2009) forcefully argues in challenging Haidt’s intuitionist model of morality, the 

capacity for ethical judgment and reflection can and should be nurtured, a topic I return to 

in Chapter 11.  In Chapter 2, I described research by Kahneman (2011) and Haidt (2012) 

suggesting the need for practiced reasoning to slow intuitive-heuristic-emotional 

processes. I believe that in keeping with Haidt’s own work in positive psychology, 

flourishing and character (Haidt, 2006), that he would not disagree that virtue ethics 

offers a way forward. 
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 I suggested in Chapter 2 that ecological virtue ethics may best describe the ethics 

behind the self-determination associated with values, beliefs and activation of personal 

norms associated with environmental behaviours like voluntary simplicity. Results for 

environmental journeys and a life well-lived narratives, suggest my thinking did not go 

far enough. Ecological virtue could be discerned in almost all participant narrative; 

values and beliefs aligned well with the New Ecological Paradigm (with the exception of 

resiliency perspectives), and awareness of consequences, ascription of responsibility, and 

activation of personal norms were notable in stories about environmental journeys. In 

keeping with situating environmental behaviours within an environmental practice, 

learning was ongoing. Education and new knowledge were critical factors stimulating 

ascription of responsibility and activation of personal norms in keeping with the process 

summarized by the VBN model and also reported by Schultz (2001) and Bamberg and 

Moser (2007). It was also the case, particularly demonstrated in the narrative and 

highlighted for the four environmental exemplars, and in keeping with Gardner and Stern 

(2002), that homocentric and ecocentric ethical values were combined. These results are 

in contrast to Merchant (2005) who argued the two dimensions represented distinct 

ethical orientations.  

Exploration of participant journeys, definitions of a life well-lived from an 

environmental perspective, beliefs about nature’s value, and participants’ relationship to 

nature, also suggested a worldview largely in keeping with the New Ecological Paradigm, 

but not entirely. Some participants perceived nature as resilient and humans as fragile. 

Nature-resilient perspectives were also associated with less intense feelings of grief over 

environmental loss. In my view, the interplay among nature-fragile/resilient perspectives 
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and grief warrants further investigation. Activists were most inclined to feel grief and to 

link activism to the need to respond to environmental injustice. Personal well-being is 

important to effective activism, but also to the capacity to persist and flourish. A more 

explicit exploration of the ways that ecological virtue ethics could contribute to the 

flourishing of activists might be fruitful. 

Evolution of environmental behaviours consistently implied a developmental or 

most certainly an evolving moral identity associated with the ongoing evolution of an 

environmental practice. That is, the behavioural psychology emphasis on removing 

barriers, and increasing commitment to specific behaviours, while important to 

encouraging those specific behaviours, appears to miss the actual context within which 

these behavioural processes take place. The focus on the parts ignores the whole. If 

participants are engaged in the long-term development of an environmental practice, then 

efforts should also emphasize developing self-determination, with attention to the 

extrinsic to intrinsic self-regulation continuum, and the human motivation to satisfy the 

basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 

2002b).  

When participants talked about their environmental journeys emerging, it was 

often related to the period in early adulthood when they first experienced independent 

living and life choices. These results are also consistent with moral psychology research 

highlighting the importance of the 18-24 year old period for moral development (Narvaez 

& Lapsley, 2009), and with age-related results in this study. It was often the case that 

younger participants were more calculating and obligation-oriented in their moral 

thinking, while older participants were more character-oriented in their moral thinking.  
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I would suggest that the overemphasis on utilitarian and deontological ethics in 

philosophy, including environmental ethics, moral psychology, and business ethics, 

misses an opportunity for holistic ethical understanding that a more integrated analysis 

could provide. Situational sensitivity is clearly a skill that evolves and strengthens over 

time. While situational sensitivity is a critical virtue, I believe these early results indicate 

something just as important: that humility is the foundation of environmental practice and 

the base from which respect, gratitude and situation sensitivity evolve. As Ophuls (2011) 

suggests, “Humility is…the essence of ecological wisdom and the foundation of an 

ecological ethic” (p. 31).  

Participants clearly are conscientiousness about their human-nature relationship, 

are empathetic toward nature, and have evolved, and continue to evolve, an 

environmental moral identity and practice. This ethical orientation of participants, in turn, 

drives moral judgement (even as participants were largely unaware of it) a “cognitive 

capacity to ascertain what is ethically right and what is ethically wrong through 

deliberation of the moral context, the types of relationships of the people involved, and 

the relevant values and principles” (C. Peterson & M. E. P. Seligman, 2004, p. 393). The 

product of moral judgements, in turn, is an assessment of fairness. Consistent with Haidt 

(2012), Peterson and Seligman cite research showing that fairness thinking engages a mix 

of two kinds of reasoning covering justice and care dimensions, but that people can lean 

toward one type of reasoning over another.  

According to Peterson and Seligman, “the ethic of care expands the justice 

perspective on morality by including caring and compassion, and it complements the 

justice emphasis on logic with other forms of knowing, such as empathy and other types 
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of relational understanding” (p.393). Results, so far, suggest participants exhibited a 

stronger tendency toward care-empathetic reasoning than justice reasoning, a topic I 

cover in detail in Chapter 6. In Chapter 6, I explore how participant experience and 

environmental moral identity are reflected in character traits, including respectfulness and 

humility, as well as measures of moral judgment, which I measured using moral 

reasoning vignettes and a question about moral reasons for making environmental 

lifestyle choices. As noted earlier, Chapter 6 also reports on the relationship between care 

and virtue traits. The chapter is an extension of Chapter 5 exploring dimensions of ethical 

orientation. 
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 Traits and Moral Judgment  Chapter 6

…It is reasonable to suppose, if fidelity is a virtue, that it is 

a virtue with a purpose. A purposeless virtue is a 

contradiction in terms. Virtue, like harmony, cannot exist 

alone; a virtue must lead to harmony between one creature 

and another. To be good for nothing is just that. If a virtue 

has been thought a virtue long enough, it must be assumed 

to have practical justification – though the very longevity 

that proves its practicality may obscure it (Berry, 1977). 

 

In Chapter 6, we continue to explore ethical orientation. In Chapter 5, the focus was on 

participant experience as told through stories about environmental journeys and 

definitions of a life well-lived from an environmental perspective. Participants oriented 

toward ecological virtue, particularly situation sensitivity, humility, respect and gratitude; 

were heavily influenced by role models, and described a process of development 

consistent with thinking of environmental lifestyle as an environmental practice. 

Environmental journeys narrative described the variables in the value-belief-norm model 

and showed that over time, self-determination and self-regulation moved from external 

toward increased intrinsic motivation. In Chapter 6, we continue the exploration of 

ethical orientation through analysis of participant character traits and moral judgment. As 

Berry notes in the opening quotation, we are looking for virtues, their purpose, their 

practical justification, and their influence on harmony. 

The moral judgment variable was assessed using two indicators: moral reasoning 

as measured through vignettes, and moral reasons as measured through a question asking 

people to indicate what most motivated their environmental actions (considerate of 

nature, justice for people, justice for nature, love-respect for nature, do no harm people 
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and do no harm nature). I did not expect ethical orientation to be exclusive to a particular 

ethical theory; mixing was expected. I did believe, however, that leanings toward one 

orientation over another would be discernible. I also thought that the moral attentiveness 

variable, which was measured with two indicators: moral awareness (How often do you 

see situations you think are moral?), and moral reflection (measured through narrative 

results, indicating capacity for situation sensitivity and traits such as humility, 

respectfulness, and gratitude), would vary by orientations as measured by the character 

trait and moral judgement variables. Moral attentiveness results are reported in Chapter 7. 

We begin the analysis of ethical orientation with character traits. 

6.1 Character Traits  

The 20-item trait scale asked participants to indicate, on a 7-point scale, how important or 

unimportant a trait was to them (1, not very important to me and 7, very important to me). 

The aim was to have respondents think about their ideal selves, rather than about how 

they actually perceived themselves. I wanted to avoid a participant judgment that was 

either self-serving (a bias where the tendency of people is to take more responsibility for 

success than for failure (Deci & Ryan, 2002b, p. 95), or overly self-critical (a self-

assessment based on judgments about where the person stood relative to the trait in 

question at the moment). A focus on the ideal was designed to encourage participants to 

think of the traits in terms of what was ‘good’, or their moral ideal. Traits were listed in 

the scale in no particular order.  

As with all the results chapters, I begin the analysis with sample-wide results 

before moving to demographic, and then environmental lifestyle category results. Table 
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6-1 displays descriptive statistics for the trait scale results with means (average score for 

all the 1 to 7 responses for that sub-item) in descending order. Column one shows the 

number of participants (N); column two, the mean; and column three, the standard 

deviation (SD), a measure of distribution around the mean. Note that the higher the mean, 

the lower the standard deviation, meaning that participants were strongly oriented toward 

these traits. 
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Table 6-1.  Descriptive statistics character traits; descending means 

 

 N Mean Std. Deviation 

Trustworthy 142 6.60 .674 

Honest 142 6.39 .799 

Resourceful 142 6.19 .899 

Principled 141 6.18 1.032 

Dependable 142 6.13 .944 

Caring 142 5.96 .910 

Respectful 141 5.91 1.075 

Loyal 140 5.89 1.080 

Relational 140 5.88 1.160 

Effective 141 5.79 1.032 

Generous 142 5.65 1.086 

Responsive 140 5.64 1.073 

Sensitive 142 5.51 1.231 

Results-Oriented 141 5.43 1.185 

Attentive 141 5.35 1.077 

Humble 142 4.92 1.321 

Law-abiding 139 4.83 1.568 

Influential 140 4.81 1.432 

Frugal 142 4.77 1.489 

Winner 136 4.30 1.565 

Valid N (listwise) 127   

 

Table 6-1 shows participants were strongly oriented toward seeing themselves as 

trustworthy and honest. The means were 6.60 for trustworthiness and 6.39 for honesty 

(out of a potential score of 7); the standard deviations were very low (less than one at 

.674 and .799, respectively). These results suggest a sample innately oriented toward 

conscientiousness, one of the naturally occurring personality types moral psychologists 

associate with a high capacity for moral functioning (McAdams, 2009). Significant 

differences in participant orientation toward trustworthiness and honesty were not 

expected to emerge in the analysis given high means and low standard deviations.  
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Dent (1984) describes conscientiousness as critical to the exercise of virtue 

because: 

it is the expression of practical rationality alone (italic 

Dent) directing our concern and action…the most 

important element of our conduct which depends 

fundamentally upon our conscientious disposition is our 

just action, that is our rendering to others what is their due, 

what is owed in natural or conventional justice to them by 

us (Dent, 1984, p. 188).  

 

In Dent’s description of the role that conscientiousness plays in directing action, we see 

its importance to situational sensitivity, or prudence, and its relation to justice that is 

bigger than a deontological duty to abstractly apply a principle. 

Table 6-1 also shows that as means declined, standard deviations increased. The 

mean for frugality, for example, was 4.77; the standard deviation was 1.489. The mean 

for winner was 4.30; the standard deviation 1.565, indicating participant responses were 

much more volatile than the results for trustworthiness and honesty. These descriptive 

statistical results suggest that traits at the lower end of the scale were likely to indicate 

significant differences among participants. Before turning to the results, scale reliability 

and factor analysis results are reported. 

Internal Reliability 

Cronbach alpha tests the internal consistency of a scale by calculating the average inter-

item correlation, and provides a score of minimum reliability. Cronbach alpha for the 20-

item scale was 78.9% (.789). 
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Factor Analysis 

Factor analysis assesses patterns in participant responses (with inter-item correlations), 

and is used to identify which variables are responsible for most of the variation in the 

results. Factor analysis is a data reduction tool because the results can help a researcher 

determine whether all the sub-items in a scale are required to achieve the research 

objective. Factor analysis of the 20-item scale generated seven factors, covering 17 of the 

traits that were responsible for 65.3% of variation in participant responses (varimax 

rotation – a smoothing tool for spreading results over factors; eigenvalue at 1; values less 

than .50 suppressed to show more clearly the highest correlations, Table 6-2). Rotated 

results showed:  

1. Factor 1, respectful, sensitive, caring, and humble was responsible for 14.5% of 

variation;  

2. Factor 2, influential, results-oriented, effective, and winner was responsible for 

10% of variation;  

3. Factor 3, law-abiding, and loyal was responsible for 9.2% of variation 

4. Factor 4, trustworthy and dependable, 8.4% of variation;  

5. Factor 5, generous and principled, 8.3% of variation;  

6. Factor 6, responsive, 7.3% of variation; and 

7. Factor 7, frugal and resourceful, 7.2 of variation. 

 

The factor results showed traits grouped conceptually in ways consistent with ethical 

theory (Table 6-2). Factor 1, responsible for most of the variation in the trait scale 

responses combined traits in ways consistent with virtue theory, and suggested that, 

contrary to eco-feminist interpretations, virtue and care traits are conceptually linked. The 

combination of respectfulness, sensitivity, caring, and humility hints at the capacity for 

fairness-justice (respectfulness) and care-empathy reasoning (C. Peterson & M. E. P. 

Seligman, 2004).  
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In Factor 2, the traits influential, results-oriented, effective, and winner aligned 

with the Brady and Wheeler results for what they believed were utilitarian traits. Only 

resourceful was missing from Brady and Wheeler’s list of utilitarian traits. 

Resourcefulness instead linked with frugality, which suggested an intellectual virtue 

orientation for this couplet.  

The five deontological traits, emerging from Brady and Wheeler’s (1996) study, 

(law-abiding, principled, trustworthy, honest, and dependable), split in these results 

spanning Factors 3, 4 and 5. Factors 3 and 4 aligned well with an obligation-duty 

orientation, while Factor 5 suggested that generosity and being principled worked 

together in ways consistent with virtue theory. That is, a benevolent orientation, 

suggested by generosity, implied a desire to act from principle, rather than for principle. 

From this perspective, a more appropriate interpretation of Factors 3 and 4, in particular, 

is that they represent dimensions of conscientiousness, rather than a deontological 

orientation. Dent says that “conscientiousness is a steady and consistent willingness to do 

one’s duty just because it is one’s duty, to do what is required of one for no other reason 

than that it is required of one” (1984, p. 185) 

Traits that linked conceptually did not always have similar means. Figure 6-1 

shows, for example, that loyal had a mean of 5.89, while law-abiding had a mean of 4.83, 

yet these two traits consistently moved together in terms of participant responses, as 

indicated by the near identical inter-item correlations for Factor 3. Resourceful had a high 

mean of 6.19, while frugality was near the bottom at 4.77; yet these two traits also came 

together to suggest an intellectual virtue orientation to Factor 7. 
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Table 6-2.  Varimax rotation showed a 7-factor solution 

 

 Component 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Resourceful       .607 

Responsive      .783  

Principled     .715   

Generous     .760   

Dependable    .730    

Humble .584       

Trustworthy    .734    

Effective  .679      

Sensitive .756       

Frugal       .881 

Honest        

Influential  .744      

Respectful .794       

Caring .699       

Results-Oriented  .714      

Attentive        

Loyal   .687     

Law-abiding   .702     

Winner  .524      

Relational        

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.  
 Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization. 

   

a. Rotation converged in 16 iterations.     

 

To explore whether the factors associated with each other (positively or 

negatively) were in line with ethical theory, I conducted correlation analysis (Pearson 

Correlation Co-efficient) summarized in Table 6-3. Results showed that the traits in the 

7-factor solution correlated with each other in ways consistent with ethical theory. 
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Table 6-3.  Character trait factor correlations 

 

  Respectful 
Sensitive 

Caring 
Humble 

Influential 
Results-Oriented 

Effective 
Winner 

Law-
abiding 
Loyal 

Trustworthy 
Dependable 

Generous 
Principled 

Frugal 
Resourceful Responsive 

Respectful, Sensitive 
Caring, Humble 

Pearson Correlation 1 .108 .317** .329** .459** .253** .428** 

Sig. (2-tailed)  .200 .000 .000 .000 .002 .000 

N 142 142 141 142 142 142 140 

Influential, Results-Oriented 
Effective, Winner 

Pearson Correlation .108 1 .248** .162 .057 .151 .101 

Sig. (2-tailed) .200  .003 .055 .497 .072 .234 

N 142 142 141 142 142 142 140 

Law-abiding, Loyal Pearson Correlation .317** .248** 1 .182* .209* .223** .274** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .003  .031 .013 .008 .001 

N 141 141 141 141 141 141 139 

Trustworthy, Dependable Pearson Correlation .329** .162 .182* 1 .244** .190* .270** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .055 .031  .003 .023 .001 

N 142 142 141 142 142 142 140 

Generous, Principled Pearson Correlation .459** .057 .209* .244** 1 .263** .333** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .497 .013 .003  .002 .000 

N 142 142 141 142 142 142 140 

Frugal, Resourceful Pearson Correlation .253** .151 .223** .190* .263** 1 .273** 

Sig. (2-tailed) .002 .072 .008 .023 .002  .001 

N 142 142 141 142 142 142 140 

Responsive Pearson Correlation .428** .101 .274** .270** .333** .273** 1 

Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .234 .001 .001 .000 .001  

N 140 140 139 140 140 140 140 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).       

*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).       
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Table 6-3 shows that Factor 1 correlated most strongly with generous-principled (Factor 

5), and with responsive (Factor 7), strongly supporting a virtue-care interpretation of 

orientation. Factor 2 (influential, results-oriented, effective, and winner), correlated with 

law-abiding and loyal, but not with any other factors. These results suggest that 

participants emphasizing these traits were extrinsically motivated (seeking external 

rewards and recognition and responding to social norms). An achievement interpretation, 

reflecting the need for competency (Little, et al., 2002), may be a more appropriate way 

to understand this factor than utilitarianism. Analysis of how these traits related to moral 

reasoning expanded my understanding of this factor result and will be discussed in 

section 6-2 at the end of this chapter.  

The law-abiding and loyal results (Factor 3) were also interesting. The strong 

correlations between law-abiding-loyal and respectfulness-sensitivity-caring-humility 

(Factor 1) suggested an ethical orientation interpretation in line with virtue theory and 

emphasizing conscientiousness, rather than deontological theory.  Respectfulness, 

sensitivity, caring and humility (Factor 1) also correlated most strongly with generosity, 

principled and responsiveness, further suggesting a virtue orientation, rather than a 

utilitarian or deontological orientation. I now explore the factor results through the 

demographic and environmental lifestyle category lens. 

Demographic and Environmental Lifestyles 

Table 6-6 summarizes demographic and environmental lifestyle results for character 

traits. Traits were analysed to explore whether they were influenced by gender, age, 

income, education, marital status, parenthood, faith-spiritual affiliation, and location.  
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Age was a near significant influence on trait scores for respectful, sensitive, 

caring, and humble (Factor 1, p =.056). Participants between 18 to 24 year olds scored 

these traits lowest (M = 5.04), while participants between 25 and 65 years old ranked 

these traits highest (M = 5.86 to 5.48); means then fell again for participants over 66 

years of age, M = 5.22. Figure 6-1 shows how the group mean for respectful, sensitive, 

caring, and humble peaks and falls with age. 

 

Figure 6-1. Age-Mean results for respectful, sensitive, caring, humble 

Results for law-abiding, loyal, generous and principled were also significantly 

influenced by age. Law-abiding and loyal (Factor 3) means were lowest for participants 

under 35 years of age and highest for participants over 36 years of age, p = .006. 

Generous and principled (Factor 5) had lower means for 18 to 24 year old participants (M 

= 4.92), before increasing, almost linearly, from 5.95 for participants 25 to 35 years old to 

6.15 for participants over 66 years of age, p = .025.  
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Younger participants consistently ranked these other-regarding traits lowest. The 

age results suggest a developmental or moral maturing dimension to ethical orientation 

that emerged consistently throughout the study and will be explored more fully in 

Chapter 9 when I compare results for N = 142 to the Green Consumer-Poll participants 

(N = 233). Demographic variables were not significant influences on results for the traits 

trustworthy and dependable (Factor 4), responsive (Factor 6), or frugal and resourceful 

(Factor 7).  

Environmental lifestyle was a significant influence on only one factor. Influential, 

results-oriented, effective, winner (Factor 2) showed Green Consumers and Producers 

ranked these traits lowest (M = 4.76 and M = 4.82), while Activists and Professionals 

ranked these traits highest (M = 5.24 and M = 5.26), p = .044. These results lend strength 

to an interpretation of competency for these trait results. Activists and Professionals rely 

on their capacity for influence, being results-oriented, perceived as effective, and a 

winner to attract funding and clients, media attention, and to influence public policy 

outcomes. These are indeed extrinsic motivators. Producers and Green Consumers, on the 

other hand, have different needs and the scores perhaps reflect that reality. Producers and 

Green Consumers scores were also suggestive of greater self-determination, an 

interpretation supported by the law-abiding and loyal results.   

Environmental lifestyle was just shy of significant in influencing results for law-

abiding and loyal, p = .066. Law-abiding and loyal (Factor 3) traits were ranked lowest 

by Producers and Green Consumers (M = 4.97 and M = 5.13), and highest by Activists 

and Professionals (M = 5.56 and M = 5.54). These results suggest an interpretation of 

stronger self-determination for Producers and Green Consumers, and a more extrinsic 



201 

 

 

motivation for Activists and Professionals. In other words, results for Producers and 

Green Consumers suggested stronger activation of personal norms than for Activists and 

Professionals. Results, were however, not significant for law-abiding and loyal, so these 

dimensions will be explored continually as I report results. Next, I explore moral 

reasoning through the vignette results. 

6.2 Moral Reasoning 

Four vignettes measured moral reasoning. Table 6-4 displays descriptive statistics for 

vignette responses, (7-point scale, where 1 represented not at all like my way of thinking, 

and 7 represented very much like my way of thinking). Means in Table 6-4 are in 

descending order. Note that the five highest mean scores were for virtue-oriented sub-

items and that the lowest five mean scores were for calculating and obligation-oriented 

reasoning. 
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Table 6-4.  Descriptive statistics, descending means, moral reasoning 

 

 
N Mean 

Std. 
Deviation 

I should be truthful and present myself as I am.  139 6.53 1.112 

We have to be attentive to the needs of forests and people.  141 6.33 .990 

Not give up too easily; find creative solutions to avoid environmental harm.  139 6.31 1.102 

Persevere and find alternatives like recycling somewhere else. 140 6.18 1.158 

Lying is dishonest.  140 6.04 1.563 

One should always be honest. 139 5.92 1.234 

Deception is risky; you can get into serious trouble if it is discovered. 139 5.60 1.910 

We need to be diligent so forests and communities thrive. That might mean no clear cutting in some locations and allowing it in others. 140 5.51 1.686 

In these matters one ought to be reasonable, not extreme; one ought to obey the spirit rather than the letter of the law. 139 5.16 1.779 

No harm is done just to go ahead; it’s inconvenient to wait when there is little or no traffic 139 5.15 1.825 

Employers should be concerned only with how well an employee can do the job. 139 4.97 2.046 

In principle, it’s better to press the light, and then cross. 137 4.77 1.863 

When we act impatiently we model inappropriate behaviour others will follow. 139 4.33 1.920 

Consider the balance between the effort involved in finding alternatives and the benefit to the environment. 137 4.14 1.824 

We need to follow the rules set by government.  136 3.90 1.712 

One should obey all traffic laws. 139 3.89 1.852 

We should be patient and wait for the light. 139 3.34 1.828 

Owners have the right to choose what they will do with their property. 138 2.89 1.512 

Follow condominium rules because I owe it to my neighbours. 137 2.36 1.518 

You need the job to pay the rent, and your skills benefit the company, so why not. 139 2.17 1.732 

Ending clear cutting will do more harm to workers and communities than it will benefit forests. 137 1.93 1.258 

Do what my neighbours are doing as a good member of the condominium community. 137 1.91 1.153 

If we do not clear cut, the cost of forest products will go up negatively affecting the economy.  138 1.87 1.106 

Not worry about it, my contribution to the landfill is small. 139 1.66 1.087 

Valid N (listwise) 128   
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The vignette sub-items with the highest five means spanned non-environmental and 

environmental vignettes and represented virtue reasoning. These vignette sub-items stimulated 

reasoning about the need to be authentic (present myself as I am), attentive, creative, perseverant 

and honest, not because it is a rule, but because lying is simply dishonest. The five vignette sub-

items with the lowest means represented calculating reasoning (four: small impact, negative 

impact, do more harm than good, need job to pay rent), and obligation reasoning (do what my 

neighbours are doing) reasoning. The low results for calculating reasoning related to all 

vignettes, while the obligation result related to an environmental vignette. This suggests an 

overall orientation that is not consequentialist-utilitarian, and a sample more intrinsically 

motivated when it comes to environmental concerns.  

These results also suggest an ethical coherence, at least in moral reasoning, somewhat 

different than my interpretation in Chapter 5. In Chapter 5, narrative results also suggested a 

strong virtue orientation, which clearly is the case here when only considering mean scores. 

Within this overall virtue orientation frame, however, it was also the case that participants had, 

as one example, higher calculating scores for what was perceived as the low-impact problem of 

crossing a street without a light; it is just that those scores remained lower than virtue scores. At 

the sample-wide level, these nuances in results were less obvious.  

Reliability: Internal Consistency 

Cronbach alpha for the moral reasoning vignettes was .615. The vignettes were structured, like 

Brady and Wheeler (1996), in clusters aimed at measuring calculating reasoning (utilitarianism), 

obligation reasoning (deontology), and character reasoning (virtue).  
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Factor Analysis 

Factor analysis of the 24 reasoning vignette sub-items generated an 8-factor solution responsible 

for 65.4% of response variance and covering 18 of the vignette sub-items. As I describe the 

factor results, I underline the words that were meant to trigger calculating, obligation or character 

reasoning. Phrases such as in principle, and one should obey, aimed to prime obligation 

reasoning; phrases such as be patient, and model inappropriate behaviour, aimed to prime 

character reasoning; and phrases such as do more harm, and negatively affect the economy, 

aimed to prime calculation reasoning. 

Factor 1 was responsible for 12% of variance (In principle, it’s better to press the light, 

and then cross;  One should obey all traffic laws; We should be patient and wait for the light; 

When we act impatiently we model inappropriate behaviour others will follow.). Factor 1 sub-

items were from the vignette reasoning about a common, but non-environmental issue. In this 

case, the focus was on reasoning about crossing against traffic: 

In front of the cafeteria on a major university campus is a busy 

two-lane road with a cross walk and a traffic light. There is no 

intersection, but the light can be controlled by a pedestrian button 

on each sidewalk. Where there is little traffic, a person could either 

press the button and wait for the light or just walk across without 

the light. You are a pedestrian at this cross walk, what should you 

do? 

 

Based on the factor analysis and considering the trait results, I decided that I needed a consistent 

means of describing the moral reasoning factors that did not overplay assumptions about distinct 

consequentialist-utilitarian, deontological or virtue orientations. To maintain an open stance 

throughout the analysis I opted for a naming protocol using calculation, obligation and 

character. 
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Factor 1, with its combination of sub-items, was named Obligation-Character-Traffic. 

Factor 2 sub-items, responsible for 10.6% of response variance also clustered on obligation and 

character sub-items (Deception is risky, you can get into serious trouble if it is discovered; One 

should always be honest; I should be truthful and present myself as I am; Lying is dishonest). 

Factor 2 sub-items all related to the second non-environment vignette, which focused on whether 

or not to lie to get a job: 

(You are a recently graduated young adult who has been out of 

work for nearly two months. You need a job to pay the rent. You 

have just been notified that you have a promising interview in 

three days with an environmental company for which you would 

very much like to work. Unfortunately, you are well aware that 

people with more experience are favored in today’s job market and 

you are afraid that your age might work against you. So, you are 

thinking of temporarily reporting your age as older than your true 

age. After all, you are mature for your age and competent…).  

 

I named Factor 2 Obligation-Character-Job. Factor 3 sub-items, responsible for 8.9% of response 

variance, clustered around calculating reasoning (Ending clear cutting will do more harm to 

workers and communities than it will benefit forests; If we do not clear cut, the cost of forest 

products will go up negatively affecting the economy.). Factor 3 related to vignette reasoning 

about an environmental policy issue: 

Your provincial government is considering options for managing 

private woodlots and crown land that will affect forest 

management and communities over the next 25 years. Some people 

think that clear cutting forests should be allowed; others think it 

should be prohibited.  Your view is… 

 

 I named Factor 3 Calculating-Policy. Factor 4 sub-items, responsible for 8.8% of response 

variance clustered around character reasoning (Persevere and find alternatives like recycling 



206 

 

 

somewhere else; Not give up too easily; find creative solutions to avoid environmental harm.). 

Factor 4 was an environmental reasoning vignette relating to recycling challenges: 

You live in a condominium that does not have recycling or 

composting services. You would do these things because you know 

they can benefit the environment but the infrastructure just is not 

there to support you. You should…).  

 

I named Factor 4 Character-Recycling. Factor 5, responsible for 8.2% of response variance, also 

related to the recycling vignette and covered obligation reasoning (Follow condominium rules 

because I owe it to my neighbours; Do what my neighbours are doing as a good member of the 

condominium community.) I named Factor 5 Obligation-Recycling. Factor 6, responsible for 

6.1% of variance related to calculating reasoning associated with the vignette reasoning about 

lying to get a job (You need the job to pay the rent, and your skills benefit the company, so why 

not; Employers should be concerned only with how well an employee can do the job.) I named 

Factor 6 Calculating-Job. Factor 7, responsible for 6.1% of response variance represented 

character reasoning and related to the environmental policy vignette (We have to be attentive to 

the needs of forests and people.). I named Factor 7 Character-Policy. Factor 8, responsible for 

4.8% of response variance was also associated with the environmental policy vignette and 

covered obligation reasoning (Owners have the right to choose what they will do with their 

property.). I named Factor 8 Obligation-Policy.  
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Table 6-5.  Factor Results for traits and reasoning, descending means 

 

 N Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation 

Trustworthy, Dependable 142 4 7 6.36 .674 

We have to be attentive to 
the needs of forests and 
people.  

141 3 7 6.33 .990 

Character-Recycling 142 2 7 6.24 1.034 

Obligation-Character-Job 141 1 7 6.03 1.101 

Generous-Principled 142 2 7 5.90 .879 

Responsive 140 3 7 5.64 1.073 

Respectful, Sensitive, 
Caring, Humble 

142 2 7 5.57 .881 

Frugal, Resourceful 142 2 7 5.48 1.004 

Law-abiding, Loyal 141 1 7 5.35 1.127 

Influential, Results-Oriented, 
Effective, Winner 

142 2 7 5.09 .936 

Obligation,-Character-Traffic 140 1 7 4.09 1.425 

Calculating-Job 139 1 7 3.57 1.476 

Obligation-Policy 138 1 7 2.89 1.512 

Obligation-Recycling 137 1 6 2.14 1.226 

Calculating-Policy 139 1 6 1.90 1.015 

Valid N (listwise) 133     

 

Table 6-5 shows factor analysis results for character traits and moral reasoning vignettes by 

descending means. Note that character-virtue-oriented traits and moral reasoning (including the 

important mix of obligation-character) showed the highest means, with obligation and 

calculating reasoning at the bottom.  

Traits - Reasoning Correlations 

Character trait factor results should correlate to reasoning factor results along ethical theoretical 

lines. This was generally the case. Participants who believed they were respectful, sensitive, 

caring and humble, the virtue-care trait ethical orientation, were also inclined toward Character-

Recycling reasoning, r = .346, p = .000. Participants with this virtue-care trait orientation were 

also negatively inclined toward Obligation-Recycling reasoning, r = -.157, p = .067 (not 
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significant). Consistent with a virtue orientation interpretation, perceiving yourself as generous 

and principled was correlated to Character-Recycling, r = .252, p = .003, and negatively 

correlated to Obligation-Recycling, r -.169, p - .048. Finally, participants who saw themselves as 

frugal and resourceful, two virtue intellectual traits, were inclined toward Character-Recycling, r 

= .310, p = .000, and were negatively inclined toward Obligation-Recycling, r = -.184, p = .031. 

These results suggest that, at least as it related to reasoning about environmental situations, 

participants consistently showed a coherent orientation toward virtue-care traits and character 

reasoning, and were not oriented toward obligation or deontological reasoning. 

The influential, results-oriented, effective, and winner traits were correlated with 

Calculating-Policy reasoning, r = .222, p = .009. The environmental lifestyle results suggest an 

interesting, and complex, interpretation, which I turn to below. 

When participants leaned toward seeing themselves as law-abiding and loyal, they also 

oriented toward Obligation-Character-Traffic reasoning, r = .292, p = .000, and to Calculating-

Policy reasoning, r = .167, p = .050 (just significant). Law-abiding and loyal traits were 

negatively correlated with Calculating-Job reasoning, r = -.321, p = .000, but positively 

correlated to Character-Recycling reasoning, r = .184, p = .029. The results for law-abiding and 

loyal correlations suggest an interpretation in keeping with Dent’s (1984) claim of a 

conscientious-duty-situation sensitivity link.   

 Overall, moral reasoning results showed the effort to measure ethical orientation with the 

character trait scale and the vignettes was successful in identifying variations along ethical 

theoretical constructs. The traits respectful, sensitive, caring, humble (Factor 1), generous and 

principled (Factor 5), responsive (Factor 6), and frugal and resourceful (Factor 7), were all 

positively correlated to each other and to the Character-Recycling reasoning vignette. These 
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traits cover seven of the 10 traits described in Chapter 3 as virtue and care traits.  Based on these 

results, the traits principled and resourceful, initially suggested as deontological and utilitarian 

traits, were more appropriately viewed as dimensions of a virtue-care ethical orientation. This 

result was consistent with virtue ethical theory.   

The traits influential, results-oriented, effective and winner also were positively 

correlated to the Calculating-Policy reasoning vignette, suggesting a calculating or utility link. 

Law-abiding and loyal traits were positively correlated to Obligation-Character-Traffic, 

Obligation-Character-Traffic and the Character-Recycling vignettes, but negatively correlated to 

the Calculating-Job reasoning vignette, suggesting a conscientious-situational sensitivity, rather 

than a ‘apply an abstract principle’ deontological orientation.  

Demographic and Environmental Lifestyle Results 

Table 6-7 summarizes significant and near significant moral reasoning results for demographic 

and environmental lifestyle variables. Demographic and environmental lifestyle category results 

added an important nuance to the sample-wide results. Gender influenced Obligation-Recycling 

reasoning with males more inclined to think this way (M = 2.36), than females (M = 1.92), p = 

.035. This result is consistent with research cited by Peterson and Seligman (2004) showing that 

care and justice-oriented dilemmas generated results where “women as a group tend to relate 

more to care-oriented dilemmas and produce more care reasoning, and men as a group tend to 

relate more to justice-oriented dilemmas and produce more justice reasoning” (p. 409).  

Age also influenced Obligation-Character-Traffic reasoning, with younger participants 

having lower means than older participants (M = 4.00 for those aged 18 to 24 years old and M = 

5.09 for participants over 66 years of age), p = .018.  
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Marital status and parenthood were also factors, particularly relating to the non-

environmental reasoning vignettes. When it came to following social rules and lying, parental 

values dominated results, demonstrating the multi-faceted dimensions, or one might say, 

situation sensitivity, associated with moral reasoning. With respect to Obligation-Character-

Traffic reasoning participants who were married (M = 4.35) or divorced, separated or widowed 

had the highest means (M = 4.79), compared to single participants (M = 3.49), p = .007. These 

results suggest that once married a relational-social focus remains intact regardless of subsequent 

marital status. Parents also ranked Obligation-Character-Traffic reasoning higher (M = 4.46) than 

participants who had no children (M = 3.60), p .000, as they did Obligation-Character-Job 

reasoning (M = 6.19 compared to participants with no children, M = 5.82, p .048). Parents were 

also less inclined toward Calculating-Policy reasoning (M = 3.37), than were participants with no 

children, (M = 3.85), p = .059 (just shy of significant). These results are suggestive of a system-

like nature to values and subsequent moral reasoning, as presented in Schwartz’s circumplex 

(Crompton, 2010). Results for the non-environment vignettes suggested youth-oriented choices: 

the traffic vignette focused on a situation in front of a university and the job vignette on a young 

person with no experience lying to get a job. Both vignettes triggered parental values. The 

Calculating-Policy result suggested that security concerns influenced environmental policy 

choices for parents, but this result was not significant. I think a more reasonable interpretation is 

that the environmental vignettes activated environmental values as lifestyle appears to be a more 

important influence as we will see below. Note parenthood did not influence the recycling 

vignette responses. 

 Participants with a faith-spiritual affiliation ranked Character-Recycling higher (M = 

6.46) than those who did not (M = 6.11), p = .045. Finally, location influenced reasoning, with 
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participants in Alberta ranking Calculating-Policy highest (M = 3.17), when compared to other 

locations, p = .029. 

 Income level was a significant influence on responses to the Calculating-Policy vignette, 

with those earning more than $71,000 annually ranking this highest (M = 2.25), compared to 

other income brackets, p = .004. Environmental lifestyle was significant only for the Calculating-

Policy vignette, with Professionals (M = 2.13) and Green Consumers (M = 2.05) more inclined to 

reason this way (M = 2.05), compared to Producers (M = 1.69) and Activists (M = 1.48), p = 

.024. The traits influential, results-oriented, effective, and winner were also correlated to 

Calculating-Policy reasoning. Income and environmental lifestyle influenced perceiving oneself 

as influential, results-oriented, effective, and a winner, with Activists and Professionals more 

inclined toward these traits, as were participants earning the most money. Analysis of 

environmental lifestyle and income shows that 52.2% of Activists, n = 12, earned more than 

$71,000 annually; 50% of Professionals, n = 32, earned more than $71,000 annually. 

Interestingly, while Activists and Professionals appear similar with respect to the calculating 

traits, they diverged in moral reasoning on the Calculating-Policy vignette. It appears that 

Activists took a more principled stand on the policy question, and the Professionals a more 

utilitarian stand. Both results make sense given the nature of each other’s work as I discuss 

further in the discussion (Section 6-4). 



 

 

 

2
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 Table 6-6.  Means, ANOVA, significant and near significant results character traits 

Demographic Respectful, Sensitive, Caring, 
Humble (Factor 1) 

Influential, Results-Oriented, 
Effective, Winner (Factor 2) 

Law-abiding, Loyal 
(Factor 3) 

Generous, Principled 
(Factor 5) 

Age 
 
 

Mean: 
18-24 
25-35 
36-50 
51-65 
66+ 

F(4, 127) = 2.374,  
p = .056 
 
 
5.04 
5.86 
5.73 
5.48 
5.22 

 F(4, 127) = 3.769,  
p = .006 
 
 
4.92 
4.64 
5.67 
5.36 
5.69 

F(4, 127) = 2.900,  
p = .025 
 
 
4.92 
5.95 
6.09 
5.81 
6.15 

Education 
 
 
Mean: 
Elementary 
High school 
College 
Trade 
Undergraduate 
Graduate 

  F(4, 135) = 4.284,  
p = .003 
 
NA 
3.38 
5.32 
5.17 
5.16 
5.54 

F(4, 135) = 2.835,  
p = .018 
 
6.00 
4.75 
5.54 
6.50 
5.81 
6.05 

Income 
 

Mean: 
Up to $10k 
$11k to $30k 
$31k to $50k 
$51k to $70k 
$71k and up 
 

 F(4, 133) = 4.946,  
p = .001 
 
4.66 
4.65 
5.07 
4.77 
5.44 

F(4, 132) = 4.971,  
p = .001 
 
4.43 
4.94 
5.44 
5.21 
5.70 
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Demographic Respectful, Sensitive, Caring, 
Humble (Factor 1) 

Influential, Results-Oriented, 
Effective, Winner (Factor 2) 

Law-abiding, Loyal 
(Factor 3) 

Generous, Principled 
(Factor 5) 

Environmental 
Lifestyle 
 
Mean: 
Activists                          
Professionals 
Producers 
Green 
Consumers 
  

 F(3, 138) = 2.770,  
p = .044 
 
 
5.24 
5.26 
4.82 
4.76 
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Table 6-7.  Means, ANOVA, significant and near significant results moral reasoning 

Demographic Obligation-Character-Traffic (Factor 1) Calculating-Policy (Factor 3) Obligation Recycling (Factor 5) 

    

Gender 
 

Mean: 
Male 
Female 

  F(1, 135) = 4.547, p = .035 
 
2.36 
1.92 

Faith-spiritual 
 
Mean: 
Yes 
No 

F(1, 134) = 4.082, 
p = .045 
 
6.46 
6.11 

  

Age 
 
 
Mean: 
18-24 
25-35 
36-50 
51-65 
66+ 

F(4, 125) = 3.088,  
p = .018 
 
 
4.00 
3.60 
3.91 
4.20 
5.09 

  

Education 
 
Mean: 
Elementary 
High school 
College 
Trade 
Undergraduate 
Graduate 

F (5, 131) = 2.213,  
p = .057 
 
6.00 
3.00 
2.54 
3.00 
3.38 
2.66 
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Demographic Obligation-Character-Traffic (Factor 1) Calculating-Policy (Factor 3) Obligation Recycling (Factor 5) 

Income 
 
 
Mean: 
Up to $10k 
$11k to $30k 
$31k to $50k 
$51k to $70k 
$71k and up 

F(4,=  131) = 2.437, p = .050 
 
 
3.61 
3.72 
4.53 
3.59 
4.28 

F (4, 130) = 4.043, p = .004 
 
 
1.66 
1.47 
1.83 
1.50 
2.25 

 

Environmental 
Sub-group 

Mean: 
Activists 
Professionals 
Producers 
Green Consumers 

 F(3, 135) = 3.240, P = .024 
 
 
1.48 
2.13 
1.69 
2.05 
 

 

Location 
 
BC 
AB 
ON 
QC 
NB 
NS 
Yukon-NWT 
US 
Europe 

 F(8, 130) = 2.235, p = .029 
 
1.80 
3.17 
1.99 
1.85 
1.78 
1.20 
3.00 
1.33 
1.00 

 

Naming protocol moral reasoning vignettes as follows: Factor 1: Obligation-Character-Traffic (In principle, it’s better to press the light, and then cross; One should obey 

all traffic laws; We should be patient and wait for the light; When we act impatiently we model inappropriate behaviour others will follow.); Factor 3: Calculating-Policy 

(Ending clear cutting will do more harm to workers and communities than it will benefit forests; If we do not clear cut, the cost of forest products will go up negatively 

affecting the economy.); and Factor 5: Obligation-Recycling (Follow condominium rules because I owe it to my neighbours; Do what my neighbours are doing as a good 

member of the condominium community.). 
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I now explore moral judgment through analysis of moral reasons results.  

6.3 Moral Reasons 

The moral judgment variable was measured with two indicators: moral reasoning and 

moral reasons. Section 6.2 explored moral reasoning and there I found that calculating 

reasoning about an environmental policy issue differentiated participants (phrases primed 

harm-negative to the economy thinking about forest policy implications). Professionals 

and Green Consumers were more inclined toward calculating reasoning; Producers and 

Activists least so. With respect to similarities, participants were most inclined toward 

character-based reasoning relating to recycling solutions (be creative, persevere), and to 

obligation-character reasoning, relating to non-environmental situations (traffic and job 

vignettes). The question on moral reasons continues this ethical theoretical exploration.  

Participants were asked to think about the moral reasons motivating their 

environmental lifestyle. Choices for the question (What do you think the most important 

motivation is for your environmental choices?) were structured to reflect the theoretical 

orientations under investigation: consequentialist-utilitarian (A desire to do no harm to 

nature; A desire to do no harm to people); deontological (A matter of justice for people; 

A matter of justice for nature); and virtue (A need to be considerate of nature; A sense of 

love or respect for nature.). As already discussed, questions of harm and justice are 

central concerns of ethical philosophy (Baggini & Fosl, 2007) and positive moral 

psychology (Haidt, 2012; C. Peterson & M. E. P. Seligman, 2004), moral development 

(Kohlberg, 1969), and of questions regarding appropriate punishment in post-modern 

legal systems (Wood, 1999). Considerateness and love, on the other hand, are not 
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commonly called upon as moral reasons. Harm has been associated in Section 2.1.4 with 

consequentialist-utilitarian ethics (Singer, 2003), while justice and rights are associated 

with deontological ethics (Wood, 1999). However, as noted, considerateness and love (of 

nature) are associated with virtue ethics (Sandler, 2007a), and participants combined 

these moral intuitions in line with a virtue orientation.  

In keeping with the universal nature of harm and justice concerns, Sandler’s 

typology of ecological virtues (Table 3-2) also includes nonmaleficence (do no harm) and 

justice, including restitutive justice. Being considerate and loving are moral and relational 

virtues in Sandler’s typology; doing no harm (nonmaleficence) and acting justly, are 

intellectual and relational virtues. These distinctions are helpful in exploring moral 

reasons for environmental action. On the one hand, all the reasons aim at inter-personal 

relations and are moral as a category. The distinction between intellectual and moral in 

Sandler’s terminology distinguishes a cognitive emphasis from a more emotional tone. 

Love, considerateness, gratitude, temperance, wonder, care, aesthetic sensibility, 

commitment, benevolence, loyalty, and honesty are all moral virtues in Sandler’s 

framework. Humility, openness, attentiveness, restitutive justice, do no harm, ecological 

sensitivity, perseverance, optimism, creativity, cooperativeness, justice, and diligence are 

intellectual virtues.   

The moral reasons question sought to understand whether participant responses 

followed discrete consequentialist-utilitarian, deontology, and virtue patterns, or whether 

they were combined, and if so, how. Sandler’s distinction between moral and intellectual 

virtues also supported analysis of whether participants leaned toward reasons with a more 

emotional valence or intellectual reasons. Tables 6-8 and 6-9 summarize frequency 
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results for moral reasons. Table 6-8 shows that 64.8% of participants selected 

combination, n = 92, followed by 16.9% who said love-respect for nature, n = 24. Where 

participants rank ordered their responses, choices were categorized in SPSS and N-Vivo 

to reflect these results. Note that the strong tendency toward ‘combination’ indicates 

participants did not differentiate moral reasons according to discrete ethical orientations. 

Table 6-8.  Frequency results: moral reasons 

What do you think the most important motivation is for your environmental choices? 

  
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid A need to be considerate of 
nature 

3 2.1 2.1 2.1 

A matter of justice for people 1 .7 .7 2.8 

A matter of justice for nature 1 .7 .7 3.5 

A sense of love or respect 
for nature 

24 16.6 16.9 20.4 

A desire to do no harm to 
nature 

8 5.5 5.6 26.1 

A combination of the above 92 63.4 64.8 90.8 

Other 13 9.0 9.2 100.0 

Total 142 97.9 100.0  

Missing System 3 2.1   

Total 145 100.0   

 

I then coded the combination responses, Table 6-8, where participants rank 

ordered their answers. Table 6-9 summarizes these results, n = 92. Participants were 

strongly inclined toward considerateness of nature and people combinations, with 25% of 

responses falling into this category, n = 23 (second row, Table 6-9). The considerate-

nature combination was the choice for 12% of participants, n = 11. This brings the 

responses for considerateness combinations to 37% of the total, n = 34.  Participants were 

also inclined toward all options, with 16.3% not ranking their choices, n = 15. 
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Table 6-9.  Moral reasons combined 

 

  
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

Cumulative 
Percent 

Valid Considerate-Nature-
Combinations 

11 7.6 12.0 12.0 

Considerate-Nature-People-
Combinations 

23 15.9 25.0 37.0 

Justice-Nature-Combinations 2 1.4 2.2 39.1 

Justice-People-
Combinations 

2 1.4 2.2 41.3 

Justice-Nature-People-
Combinations 

14 9.7 15.2 56.5 

Love-Respect-Nature-
Combinations 

8 5.5 8.7 65.2 

Love-Respect-Nature-
People-Combinations 

10 6.9 10.9 76.1 

Do-No-Harm-Nature-
Combinations 

1 .7 1.1 77.2 

Do-No-Harm-Nature-People-
Combinations 

6 4.1 6.5 83.7 

Combination-No-Rank 15 10.3 16.3 100.0 

Total 92 63.4 100.0  

Missing 90 50 34.5   

System 3 2.1   

Total 53 36.6   

Total 145 100.0   

 

Justice for nature and people concerns was the combination choice for 15.2% of 

participants, n = 14. The love-respect-nature combination was the choice for 10.9% of 

participants, n = 10. The tendency toward inclusive concerns for both nature and people 

support results reported in Chapter 5 illustrating that participants did not separate 

ecocentric and homocentric concerns in moral reasoning. 
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Demographic and Environmental Lifestyle 

Gender, age, income, education, marital status, parenthood, faith-spiritual affiliation, 

location and environmental lifestyle factors did not significantly influence moral reasons. 

Results suggest, consistent with trait and moral reasoning results, an exemplar group 

highly oriented toward a common virtue ethical orientation. Consistent with the moral 

reasoning results, these results suggest a group strongly disinclined toward utilitarian-

calculating moral judgements. In other words, moral judgments for these participants 

were not inclined toward calculating or abstract reasoning. Rather, responses showed an 

orientation toward more emotionally toned reasons behind environmental actions; 46.6% 

of responses oriented toward considerateness and love; 27.2% of responses oriented 

toward justice and do no harm options.  

Participant narratives, as was so often the case, brought a more nuanced 

understanding to the results. Where participants selected a combination of considerate-

nature-people reasons, the narratives, where provided, emphasized justice and do no 

harm, the two foundations from which basic moral intuitions emerge. In keeping with 

Dent (1984), conscientiousness in terms of considerateness of nature and people, and 

love-respect nature, stimulate reasoning geared toward minimizing harm and maximizing 

justice. This thinking is in keeping with situation sensitivity (prudence), humility and 

respect, key dimensions of ecological practical wisdom. 

Henri, the exemplar Activist profiled in Chapter 5, leaned toward virtue reasons 

for making his environmental choices: 

…I mean I love being outdoors, I love going on hiking 

trips, canoe-camping. I love being in a forest. This goes 

back a long time. As a kid I’d take off, I was seven and I’d 
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take off for hours in the mountains, you know, behind our 

house. And my mom would be like sure no problem, go. So 

I think it’s beyond consideration. So love absolutely. It’s 

not about not doing harm, I don’t see it that way, but 

certainly, this great appreciation and fondness. (#36) 

 

Sally is 49-years-old, an Activist, and lives in Fredericton, New Brunswick. She 

emphasized the need not to dominate or damage the environment in exercising human 

rights (humility). In selecting her reasons, only justice for people was left off the list; 

considerate-nature and justice-nature were the top choices:  

Nature and all its inhabitants are connected and you cannot 

separate them. Human rights are important, but these rights 

should encourage protection of our environment. I don't 

believe humans should have the right to damage our 

environment. (#114) 

 

Matthew, the Professional exemplar highlighted in Chapter 5 was motivated by a desire 

to do no harm, but from a care perspective, rather than a calculating perspective:  

I think it's a combination, and it's evolved. So how has it 

evolved? So it's for me it is, yeah, I truly believe that the 

planet, the Gaia type theory, like that the planet is a living 

thing and that we are one small part of it, and we 

particularly given our intelligence we should be stewards of 

that. So early on there was a, and even now I guess, there is 

a bit of do no harm in the sense that I do feel a pain when I 

see destruction, when I see pictures of the oil sands, it hurts 

almost. (#21) 

 

As with the considerate-nature-people narratives, love-respect-nature reasons generated 

discussion of the inseparability of people from nature and the importance of respect. Both 

quotations reflected concerns for situation sensitivity, humility and respect. James is 64-

years-old, a Professional and lives in Cocagne, New Brunswick. He also saw people and 

nature as inseparable and clearly described how reasons interrelate and inform each other: 
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“I find it difficult to separate people from nature; A love or respect of nature by default 

leads to consideration, justice and lack of harm for my fellow humans” (#43). 

Christina, the exemplar Producer highlighted in Chapter 5, demonstrated situation 

sensitivity, humility, respect consistent with her previous responses, but also with 

Producer results showing a concern for fairness and justice: 

I think that’s a part of it. It’s very complicated as of course 

you know. I guess I see us as part of nature and I feel it’s 

wrong to carry this belief that we somehow we deserve to 

be able to dominate nature. I don’t believe we have 

dominion over everything. I just think that we’re part of the 

system. And part of what drives my feelings about how to 

live on the planet is that we have to look at where we fit. 

We have to consume in a way that doesn’t prevent other 

creatures in the system from also being able to fit in.  

 

Patrice also emphasized respect (a justice dimension) when he spoke about the need to do 

no harm. Patrice is a 29-years-old Producer living in Powell River, British Columbia: 

“Well it's like the Hippocratic Oath, right?  Do no harm. What I am doing basically does 

no harm and that's, yeah I am conscious of that” (#8). 

Clara, the Green Consumer exemplar profiled in Chapter 5 and consistent with 

Green Consumer results, focused on do no harm as her motivation: “I guess respect for 

the natural world and do no harm; and, that’s to anything, to the natural world and to 

human beings” (#130). 

Andrew is a 51-years-old Green Consumer living in Fredericton, New Brunswick. 

He was one of two participants emphasizing do no harm to nature and people reasons, but 

also did so through a character lens emphasizing the need to be more attentive (situation 

sensitivity) and persevere and be more creative:  
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It’s not just about do no harm [to] the environment. But it’s 

also as humans to each other, to animals. For a bunch of 

reasons I think we can have the lifestyle that we have 

without doing any harm, we’re just being lazy, taking the 

short cut and the quickest way, which for a whole pile of 

reasons is, I think, related to our economic system, but 

that’s a bigger conversation (#98). 

 

In quantitative and qualitative responses, participants showed a strong orientation toward 

mixing virtue reasons (including do no harm and justice) for their environmental choices, 

with narratives highlighting situation sensitivity (prudence), humility and respect, all 

important to the capacity for practical wisdom. The strong orientation toward moral 

reasons encompassing nature and human concerns was consistent with findings that 

people mix homocentric and ecocentric values (Gardner & Stern, 2002) and moral 

motivations (Haidt, 2012; C. Peterson & M. E. P. Seligman, 2004). 

6.4 Discussion 

The traits and moral judgment results are consistent with the environmental experience 

results reported on in Chapter 5. Participant ethical orientation emerges from a rich mix 

of personality and experiential factors; environmental values were part of a participant’s 

overall value-ethical circumplex or moral identity, but not the only one to which 

participants attached meaning. This result, of course, was no surprise. Environmental 

values are not the only values meaningful to participants because “people’s lives usually 

draw meaning from multiple sources, including family, love, work, religion, and personal 

projects” (R. Emmons, 1997; Hoffman, 2000a, p. 611).  

Results for the trait and moral judgment variables showed a strong orientation 

toward a virtue-care ethical orientation; where principled ranked high it was joined with 
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generosity, which was consistent with a virtue-care interpretation. Participants generally 

showed an aversion to both calculating-utilitarian and obligation-deontological reasoning. 

This was especially the case for reasoning about environmental issues, as shown by the 

low scores for the Calculating-Policy and Obligation-Recycling items (Calculating-

Policy: Ending clear cutting will do more harm to workers and communities than it will 

benefit forests; If we do not clear cut, the cost of forest products will go up negatively 

affecting the economy;  Obligation-Recycling: Follow condominium rules because I owe 

it to my neighbours; Do what my neighbours are doing as a good member of the 

condominium community. 

Where obligation reasoning was a factor, it combined with character reasoning, 

and it related only to the non-environmental vignettes: Obligation-Character-Traffic and 

Obligation-Character-Job suggesting results consistent with the conscientiousness 

orientation of the group. For both non-environmental vignettes, parenthood was a greater 

influence on results than environmental lifestyle. Moral reasons were strongly oriented 

toward respectfulness, as demonstrated by the dominance of considerateness and love-

respect for nature reasons for environmental choices. The narratives demonstrated 

situation sensitivity (prudence), respect and humility. These are three of the four virtues 

associated with ecological practical wisdom (Wensveen, 2005b). Gratitude, the missing 

virtue from the moral reasons narratives, was prominent in environmental journey stories 

and other narratives emerging throughout the study, and will be explored more fully in 

discussions of self-determination in Chapter 7.  

With respect to other character traits, participants showed a strong desire to 

perceive themselves as trustworthy and honest, with these traits having the highest means 
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of all 20 trait items. No significant differences for these two traits emerged in the analysis 

by environmental lifestyle or other life variables. Trustworthiness and honesty, are traits 

associated with a conscientiousness and open personality disposition, two of the Big Five 

traits that also include the disposition toward extraversion (versus introversion), 

neuroticism (versus emotional stability), and or agreeableness. Moral psychology 

researchers find that these traits suggest high moral functioning: 

High conscientiousness and agreeableness, and at least 

moderately high openness to experience – tend to be 

associated with patterns of behaviour and thought 

indicative of high moral functioning. Most generally, 

conscientiousness and agreeableness tend to predict 

prosocial behavior whereas openness to experience tends to 

predict principled moral reasoning (McAdams, 2009, pp. 

15-16). 

 

Considering the trait results for trustworthiness and honesty, alongside the orientation 

toward respectfulness, sensitivity, caring, humility, responsiveness, frugality and 

resourcefulness suggests that participants exhibited high moral functioning and were 

prosocial. The moral judgment results, both for moral reasoning and moral reasons 

showed that participants were principled in their moral reasoning. However, this 

appeared in combination with character considerations as implied by the strong 

orientation toward considerateness and love-respect reasons and the practical wisdom 

orientation in the narratives. Participants also combined homocentric (people concerned) 

and ecocentric (nature concerned) reasons for making their environmental choices, a 

result in keeping with that found by Stern et al (Gardner & Stern, 2002; Stern, Kalof, 

Dietz, & Guagnano, 1995). These results further support a virtue-care ethical orientation 

interpretation of results, if one accepts the combining of homocentric and ecocentric 
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reasons as indicative of a situation sensitivity, which in turn, is indicative of ecological 

practical wisdom.  

While personality type may naturally orient participants toward high moral 

functioning, experience also is an important factor with age, gender, and parenthood 

influencing results, as did environmental lifestyle. As shown in Table 6-6 and 6-10, 

Professionals and Activists had the highest means for these traits: influential, results-

oriented, effective, and winner. I have suggested that these results implied a competency 

motivation, rather than a utilitarian orientation despite the significant association between 

these traits and income, and the fact that Professionals and Activists dominated the higher 

income bracket. My tentative interpretation stems from a consideration of the moral 

reasoning results. 

Activists and Producers had the lowest scores for the Calculating-Policy 

reasoning; Professionals and Green Consumers the highest. Activists and Producers also 

had the highest means for being generous and principled. I believe that the trait-income-

reasoning results imply competency aspirations that underlie the Calculation-Policy 

results for Professionals. Environmental professionals utilize calculating reasoning when 

engaging in public policy processes and analysis. Cost-benefit analysis, for example, is 

basic to environmental consulting work and, of course, clients, which often are 

governments that require environmental professionals to provide advice from within the 

existing social-cultural paradigm. It makes sense that the Professional participants’ 

orientation toward Calculating-Policy is informed by this work-related dimension 

regardless of what other environmental lifestyle activities are important to them. 
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Activists, on the other hand, with the highest means for being principled, achieved 

their competency objectives from a principled, rather than calculating stance. Activists, 

while primarily working from within the existing social-cultural paradigm, operate from a 

stronger social reform agenda than do Professionals. All participants practice a mix of 

private and public sphere environmental behaviours, but I think it is reasonable to suggest 

that as Professionals and Activists the propensity toward public sphere behaviours 

influenced scores for influential, results-oriented, effective, and a winner.  

Green Consumers engage more in private sphere environmental behaviours, 

lowering their drive toward the influential, results-oriented, effective, and winner traits. 

Producers, who are also engaged in private sphere behaviours, responded the same way. 

As Professionals and Activists split along calculation lines, so did Green Consumers and 

Producers. Green Consumers were more calculating. Producers were the least calculating. 

Recall that Producers had, along with Activists, the highest means for being generous and 

principled. I believe the low scores for Producers for Calculating-Policy reasoning 

suggest that a principled orientation influenced results. Note also that Producers had the 

highest means for respectfulness, sensitivity, caring, humility, responsiveness, frugality 

and resourcefulness. This combination of results, as expected, suggested Producers had a 

stronger virtue-care orientation when compared with other participants. 

I have also suggested that the combination of results for the traits influential, 

results-oriented, effective, and winner, and for Calculating-Policy reasoning were 

influenced by competency-achievement work-related needs. I also believe results for 

these traits represented variations in self-determination. Producers appeared to be more 

intrinsically motivated than Activists, Professionals, and Green Consumers. The latter 
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three categories fell somewhat short of intrinsically motivated, but operated in line with 

their environmental values at the identified end of the self-regulation spectrum as 

described by self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2002b). In other words, while 

almost all participants were strongly oriented toward a virtue-care ethical orientation, 

there was variation with respect to self-determination relating to variation in, and 

category of, environmental practice. Chapter 7 will explore more fully this potential 

interpretation. 

An assertion regarding a developmental dimension to my analysis of ethical 

orientation, and its relationship to environmental practice, will be challenged. The age-

related results give me grounds, however, for this claim. I take up this development 

dimension more fully in Chapter 9 when I compare this portion of participants to the 

Green Consumer-Poll participants. For now, it is important to note the suggestiveness of 

the age-related results. Age results for the traits respectful, sensitive, caring and humble, 

while just shy of significant (p = .056), emerged as an important influence on study 

variables throughout the analysis. In the case of respectful, sensitive, caring, and humble, 

participants 18 to 24 years old had the lowest means for these traits, but participants 25 to 

50 years old had the highest means before falling again for those over 51 years of age. 

Stage of life, which I suspect relates to having children, influenced results for these traits 

with less mature participants more egoistical in orientation and family-oriented 

participants more prone to these virtue-care or prosocial traits. While means for those 

over 66 years old remained higher than for those 18 to 24 years old, the drop off in means 

for these traits from the higher scores of the 25 to 50 years, suggested that participants 
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over 66 years of age may return to egoistical concerns as they focus on aging and end of 

life issues.  

Within this overall pattern, the results imply, consistent with virtue theory 

(Aristotle, 1999), that time and experience are necessary to developing character, and in 

the context of this analysis, a virtue-care ethical orientation. The results for the traits 

generous and principled were consistent with this interpretation. For these traits, age and 

education were significant influences, with older and more educated participants ranking 

these traits higher than did younger and less educated participants. Results suggest a 

maturing, or developmental dimension to being generous and principled. Perceiving 

oneself as law-abiding and loyal was also significantly influenced by age (as well as 

education and income). The older participants were, the more educated they were, and the 

more money they made were all associated with higher means for law-abiding and loyal.  

 Parenthood also influenced reasoning, particularly about situations that focused 

thinking on younger people’s behaviour. Both the traffic and job reasoning vignettes 

emphasized youth related questions: crossing against traffic in front of a university and 

lying to get a job when a young person did not have experience. In both these vignettes, 

having children significantly influenced results. Parents were also slightly more inclined 

to rank Calculating-Policy reasoning higher, but not significantly, and while parenthood 

was not an influence on the recycling reasoning results, environmental lifestyle was. 

Finally, gender was a factor, particularly relating to Obligation-Recycling reasoning 

results. Males were more inclined than females toward obligation reasoning, an early 

indication of a pattern emerging throughout the study.  Table 6-10 summarizes these 

results.  
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Table 6-10.  Ethical orientation results summary 

Indicator 
 

Activists 
 

Mean 
n = 25 

Professionals 
 

Mean 
 n = 64 

Producers 
 

Mean 
n = 34 

Green 
Consumers 

Mean 
n = 19 

Significance 
 ANOVA 

      
Traits      
Respectful, Sensitive, Caring, Humble 5.54 5.54 5.73 5.43 P = .656 
      
Influential, Results-Oriented, Effective, Winner 5.24 5.26 4.82 4.76 F(3, 138) = 2.770, 

p = .044 
      
Law-abiding, Loyal 5.56 5.54 4.97 5.13 P = .066 
      
Trustworthy, Dependable 6.46 6.32 6.43 6.26 P = .688 
      
Generous, Principled 5.94 5.80 6.09 5.87 P = .501 
      
Responsive 
 

5.67 5.54 5.88 5.53 p= .477 

      
Frugal, Resourceful 5.46 5.33 5.79 5.47 p = .187 
      
Moral Reasoning      
Obligation-Character-Traffic 4.09 4.03 4.11 4.29 p = .920 
      
Obligation-Character-Job 6.26 5.94 6.20 5.75 p= .312 
      
Character-Recycling 6.44 6.18 6.28 6.13  p = .708 
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Indicator 
 

Activists 
 

Mean 
n = 25 

Professionals 
 

Mean 
 n = 64 

Producers 
 

Mean 
n = 34 

Green 
Consumers 

Mean 
n = 19 

Significance 
 ANOVA 

Obligation-Recycling 2.04 2.33 1.88 2.08 p = .374 
      
Calculating-Job 3.54 3.55 3.89 3.16 P = .393 
      
Calculating-Policy 1.48 2.13 1.69 2.05 F(3, 135) =  

3.240, p = .024 
      
Character-Policy 6.44 6.17 6.33 6.74 p= .161 
      
Obligation-Policy 2.64 2.65 3.16 3.58 P = .063 
      
Moral Reasons #1 rank Considerate 

Nature: 28% 
Love-Respect-

Nature 28% 
n = 7, n = 7 

Considerate 
Nature: 20.3% 
Love-Respect- 
Nature: 35.9% 
n = 13, n = 23 

Considerate- 
Nature:  
17.6% 
Love-

Respect- 
Nature: 
29.4% 

n = 6, n = 10 

Considerate-
Nature: 
26.3% 
Love-

Respect- 
Nature: 
26.3% 

n = 5, n = 5 

p = .920 

      

Participants were more similar than different in traits and moral judgment; where variations were evident they related to differences in orientation 

toward calculating traits (influential, results-oriented, effective, and winner) and reasoning (Calculating-Policy, utility).  
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Table 6-10 summarizes results for environmental lifestyle categories and showed non-

significant differences for most traits and reasoning. Results for the traits influential, 

results-oriented, effective, and winner and for Calculating-Policy moral reasoning were 

exceptions. In other words, environmental values did not vary significantly by 

environmental lifestyle category. Participants showed a strong disinclination toward 

calculating and obligation reasoning, particularly as it related to thinking about 

environmental issues.  

 I now consider environmental striving through a self-determination lens. In 

Chapter 7, we review results for intrinsic motivation and indicators of introjected, 

identified and integrated self-regulation relating these results to ethical theory.  
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 Self-Determination Chapter 7

The one real, practical hope-giving way to remedy the 

fragmentation that is the disease of the modern spirit is a 

small and humble way – a way that a government or 

agency or organization or institution will never think of, 

though a person may think of it. One must begin in one’s 

own life the private solutions that can only in turn become 

public solutions (Berry, 1977, p. 23). 

 

In this chapter, I explore striving toward an environmental practice from the perspective 

of self-determination theory to better understand the process of internalizing, as Berry 

says, private solutions. This chapter builds on the analysis of experience in Chapters 5 

and 6 with an exploration of how that experience has influenced self-determination 

toward environmental lifestyle choices. Self-determination, as measured by Deci and 

Ryan’s (2002b) extrinsic to intrinsic self-regulation and motivation continuum, is critical 

to the capacity for persistence  (the ability to continue or repeat a behaviour, process, or 

activity once the initiating stimulus stops ). Attention to the ways and means of 

encouraging persistence is essential to encourage sustained behaviour change, including 

lifestyle change, (Deci & Ryan, 2002b; Simpson, 2001).  

First steps toward environmental practice can be encouraged through external 

motivators, such as incentives and regulations, as well as rules and principles, including 

rules of thumb (also called virtue or v-rules). However, over the course of one’s life, 

environmental behaviours need to become habitual, and the desire to do these behaviours 

self-determined. In other words, learned environmental behaviours, over time, become a 

normal part of person’s lifestyle and integrated into their sense of self (identity). As 
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participants like Jane, a 51 to 65 year old Professional living in Toronto, Ontario said 

when asked why she made environmental choices:  It’s just who I am.   

Consistent with the idea of a practice, extrinsic motivation should evolve, toward 

increasing degrees of self-regulation moving from external regulation to introjected, 

identified, and then integrated self-regulation (Figure 7-1). As noted in Section 2.1.1 (iii), 

not all these stages need to be followed in this order (Vallerand & Ratelle, 2002). So 

often, the approach taken to designing environmental engagement efforts begins and then 

stays with external incentives on the assumption that time and repetition will turn new 

actions into habits. This assumption may not be valid.  

Research indicates that external motivators such as money and rewards can be 

counter-productive. In a meta-analysis of research studying incentives, Deci et al (1999) 

found that offering external incentives like money reduced motivation in people who 

were already intrinsically motivated toward a particular action or activity. I also 

described in Section 2.1.1 (iii), research that suggested external motivators like money 

and rewards stimulate egotistical values, rather than collective values, and that collective 

thinking was associated with pro-environmental behaviours (Crompton, 2010). These 

results imply that analysis of degrees of self-determination in target audience prior to an 

intervention could lead to more effective engagement outcomes if the outcomes sought 

are a sustained practice.   

Virtue ethics emphasizes a positive psychology focused on striving for excellence 

in a practice (whether politics and citizenship, activism, professionalism – e.g., 

consultants, engineers, planners – or private lifestyle choices); achieving an internal 

harmony of reasons, feelings and desires; and the use of role models, mentoring, and 
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rules of thumb at early stages of habit (i.e., practice) formation (Aristotle, 1999; Sandler, 

2007a). If there is an internal harmony of reasons, feelings and desires, a person should 

not feel forced or resentful about actions they take; they should want to do these actions 

for their own sake or because they believe the actions are valuable. We saw how 

important role models were to stimulating environmental practices in the analysis of 

environmental journeys in Chapter 5. I further explore the issue of role models in Chapter 

10 where I draw the results together with an analysis of ecological virtue ethics results. 

Deontological, or Kantian ethics, emphasizes ethical duties to universal principles 

to rationally overcome inevitable human tendencies toward self-conceit and self-serving 

social comparison. From this perspective, virtue is “the moral strength of a human 

being’s will in fulfilling his duty”, (Wood, 1999, p. 330). Morality, from a Kantian 

perspective, is self-legislating, with more emphasis on overcoming internal desiresrather 

than modifying them as is the case in virtue ethics. Rules and guiding principles are 

external motivators and are important to supporting new habit formation. External in this 

sense, indicates the difference between following a duty to act justly versus acting justly 

because you are a just person (internal). Utilitarianism is hedonistic, emphasizing 

maximizing total social happiness (generally defined as pleasure-avoidance of pain, 

preference, or welfare), and consequentialist-cost-benefit-calculation thinking (Baggini & 

Fosl, 2007; Troyer, 2003). Self-restraint is not associated with utilitarianism; self-

determination could, to the degree that choices made on the basis of a net benefit 

calculation, represent internalized self-regulation as shown in Figure 7-1.  

Figure 7-1 summarizes the self-determination motivation spectrum as described 

by Deci and Ryan (2002b). In this chapter, I explore whether participant self-
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determination mirrors ethical theoretical constructs and how those results relate to self-

determination theory, including whether participants are emphasizing the pleasures 

associated with temperance (low-consumption), overcoming internal resistance, or 

pursuing activities on a net benefit basis.  

 

Figure 7-1. Self-determination motivation spectrum 

To explore the self-determination variable as summarized in Figure 7-1, I used four 

indicators: (1) interest-enjoyment, an indication of intrinsic motivation and measured 

using a self-determination theory interest-enjoyment scale; (2) guilt (measured with a 

questions asking: Is guilt/shame something you feel if you don’t take an environmental 

action when you know you should? Does guilt or shame motivate you to take 

environmental actions even when you don’t want to?; (3) self-sacrifice or self-denial, 

measured with a question of whether or not self-sacrifice was part of participants’ 
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motivation (Do you think self-sacrifice or self-denial is part of your motivation to lower 

consumption or cut waste?) Responses to this question could measure internal harmony 

and provide insights as to where participants were on the extrinsic motivation spectrum; 

and (4) the capacity for persistence, examined through narrative questions asking 

participants if they had faced barriers (Are there barriers (social expectations, financial, 

regulations, lack of incentives, or information); to describe how they responded to 

obstacles (What helps you persevere to overcome barriers/lack of support?); and whether 

they had support (Were your friends and family supportive of your environmental lifestyle 

choices?). I begin with a summary of the interest-enjoyable results. 

7.1 Intrinsic Motivation: Interest-Enjoyment 

A scale validated by self-determination theorists comprising seven sub-items measured 

interest-enjoyment, a measure of intrinsic motivation. Participants were asked to imagine 

doing something that they believed benefitted the environment, and then to indicate, 

where 1 was not true at all and 7 was very true, how they felt about that action. Cronbach 

alpha for the interest-enjoyment scale was 83.6% (.836); factor analysis showed all sub-

items loaded on to one factor. The scale included six sub-items covering interest and 

enjoyment dimensions, and one sub-item asked if participants thought the task was 

boring. The boring sub-item was then reverse scored and the seven sub-items summed. 

Participants found their environmental actions moderately enjoyable with a mean of 5.23 

and a standard deviation of 1.438.  



238 

 

 

Demographic and Environmental Lifestyle 

Demographic and environmental lifestyle variables were not significant influences on 

interest-enjoyment results. Producers had the highest mean for interest-enjoyment at 5.39, 

followed by Activists at 5.31, Professionals at 5.13, and Green Consumers last at 5.14, p 

= .838. 

Correlation analysis measured whether there was a relationship between the 

interest-enjoyment scale responses, and trait and moral reasoning responses. Interest-

enjoyment was positively correlated with two sets of traits: generous and principled, r = 

.183, p = .030 and frugal and resourceful, r = .239, p = .004; and with Character-

Recycling moral reasoning, r = .167, p = .048, all virtue-oriented traits and reasoning.  

Interest-enjoyment was negatively correlated to Obligation-Recycling and 

Calculation-Recycling reasoning, the two deontological and utilitarian-oriented reasoning 

vignettes, but not significantly. The positive relationship between interest-enjoyment and 

perceiving oneself as generous, principled, frugal, and resourceful is suggestive. While 

not significant, it was the case that Producers had the highest means for these traits, while 

Professionals had the lowest means. Activists and Green Consumers were in the middle. 

Activists and Producers also had the highest means for Character-Recycling reasoning. 

Results reinforce an interpretation that Producers and Activists were somewhat more self-

determined than Professionals and Green Consumers. 

7.2 Self-Conscious Emotions 

To understand the influence of self-conscious emotions on motivation, participants were 

asked to indicate whether they felt guilt feelings and if they were motivated by guilt when 
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they faced situations that they felt required environmental action and they chose to do 

otherwise. Guilt is a self-conscious emotion (Bamberg & Moser, 2007) generated when 

there is a threat or breach of a moral value or imperative (Lazarus, 1991; Locke, 2005) 

and intended, from an evolutionary point of view, to generate avoidance or withdrawal-

oriented behaviour when there is a threat to a person, place or thing for which there is a 

“high level of meaning” (Hoffman, 2000a, p. 610). Shulman (2005) in describing what he 

believes are the three sources of moral motivation (empathy; moral affiliation, which is 

the identification with people one considers good, or role models; and principles) says 

guilt is the moral emotion emerging from the capacity for empathy, while shame is the 

moral emotion associated with moral affiliation breaches, and self-loathing with 

breaching personal principles.  

 Hoffman (2000b) proposed an empathy-based theory of interpersonal guilt, 

defined as a “painful feeling of disesteem for oneself, usually accompanied by a sense of 

urgency, tension, and regret, that results from empathic feeling for someone in distress, 

combined with awareness of being the cause of that distress” (p. 114). This is in contrast 

to the first developmental account of guilt developed by Sigmund Freud. Hoffman 

describes Freud’s theory as not relating to harming someone (or in the case of 

environmental ethics, harming nature), but instead to an: 

unconscious throwback to early childhood based on anxiety 

over punishment or abandonment by parents.” When this 

anxiety is activated by hostile feelings, first toward the 

parents but then toward anyone, it is transformed into guilt 

even if the hostile feelings are not expressed. p. 114  

 

According to Hoffman, Freud recognized this was a pathological guilt, but did not 

advance a theory of “reality-based guilt”. Hoffman whose speciality is empathy-based 
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moral development, argues that there is a large body of research showing support for the 

existence of empathy-based guilt and for the hypothesis that it serves a prosocial moral 

motive” (p. 114). 

Participants were prone to guilt feelings consistent with their empathic stance 

toward nature and commitment to environmental values. Guilt is a sign, according to 

Baumeister and Vohs (2000a), of moral distress: 

Values enable people to decide whether certain acts are 

right and wrong and if people shape their actions by these 

values they can remain secure in the belief that they have 

done the right things, thereby minimizing guilt, anxiety, 

regret, and other forms of moral distress. (p. 610) 

 

These conscientious, empathetic participants were clearly prone to moral distress 

if they thought about acting against their environmental moral values. Sixty-six percent 

said they experienced guilt feelings when they did not take an environmental action when 

they felt they should, n = 93; 19.9% said they did not feel guilt, n = 28; and 9.9% said 

combination, n = 23. Guilt feelings, however, were motivating for a third of participants, 

an indication of extrinsic motivation somewhere on the introjected to identified self-

regulation end of the self-determination spectrum. In the case of guilt as a motivator, 

45.7% of participants said guilt feelings did not motivate them, n = 64; 34.3% said guilt 

feelings did motivate them, n = 85; and 20% said combination, n = 28.  

Guilt feelings were negatively correlated to the Obligation-Character-Job moral 

reasoning vignette meaning that the participants oriented toward this kind of 

conscientiousness reasoning felt less guilt. Guilt as a motivator was also negatively 

correlated to perceiving oneself as frugal and resourceful, τ = -.144, p = .041, as well as 

to the Character-Recycling reasoning vignette, τ = -.170, p =.019. In other words, the 
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more frugal and resourceful you felt, like Producers, or perseverant and creative, like 

Activists and Producers, the less guilt you felt, an indication of strong self-determination 

as measured by intrinsic motivation. Interest-enjoyment was also positively correlated 

with frugal, resourceful and Character-Recycling reasoning. 

Demographic and Environmental Lifestyles 

Age influenced guilt feelings and guilt as a motivator. Eighty percent of participants 18 to 

24 years old, n = 4; and 86.4% of participants 25 to 35 years old, n = 19, were inclined 

toward guilt feelings; 72.7% of participants aged 35 to 50 years old felt guilt, n = 24; 

participants aged 51 to 65 years old felt the least guilt, 50%, n = 27 (31.7% said no, n = 

17, the rest said combination); while 64.7% of those over 66 years of age felt less guilt, n 

= 11, p = .006. Results are suggestive of the role guilt plays in motivating behaviours 

early on in a practice; that is, that before a practice or habit becomes internalized, guilt 

plays a motivating and moderating role in guiding early stage behaviours. 

While not significant, males were less inclined than females to feel guilt: 60.3%, n 

= 41 versus 71.2% for females, n = 52, p = .083. Again, while not significant, gender 

influenced whether guilt was a motivator with 53.7% of males saying guilt did not 

motivate them, n = 36; and 38.4% of females saying guilt did not motivate them, n = 28, 

p = .068. Participants saying that they had a faith or spiritual affiliation also felt less guilt: 

53.6% of those who said they had a faith-spiritual affiliation said they had guilt feelings, 

n = 30, compared to 74.2% of participants with no faith-spiritual affiliation saying they 

had guilt feelings, n = 59, p = .028. Gender results suggest that the more abstract 

reasoning associated with the male tendency toward obligation did not engage emotions 
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in ways that the more relational or empathetic stance did for women. Faith-spiritual 

affiliation results are consistent with the self-acceptance associated with humility 

(Sandler & Cafaro, 2005), and possibly perceptions relating to membership in a human 

and transcendental community (Myers & Diener, 1995). 

Environmental lifestyle was not a significant factor influencing guilt feelings or 

guilt as a motivator. Results, however, showed some interesting patterns important to the 

ongoing analysis. Producers, in keeping with the results for interest-enjoyment, were least 

likely to feel guilt feelings, 55.9% said yes to feeling guilt feelings, n = 19 (23.5%, n = 8 

said combination, and 20.6%, n = 7 said no); while Green Consumers felt the most guilt, 

73.7%, n = 14; Activists, 66.7%, n = 16; and Professionals, 68.8%, n = 44 were in the 

middle, p = .068. Despite having guilt feelings, participants claimed that guilt was not 

generally a motivator, suggesting that moral distress engaged personal norms and 

indicating self-determination (noting that not all self-determination is intrinsic; identified 

and integrated regulation also are signs self-determination, Figure 7-1). Green Consumers 

said they were the least motivated by guilt, 57.9%, n = 11, followed by Professionals, 

44.4%, n = 28, Producers, 44.1%, n = 15, and finally Activists, 41.7%, n = 10, p = .295.  

Guilt Feelings Conversations 

Guilt feelings played a variety of roles for participants, including: withdrawal-avoidance 

behaviour due to anticipated regret, informing action next time, signalling an internal 

struggle that prompted reflection, and indicating an emerging or existing consciousness 

about a particular behaviour or relating to contravening core values; all indications that 

motivations span the extrinsic motivation spectrum. Where participants said they did not 
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feel guilt feelings, self-acceptance, internal harmony or acting in alignment with core 

values were the reasons, indicative of the most self-determined or intrinsic motivation. 

Hoffman (2000) suggests that a decline in empathic affect like guilt feelings can happen 

when the “valuing of others becomes a stable disposition. It [empathic affect] remains 

and leads to prosocial action even after the empathic affect has declined” (p. 241). 

Hoffman believes the process is mediated through the internalization of caring or justice 

principles, especially a desire to respond to injustice.  

For other participants, not feeling guilty was associated with rationalization, 

feeling guilt was not a useful emotion, or rebelling if they felt someone was trying to 

make them feel guilty. Henri, the Activist exemplar from Chapter 5, said he had guilt 

feelings, but that these feelings were not the most important motivator for his 

environmental behaviours: 

Yeah. I mean I was talking about that seafood example 

[loves sushi but feels guilt that eating it deprives his kids of 

the same opportunity], like I, yeah, so why do I do it? 

Because I like it. 

 

Well it [guilt feelings] certainly makes me have that 

behaviour less. I don’t think generally speaking that guilt is 

a big motivator for me in what I do. My motivations are 

elsewhere. I’m not very driven by guilt. (#36)  

 

Sameer, a 60-year-old Activist living in Ottawa, Ontario did not feel guilt nor was he 

motivated by guilt. He did, however, indicate self-acceptance, an indication of humility 

(Sandler & Cafaro, 2005): 

Well I don't feel guilty.  I have a reasonable expectation of 

myself.  And unless you are a saint and you want to wear 

sack cloth and live in a cave, you are going to consume.  

You're going to have an impact.  And unless you are 
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similarly devoted you are going to make mistakes.  You're 

going to be tired one day, or you’re going to want 

something more one day, and so you're going to do that.  

So you can't feel guilty about; it's just the way it is.  But if 

you make an overall attempt, you’re doing the right thing. 

(#10) 

 

For Matthew, the Professional exemplar from Chapter 5, guilt was a motivator, but the 

internal struggle associated with guilt was cognitively and emotionally draining, sapping 

his capacity for self-regulation. This outcome is to be expected because “the capacity for 

self-regulation becomes depleted after is it used, although self-regulation can grow 

stronger through regular exercise (after it recovers from the initial fatigue)” (C. Peterson 

& M. E. P. Seligman, 2004, p. 501):  

So then the guilt starts to come in, right?  If you're… 

ignorance is bliss, so given the fact that I know what I 

know then I should be doing more.  That's where I always 

go, as a leader in the community, the company, and as a 

father.  That's where I go.  The more information I get, the 

more I should be doing, but I feel constrained by the forces 

of the grand narrative in which we live I call it.  So there’s 

a combination, back to your question, of those factors and 

each one plays a role in different circumstances.  So what I 

mean about that is, so putting the solar panels on the roof 

money was not an option.  But I did consider that in 10 

years or 20 years it's free electricity.  I did go to this safety 

part of it.  I believe we're going to have another ice storm 

and things will be off grid. Well this gives me and my 

family protection, right?  There's a number I noticed when I 

did it, that there were a number of factors, plus I reduce the 

amount of coal emissions, I'm helping my kids, I’m 

teaching them, right?  So there's multiple things and they 

vary depending upon the situation.  Does that make sense? 

 

I think it does [guilt motivates], but I think that this is 

where some of this Dr. Jekyll Mr. Hyde come out is from 

guilt because guilt just like in anything when you’ve grown 

up with it, guilt suppresses you in certain areas and then 

you rebel. So I find that again that's true where I’m feeling 
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very guilty and emotionally outburst about the 2000 Watts 

we have in our kitchen, you know pot lights or whatever, 

and that’s coming from guilt or whatever. But then I might 

be out with the boys and then all of a sudden I’ll switch. 

(#21) 

 

Gerry, a 41-year-old old Professional living in Victoria, British Columbia was 

typical of participants who anticipated regret: “I don’t like the feeling so I try not to do it” 

(#2). For Tracy, a 46-year-old Professional living in Toronto, Ontario, guilt was a 

positive motivator: 

It does come up for me in a, I don't know what you would 

call, in a positive way. Because it alters my behavior 

therefore it's a motivator. So the guilt, I'll make a decision 

based on, am I guilty enough to do something or not to do 

something and, then, that motivates my behavior to swing 

one way or the other. (#24)  

 

Guilt feelings also alerted participants to an internal struggle that prompted 

reflection or were part of an emerging consciousness. Roger, a 41-year-old Professional 

living in Halifax, Nova Scotia described it this way: “So what am I feeling guilt about? 

And then what can I do about? And ask myself the question, is there something that I can 

do to change this situation that would make it better” (#39)? 

Some participants said guilt feelings were present as part of an emerging 

conscience around a particular behavior. Jane, earlier described how she was motivated 

toward an environmental lifestyle because “It’s just who I am”, indicated guilt was 

increasingly associated with an emerging norm relating to transportation: “I think I'm 

starting to feel guilty about airplane travel, and flying for a vacation” (#25). For others, 

guilt was associated with feeling pain, a strong sign of conscience, when participants 

acted against core values and principles. Sebastien, the Professional farming in Cedar, 
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British Columbia who earlier described how his childhood sadness over the development 

of urban wild spaces stimulated his interest in environmental justice, said guilt served this 

signalling function:  

It hurts me if I work against a principle that I have. I don’t 

like it. It gnarls away at me. So then I have to find some 

way to make a payback for anything that I have done that is 

contrary to my beliefs. So, I try and not go there because it 

costs so much to get it back. (#1)  

  

The relationship between guilt feelings declining as environmental practice developed 

was noted by Christian, a 33-year-old Professional living in Golden, Colorado: 

It [guilt motivated] did before I felt a sense of responsibility 

towards the environment around me. I have to live in this 

space, right?  I don’t need to feel guilty, just do the right 

thing. Show your neighbors if they don’t understand.  It is 

easy to teach others to be responsible. I think feeling guilty 

about it is just a waste of time. Once you start down the 

path to environmental stewardship everything else seems to 

come together. (#62) 

 

Charles, a 57-year-old Producer living in Moncton, New Brunswick emphasized that 

“Environmental action is an incremental process, not an ‘all or none’ process’” (#59). 

Participants who said they did not have guilt feelings often associated that state with an 

internal harmony or core values Sam, a 55-year-old Professional living in Ottawa, 

Ontario said that he didn’t like the word guilt, that it wasn’t “useful”, and that he 

preferred the world ‘disappointment’:  

So I would say that I'm disappointed, that didn't work well, 

how do you make the decision the next time?”  He also felt 

that “I have reached a point that I am at peace with the life 

style choices I make… (#12)  
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Clara, our Green Consumer exemplar from Delta, British Columbia felt guilt and 

responded not with changed behaviour, but with actions to offset the negative effect of, in 

this case travel: 

I do feel guilt about it and what I do is, well I know what 

the options are. Don’t do it anymore, and I know that 

buying offsets isn’t as good of an option, but what I do is I 

buy offsets and that assuages my guilt to a degree. I always 

buy offsets when I travel and I always buy the full blast 

version, which includes the high atmosphere, blah, blah, 

and I do it for two people and I do it for each segment and 

so… (#130) 

 

Guilt feelings also motivated action to reduce internal pain associated with conscience for 

Samantha, a 56-year-old Green Consumer living in Banff, Alberta:  

Sometimes when I’m tired or in a hurry and it is faster to 

not take the good environmental action I tell myself I 

should anyway because otherwise when I’m lying in bed 

that night I’ll feel badly that I didn’t. (#134) 

 

Samantha also felt, however, that most of the time “the environmental choice is reflexive 

for me. My ‘reflex’ is the result of decades of practice”.   

 Christina, the Producer exemplar from New Brunswick said that she has felt less 

guilt over time: 

Maybe a little bit, not an awful lot. Like today I had to stop 

and pick up some groceries and I forgot to bring a cloth bad 

so I used a plastic bag. And I think that at one point I would 

have felt really guilty about that. But because I know that 

90 percent of the time I have my cloth bag, and then I can 

always use the plastic bag for things around the place, I 

think I used to more than I do now. (#61) 

 

Mark, a 47-year-old male Producer living in Victoria, British Columbia rationalized guilt 

away:  
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And I think ‘should I get a little car’?  But I guess I 

rationalize my way out of the guilt and say it has value for 

these reasons and it's a fuel-efficient van so that's one thing. 

And I really don't drive that much. So there's not a lot of 

guilt because I think there's not much to feel guilty about. 

(#4) 

 

Others rebelled if someone tried to make them feel guilty. Joseph, a 50-year-old 

Professional living in Ottawa, Ontario said:  

If I thought someone was telling me something as a way of 

shaming me or making me feel guilty, it’s actually more 

likely that I wouldn’t do the thing they were guilting me 

about. But then I would go back and think about whether 

what they were saying was right and then I might do it 

because of that. (#18)  

 

 Even in the case of feeling rebellious, participants responded with a preference to reflect, 

over inaction. Guilt feelings and guilt-induced motivations may be induced by moral 

identity associated with environmental values and empathy, but they also indicate 

introjected self-regulation on the self-determination continuum. Deci and Ryan describe 

introjected regulation as: 

…an external regulation having been internalized, but not, 

in a much deeper sense, truly accepted as one’s own. It is a 

type of extrinsic motivation that, having been partially 

internalized, is within the person but is not considered part 

of the integrated self. Introjected is a form of internalized 

regulation that is theorized to be quite controlling. 

Introjection-based behaviours are performed to avoid guilt 

and shame or to attain ego enhancements and feelings of 

worth (2002b, p. 17). 

 

I found no evidence for ego-enhancing or self-worth motivations in participant narratives. 

Rather, I found the narratives indicative of greater self-determination more in line with 

the identified and integrated self-regulation end of the extrinsic motivation spectrum, if 
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not intrinsic regulation (intrinsic motivation). Deci and Ryan (2002b) describe 

identification and integrated self-regulation as: 

Identification is a more self-determined form of extrinsic 

motivation, for it involves a conscious valuing of a 

behavioral goal or regulation, an acceptance of the behavior 

as personally important. Identification represents an 

important aspect of the process of transforming external 

regulation into true self-regulation…Integrated regulation 

provides the basis for the most autonomous form of 

extrinsically motivated behavior. It results when 

identifications have been evaluated and brought into 

congruence with the personally endorsed values, goals, and 

needs that are already part of the self…although behaviors 

governed by integrated regulations are performed 

volitionally, they are still considered extrinsic because they 

are done to attain personally important outcomes rather 

than for their inherent interest and enjoyment. In other 

words, they are still instrumental to a separable outcome 

whose value is well integrated with the self. (p. 18) 

 

On the basis of Deci and Ryan’s definitions for identified and integrated extrinsic self-

regulation, the interest-enjoyment scale results, combined with the narrative results, 

strongly suggested a primarily integrated and intrinsically motivated group; the 

propensity toward guilt feelings, but not guilt as a motivator, clearly indicated a strong 

moral identity and empathic stance toward environmental values. Analysis of responses 

to the question asking participants if they felt self-sacrifice or self-denial in making 

environmental lifestyle choices further informed this interpretation. 

7.3 Self-Sacrifice-Self-Denial 

A self-determined person should feel there is little self-sacrifice or self-denial involved in 

living an environmental lifestyle. Participants felt strongly that self-sacrifice was not a 



250 

 

 

factor in environmental choices; 69.5% said no, n = 98; 19.1% said there was self-

sacrifice, n = 27; and 11.3% said combination, n = 16.   

Demographic and Environmental Lifestyle 

Age and location were the only demographic variables that significantly influenced 

perceptions of self-sacrifice. Participants in the family life stage felt more self-sacrifice 

with 50% of 25 to 35 year olds, n = 11, and 36 to 50 year olds, 60.6%, n = 20 indicating 

no self-sacrifice; while 66.7% of 18 to 24 year olds, n = 4; 79.2% of 51 to 65 year olds, n 

= 42; and 82.4% of participants over 66 years of age said self-sacrifice was not associated 

with their environmental actions, n = 14, p = .004.  

Participants living in rural communities (less than 10,000 people) were least 

inclined to say there was no self-sacrifice involved in taking environmental actions, 

56.2%, n = 9; 60.7% of participants living in mid-sized cities (population between 10,000 

and 100,000) said there was no self-sacrifice; and 77.5% of participants living in large 

urban centres (over 100,000 people) said there was no self-sacrifice involved in taking 

environmental actions, p = .022.  

Environmental lifestyle was not a significant factor. However, because of its 

importance to this study, I report the results. Green Consumers were most inclined to say 

they felt no self-sacrifice associated with their environmental choices, 78.9%, n = 15; 

70.8% of Activists said the same, n = 17; 68.8% of Professionals, n = 22, followed by 

Producers, 64.7%, n = 22. Professionals and Producers were most inclined to say there 

was self-sacrifice rather than a combination, a result supported by narrative results 

showing that participants in these two lifestyle categories face real economic insecurity 
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relating to their environmental choices. Results suggest that rather than an indication of 

lack of self-determination, Professionals and Producers were persisting in their 

environmental choices in the face of real obstacles.  

The age and location results also suggested specific barriers participants worked 

to overcome relating to stage of life and access to infrastructure. Perceptions of self-

sacrifice were related to these real-life challenges, rather than a lack of self-

determination. Agency can overcome many things, but perceived control remains an 

important consideration as demonstrated by decades of environmental behaviour 

research.  

Rachel, an 18 to 24 year old Green Consumer living in Toronto, Ontario was 

typical of the age-related results, saying that, yes, she felt guilt and that guilt was a 

motivator, but that she did not perceive self-sacrifice motivated her environmental 

choices. In discussing barriers, Rachel said that “I have often decided to do something 

that’s not so good for the environment simply because it was the easy thing to do,” but 

that she overcame barriers by thinking “about all of the benefits that my actions could 

have, not only to the world around me but to myself” (#87). These results supported the 

age-related data interpretation of a less mature approach to environmental practice 

characterized by utilitarian reasoning and extrinsic motivation closer to the introjected-

identified end of the self-determination spectrum.   

Patrice, the Producer living in Powell River, British Columbia described well the 

economic and physical barriers he faced as he tries to live sustainability. He believed 

there was self-sacrifice associated with his lifestyle, but did not feel guilt, nor did he 

believe that guilt should be a motivator. Barriers were structural and financial:  
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Yeah. It depends on what you gauge as happiness, right?  I 

am definitely compromising myself economically.  If I 

chose to fish prawns, in this community is a really 

awesome job.  You can make a huge amount of money, for 

a small amount of hours.  It's the bottom of the food chain 

and we should leave the prawns alone for at least 15-20 

years, right?  I know this.  I know enough about the marine 

biology to understand where they are on the food chain.  So 

that kind of thing I could get.  I could get a job felling trees.  

So I think I have, because of my environmental mindset, 

have compromised myself economically.  Now as a being 

you know as an energetic being on this planet I think what I 

am doing on this planet is totally positive and I keep on, 

even though I question it a lot, the more I think about it the 

more I realize how important it is for me to try and stay 

small, because I am that kind of person where I could be 

very dominant.  I could make that much money if I wanted 

to.  I'm lucky.  

It's a fascinating, but I don't really feel guilt about that but it 

is definitely yeah usually when I desire something I go for 

it.  But my desires are definitely squelched a little bit by my 

environmental viewpoints.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

I think guilt is should go out with the church, I really do.  I 

don't think guilt…I’ve thought a lot about guilt lately and I 

don't, no I don't.  I think it's this weird thing beating 

ourselves up over and over and over stuff.  It's just who we 

are.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

 The biggest barrier in what I'm doing is economical and 

whether, you're basically making a conscious choice to not 

keep up with the Joneses.  And that's tough for obvious 

reasons.   

The barriers that I’ve come up against are structural. 

Something I want to do and I just can’t physically do it 

because of the structure I live in or the infrastructure in my 

community. And other barriers are just people not 

understanding and trying to explain to people why we’re 

doing what we’re doing and having people not understand. 

And quite frankly there are people that went away from us. 

Like we lost, they weren’t real close friends, but people that 

just weren’t comfortable with us. Not because we were 

zealots about it, but we were just a little bit obvious about 

how we were changing our lives. (#8) 
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Patrice exhibited resilience in the face of significant financial and structural barriers in 

his community; a self-acceptance regarding the limitations associated with these facts, 

but also a commitment to move forward. I would characterize his self-determination as 

identified; he clearly was not always having fun or finding what he was doing interesting, 

which would indicate intrinsic motivation. Self-acceptance also emerged as part of the 

narratives on self-sacrifice.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Self-Sacrifice-Self-Denial Conversations 

Eight participants described their reasons for believing there was a combination of no 

self-sacrifice and self-sacrifice, 14 participants acknowledged self-sacrifice, and seven 

said they had some other motivation (compared to 57 no self-sacrifice references). 

Participants described self-sacrifice as being a normal part of the process of change (self-

acceptance) and not feeling self-sacrifice because environmental lifestyles were fun and 

motivated by gratitude (intrinsic motivation). For other participants, some self-sacrifice 

was character building, and for others, there was some pain associated with living 

lifestyles that were so different than the cultural norm, but doing so was important to 

being a role model.  For a number of participants, self-sacrifice was not a factor because 

their lifestyle choices were not that significant.  

I will begin the analysis of self-sacrifice narratives with a review of how the four 

environmental exemplars responded to the question, Henri, the Quebec Activist exemplar 

said he did feel self-sacrifice and described how environmental lifestyles have their own 

reward: 

No, and I talk a lot about that when I speak. I do lots of 

public speaking engagements, like I do 30-40 every year, 
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five to six thousand people. And I always make the 

comparison between us and Scandinavian people who have 

pollution levels roughly three to four times below ours and 

I ask people are they three to four times less happy than we 

are? And they all look at me, ‘umm, I guess not, I guess 

not.’ We’ve created such a clear link between consumption 

and happiness in our society and, you know, the 

psychological effect it has on us, and instantaneous 

gratification; that’s what it is, that’s the moment and then 

it’s gone. (#36) 

 

Christina, the New Brunswick Producer exemplar said: “No, we live a fabulously full, 

rich, fun life, but we just do it differently from other people. But I don’t feel like I’m 

missing anything in my life.” Matthew the Ottawa Professional exemplar said: So I 

guess, again within that grand narrative [consumer culture paradigm] sure. I don't need an 

iPad and I don't have an iPhone. So if I'm within that world and people are talking about 

it I will take that, but from inner self, no I don't see it (#21). Clara, the B.C. Green 

Consumer exemplar, simply said “no” (#130). 

Participants challenged the notion of self-sacrifice in selecting other as their 

choice of whether self-sacrifice motivated environmental choices. These participants 

exhibited strong self-determination as intrinsic motivation, and progression in 

environmental practice. Karla, a 25-year-old Producer living in Sackville, New 

Brunswick described her low-consumption choices as creating opportunity:  

In part I feel encouraged and therefore motivated by seeing 

how simple life can be lived. When I, or anyone, lower 

consumption, it reinforces my belief that more is possible. 

The concept of self-denial is itself a product of our 

extravagant and ego-based society. It is not denial: it is 

creating opportunity. (#77)    
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Sally, who earlier described the need not to dominate nature in discussing her moral 

reasons for environmental action, also felt denial was not part of her environmental story:  

I choose lower consumption, but it does not feel as if I am 

denying myself. I don't want to consume too much because 

I get no joy out of worsening our situation on the planet. 

The exception is air travel... i (sic) cannot walk to where I 

need to go. (#114)  

 

Eleanor the 70-year-old Activist living in Toronto, Ontario who earlier 

emphasized citizenship motivations for her environmental lifestyle choices, chose other 

as a category because: “…things that used to be enjoyable just aren't any more,” (#137) 

suggesting, once again, a development dimension to environmental practice. Christian 

felt the process involved relearning that lowering consumption is more natural than the 

current cultural norms pushing people to always consumer more:  

As humans we need to relearn many aspects of what is 

means to be a consumer. Lowering consumption is natural, 

increased consumption is something we have been trained 

to embrace. People buy items they want instead of need and 

we have a mindset where we throw items away and replace 

them with more of the same throw away garbage. It’s a 

cycle that can only be broken through awareness, not only 

environmental awareness but also self-awareness... (#62)   

 

Participants who felt a combination of no self-sacrifice and self-sacrifice also highlighted 

the time-process dimension suggesting it involved learning the difference between want 

and need and relearning what it means to be happy, and believed these feelings were 

natural during periods of transition.  

Intrinsically motivated participants described a drive toward resourcefulness with 

their environmental lifestyle choices being part of an adventure, providing a kick, a great 

pleasure, a challenge, and stimulating so much creativity. Environmental lifestyle was its 
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own reward, and it wasn’t a sacrifice to consume what you need; do the right thing, or 

because they were not sacrificing anything worthwhile. Contrary to the view that an 

environmental lifestyle was ascetic or involved noble austerity, participants described 

leading a joyous, wondrous existence that’s so diverse; finding their environmental 

lifestyle makes me happier, healthier, better well-informed consumer in general; and that 

self-sacrifice plays no part, that’s the brilliant thing. 

Gratitude was an important reason why many participants did not feel self-

sacrifice. Emmons (2005) defines gratitude as a “felt sense of wonder, thankfulness and 

appreciation for life” (p. 462), and like guilt, is a “moral affect with empathy as its 

foundation (p. 461). Gratitude, an important dimension to ecological practical wisdom, 

stemmed from an appreciation of abundance and trusting nature’s generosity. Sandy, a 

36-year-old Producer living in Ottawa, Ontario, who spent a year blogging about her 

efforts to not purchase anything new, described how her year was filled with abundance 

rather than self-sacrifice:  

One of the things that kept happening over and over again 

in that year of nothing new was that if I thought of 

something that I wanted, or needed, because I couldn't just 

run out to the nearest store and buy it, I had to wait. I had to 

source it second hand, or find another way, or go without 

entirely. And over and over and over again, whatever it 

was, if it was a cast-iron frying pan or teapot, or mirror or a 

lamp, it would be on the shelf next time I went to the thrift 

store, or more often than not it would be in the garbage on 

the side of the road because somebody was throwing it out. 

And I never felt more surrounded by abundance then I had 

during that year. And people would say to me like you're 

depriving yourself. And that was not for a second my 

experience at all. (#20) 
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Character building and a sense of nobility, rather than abundance, was a factor for 

one participant. Joseph, the Professional living in Ottawa, Ontario who rebelled if 

someone tried to make him feel guilt felt that: 

Probably, to be really honest, I don’t like to think that’s the 

case, but I think it is part of it. Yeah, that there’s part of 

being able to live with less is a sense, I probably do get a 

bit of vindication that I can make…I don’t think I am 

sacrificing for its own sake. I think I probably do see a 

certain nobility in giving up things that I could have but 

choose not to have. I think in some ways it makes me feel 

like I feel better about my character. (#18)  

 

While most participants were like Joseph in feeling that there was no self-sacrifice, a few 

people experienced the struggle to make lifestyle choices that separated them from the 

social norm, which in turn, generated self-imposed negative social comparisons (in line 

with the claims of Kant (Wood, 1999) and Rousseau (1979). In these cases, the narratives 

demonstrated a counter-cultural response, rather than succumbing to social pressure. For 

others, and consistent with the numerical results showing Producers and participants 

living in rural settings faced barriers, economic hardships and the challenges of being a 

role model were mentioned. Sebastien, a rural-living Producer who earlier described how 

guilt feelings helped him not act against his conscience, described how self-sacrifice was 

part of living outside the social norm: 

Yeah, it certainly involves sacrifice, it would be nice to 

have a Lexus and a Porsche and all those great toys and all 

that. Of course that would mean I would have to be 

employed much more than I am and the like. But I’ve set 

aside those motivators in order to live my principles. 

Practice what you preach. (#1) 
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Simon, a 39-year-old Professional living in Ottawa, Ontario felt the same way when he 

described how hard it can be to not feel like you need to keep up with the Joneses: 

I think that there is some sacrifice and I get caught up in the 

Joneses effect once in a while where you see your 

neighbours, or a friend, put up an extension on their house, 

or buying fancier, newer cars, or even greener cars, right, 

that we can't necessarily afford. So I think that there is 

some sacrifice that comes with that, but for me it's been 

more about questioning that, about putting that into check 

and knowing that all of these things don't bring you any 

more happiness. (#19)   

 

Anna, a 26-year-old Professional living in Toronto, Ontario described how hard it can be 

to stand apart from the crowd in social situations, but that doing so was important to 

being a role model:  

Yeah I'd say I feel there's sacrifice sometimes. Only though 

when it's a group decision and I'm the only one saying I'm 

going to do it this way because then it's very in your face. 

But if it's my day-to-day personal choices I feel more like a 

hero then sacrificing, look what I'm doing and it feels like 

you're being a role model. (#23)  

 

For Sarah, a 32-year-old Professional living in Squamish, British Columbia, living 

outside social norms involved economic risks that were accepted as part of an 

environmental lifestyle: 

It’s definitely not over the top because a lot of it is just 

habit for me now, but there’s definitely you know sacrifice 

in the sense that my career probably isn’t where other 

peoples are at in terms of financial security because I’ve 

chosen the lifestyle that I’ve chosen. If I was to live in a 

metropolitan centre then I definitely would be financially 

better off, but I couldn’t imagine any other way. (#41) 
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Narratives characteristic of rejecting self-sacrifice and self-denial described there being 

no need to live like a 19
th

 century pioneer, be extreme, or act from self-loathing. For 

others, actions were not significant enough to reflect self-sacrifice: I don’t do enough to 

feel that way, or choices made within the context of North American culture did not 

represent hardship: I think we’ve got way too much anyways…we’re a long way from self-

sacrifice. 

Contrary to perspectives suggesting environmental lifestyles are ascetic requiring 

grim sacrifice, participants primarily enjoyed the environmental choices they were 

making despite some challenges and found the effort to learn new practices enjoyable and 

rewarding; signs of a strongly self-determined group. This self-determination was 

reflected in the conversations about barriers and overcoming barriers. 

7.4 Persistence  

The capacity to overcome barriers is another important dimension of self-determination 

where we would assume that greater intrinsic motivation associates with greater 

persistence (the capacity to continue a behaviour after an initial stimulus ends). 

Persistence was examined through two open-ended questions on barriers, and one 

quantitative question on whether friends and family were supportive. Friends and family 

were supportive for 57.7% of participants, n = 79, but 13.1% said they were not, n = 18; 

29.2% indicated there was a combination of support and non-support, n = 40. No 

demographic or environmental lifestyle variables were significant influences on support 

of family and friends.  
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Again, because environmental lifestyle is central to this study, I report the results. 

Producers were least inclined to say friends and family were supportive, 48.5%, n = 16, 

compared to Professionals, 63.3%, n = 38, and Green Consumers, 63.2%, n = 12; 

Activists were in the middle, 52%, n = 13, p = .778. Results suggest that practices closer 

to the social norm were more acceptable to family and friends than practices outside the 

social norm. The narratives describe this phenomenon and shows participants often 

worked hard against social norms in making their environmental lifestyle choices. 

Persistence Conversations  

Participants were asked to describe whether they experienced barriers when taking 

environmental action, and, if so, to describe how they overcame those barriers. Narrative 

responses to the barrier question generated traditional responses such as financial (32 

references); lack of incentives (two references), lack of infrastructure (eight references), 

regulations (nine references), lack of time (two references), and knowledge (three 

references). Participants also described barriers relating to friends and family (29 

references), social cultural (23 references), and multiple barriers (19 references, 

combinations of financial, lack of incentives, infrastructure, time and knowledge). 

Importantly, participants also said they did not face barriers (12 references), and that they 

persevered (four references).  

Resiliency was prominent in how people responded to perceived barriers. Table 7-

1 summarizes some of the financial barrier responses alongside the participant’s narrative 

on how they overcame barriers as one example of this capacity for self-determination. 

Overcoming barriers broke into conviction and confidence themes (18 references, 
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satisfying the need for autonomy); it’s the right thing to do (nine references, autonomy); 

and just feels good (four references, autonomy). Consistent with these self-determination 

themes, there were 20 references to overcoming barriers by associating with like-minded 

people (satisfying the need for relatedness), and to virtues such as being persistent and 

cooperative (12 references, satisfying the need for competency), resourceful (five 

references, competency), and patient (three references). Accepting that one is not perfect 

(one reference) and savoring small victories (five references) were also mentioned. 

Responses also clustered around themes such as “being efficient,” (six references, i.e. 

living downtown to make walking easier; saving money; being motivated by awareness 

of consequences (knowledge, 10 references and covering the consequences of human 

activity, and knowing what kinds of actions to take, satisfying need for autonomy), and 

positive benefits (two references). Seeing themselves as a role model motivated 

participants to work to overcome barriers (11 references), as did being a rebel or stubborn 

(nine references, autonomy).  



 

 

 

2
6
2
 

Table 7-1.  Overcoming barriers 

Participant Barrier Overcome  
Barrier 

Keith, 65-year-  
old, Professional 
Vancouver, B.C. #44 

Costs (e.g. organic food) and lack of infrastructure (e.g. 
poor public transportation)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

I feel good about making better environmental 
choices                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

Derek, 56-year-0ld,  
Professional, 
Ottawa, ON #46 

Financial (converting house energy to solar) and 
lifestyle (getting rid of a car)                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        

Knowing it is the right thing to do.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

Alexis, No Age, 
Professional,  
Ottawa, ON #73 

Financial: I would love to own a hybrid or electric 
vehicle, but they cost too much for me right now.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

Work for more income.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    

 
Danny, 53-year-old,  
Professional 
Toronto, ON#26 

cost; one of the biggest barriers is being alone.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        One of the biggest barriers is being alone. The 
other barrier's is economics, or income.  On the 
income side it just affects the choices you make.  
Like if we feel that money is tight, we don't buy 
everything organic… We begin to look at what's 
our priorities, do we want to get organic grapes 
because they’re super sprayed, or do we get the 
organic milk or not?   

Rene, 57-year-old,  
Professional 
Ottawa, ON #33 

the obstacles that there would be would be, for 
example, availability on the market, or the obstacles 
would be the LED thing. I have known for four or five 
years that LEDs would come on the market, but they 
weren’t on the market so you had to wait to get them. 
So theirs is that kind of barriers. And some others 
would be just physical like when we travel it is not 
obvious that you can recycle.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

Oh, it’s back to what I said earlier. It’s that I am 
more in harmony with myself. It’s almost a habit. 
As a matter of fact this is how I should be doing 
things.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         
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The narratives in Table 7-1 refers to three intrinsic motivations: feeling good about 

actions, knowing it is the right thing to do, and acting in harmony with oneself; and one 

less intrinsic motivation that I would describe as identified on the self-determination 

continuum (extrinsic self-regulation) where the response to financial strains was to 

purchase organic when it was affordable to do so. Henri, the Activist exemplar, was 

typical of those feeling good about what they were doing. In describing how he overcame 

barriers to recycling when no curbside programs existed, Henri said “I was just really 

happy to do it; I just felt good to feel that I was doing my part to try and make this place a 

little bit better” (#36).  

Narratives about not having barriers, and persevering also demonstrated the 

capacity for persistence and intrinsic motivation. Participants talked about making good 

environmental choices being inspirational, the need to persevere because “all these 

barriers have been faced at one time or another”, and the only “barrier to action being a 

lack of imagination.” Clara, the B.C. Green Consumer exemplar, described her 

persistence in overcoming informational and availability barriers to buying sustainably 

raised poultry and meat: 

Okay, well then and so the barrier was that I looked around 

at local stores and the one place said that they had free 

range turkeys as an example and it turns out they weren’t. 

They were just specialty turkeys and they denied that, or 

that they were organic and they weren’t. So anyway I 

wasn’t able to find what I wanted anywhere and I found on 

the SPCA Website that they had, I had heard of SPCA 

certified meat and so two things that we’ve done to 

overcome the barrier of getting meat that’s locally grown 

and humanely treated is that we drive out to the Fraser 

Valley and get a freezer full of the kinds of meats that we 

would eat, chicken, and duck, and some beef and pork, and 

so that we make that one trip and get a bunch of well 
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treated animals. And then I found a source in Vancouver 

where you could get a turkey that was SPCA certified. And 

that’s what we have for those now. So I made an effort to 

find out how we could deal with that issue and we dealt 

with it. (#130) 

 

Persistence was also important to overcoming lack of support of friends and 

family. When participants described lack of family support, they talked about it relating 

to friction around acceptable environmental behaviours or lifestyle choices being 

challenged. These experiences stimulated processes of negotiation and trade-offs.  

Participants also experienced harsh comments from friends and family. Many spoke of 

feeling like an outlier, not fitting in, not being understood, and not being able to relate to 

families or friends. They shared stories about facing lots of eye rolling during visits; 

being told they had an odd approach to life; were just in a silly phase; were weird; told 

not to get too extreme; accused of not being perfect in their lifestyle and so should not 

speak up until they were; and being asked when are you going to get a real job? Families 

were skeptical, did not share the same sentiment, and told participants they were a 

bummer; overzealous; over-principled; a tree hugger, a hippie; and off their rocker.  

A number of participants spoke of changes to relationships and networks of 

friends as they pursued environmental lifestyles. Yet, several respondents said that 

families and friends, who were not supportive at first, did come around, as part of a 

gradual process of education where a few now make more environmental lifestyle 

choices because of my decisions. Friends and family weren’t the only people making 

harsh judgments. One participant described the burden of environmental lifestyle 

standards being too high and generating barriers and pressures of their own kind. Maria, a 
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33-year-old Activist living in Victoria, British Columbia talked about the challenges 

associated with meeting social norms for different friend networks: 

 …And I have lots of different groups of friends. So, some 

of my friends do this kind of work and so they’re definitely 

a supportive community.  And kind of within that there's 

also there is the holier than thou type of group. So to me 

that's kind of a barrier. To have this kind of impossible bar 

of like you feel you're being judged. To me that's a barrier 

to actually doing more. I do have a group of friends that are 

really important, women in my life that I grew up with and 

we are very different at this point. A lot of them make a lot 

of more money than I do and we get together for these 

ladies weekends where they come to Vancouver and they 

want to go shopping and it's like, it's just a totally different 

experience to be out seeing people just buy stuff and they 

can. So sometimes I notice that feel when I spend more 

time with them I feel, not like embarrassed, but I find I just 

hide that part of myself more you know?  It's like why am I 

not out there buying stuff apart from I can't afford I; like I 

keep that part of myself a little bit more hidden.  So I don't 

know what that what that's about.  I think I don't want to 

make other people feel that… (#5) 

 

Despite concerns about meeting norm expectations for friends and family and the 

reality of coping with some very hurtful commentary, the story was mostly about friends 

and family being supportive. When this was the case, participants described family as not 

being judgmental, being tolerant or just want me to be happy. Family support was 

consistently associated with encouraging participants to make their own choices as was 

the case with the case for Austin, a 41-year-old Professional living in Aylmer, Quebec 

who felt that his capacity to persist in the face of social opposition stemmed from his 

upbringing: 

My family you know were always supportive which was 

always nice; certain friends. I guess I didn’t even know 

who I was even in high school I didn’t even know who I 

really was. So you hang out with, it wasn’t like I was alone. 
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I was always very social, somewhat popular, but I marched 

to my own drum. So I’ve never been a group person ever. 

So that you have that strength of character and that’s where 

I think you can stand up for your rights and have your 

beliefs. Clearly, we’re not main stream and so you have to 

have that strength of character to believe in your decisions. 

I think that comes from my parents. They always let me, 

even watching the news, at a young age, I was allowed my 

opinion. So they’ve sort of helped build a character and I 

have the strength. (#9) 

 

Knowing participants faced barriers did not tell the whole story of persistence; more 

critical was the understanding how people confronted and overcame barriers.  

Overcoming Barriers 

Consistent with the narratives about supportive friends and family, participants felt that 

their capacity to overcome barriers emerged from family or life experiences that made 

them resilient, or because they developed a capacity, with persistence and patience, to 

negotiate an environmental lifestyle with loved ones. Matthew, the Ottawa, Ontario 

Professional exemplar worked hard to overcome different environmental values within 

the home environment:   

…I think [it] is just like running a 10K, you dig deep.  In 

this case, you educate, you talk, but you keep going. Now 

where it's fallen down is things like the car, where I just run 

out of gas, and I think as you get older you realize, 

especially in marriage that there is compromise, and with 

friendship, there’s compromise. You realize, okay, so I'm 

going to give on this, but I'm not going to give up on the 

wood. I'll give you the Audi, the wood stove is mine.  I’ll 

give you the kitchen; I get the solar panels, right? So, that’s 

a bit of the compromise. (#21) 

 

Penny, a 28-year-old Green Consumer living in Calgary, Alberta found she had to 

become a diplomat to cope with in-home barriers: 
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Definitely my family is not in the same realm as I am in 

terms of environmental justice. And yeah, it’s kind of 

shaped how…I think of myself as a pretty effective 

diplomat for the environment I guess if you can call it that. 

(#49)  

 

Seeking out like-minded people, including within families, partners and friendships, was 

one thing participants did to overcome barriers by meeting their need for relatedness and 

to sustain their environmental lifestyles. Christina, the N.B. Producer exemplar, recalled 

how not being with like-minded people represented a barrier for her: 

I know one of the challenges I had when I lived in B.C. was 

that I was hanging around with people who were, like we 

had one thing in common, and it was music, but nothing 

else in common. And a lot of time I’d feel how different I 

was in just how things were done. And I wasn’t quite sure, 

I didn’t really express my feelings. I didn’t want to sound 

preachy. And I didn’t want to signal myself out as being 

that different. If people were interested and had questions 

about my composting toilet or something like then I’d like 

to talk about it. But it did feel strange, to be with that group 

of people when there were so many things that we just 

didn’t connect. Since I moved to New Brunswick I feel like 

there’s something about the culture out here that’s a little 

bit more connected with nature, a little bit less consumerist 

or something. And I do feel that I fit in a heck of a lot more 

here. (#61) 

 

In cases where friends and family were not supportive, the relationships sometimes 

shifted over time in favour of more supportive networks. Relationships shifted, but they 

also served as reference points for future action as in the case of role models. Sally, the 

Fredericton Activist who believed humans should not dominate nature and she 

experienced no denial in her environmental choices, found support in connecting with 

people who shared her views: 



268 

 

 

I try to connect with as many like- minded people as 

possible and feel myself drifting away from acquaintances 

who don't share my passion for the environment, because 

they are depressing to be around in their consumer-oriented 

discussions (constant renovations, Costco, stupid tv (sic) 

shows). (#114)    

 

Samantha, the Banff, Alberta Green Consumer felt that guilt sometimes motivated her to 

reduce pain associated with conscience, but that her actions were mostly reflexive, 

connected, like Sally, with like-minded people. Samantha, however, also had a rich 

toolkit to aid her:  

A combination of things help me overcome barriers/lack of 

support: having some friends who are even stronger 

advocates and better role models than me because it helps 

me see next steps I can take and share the excitement of 

next steps with others, talking with people who have 

common values and getting excited about it with them, 

having the financial cost of some choices coming down so 

that more people are making choices than not only save 

them money but that help the environment. [These] things 

excite me and the excitement leads to greater commitment. 

(#134)   

 

Timothy, a 22-year-old Activist living in Halifax, Nova Scotia found that overcoming 

barriers was aided by being exposed to like-minded people who were also learning at the 

same time: 

Just having an environment where people were all learning 

this at the same time, was really key and helpful because it 

made me aware that these people don’t know what they’re 

doing either and we’re all learning together. (#84) 

 

For most participants, persistence defined their approaches to overcoming barriers to 

environmental lifestyle choices.  
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7.5 Discussion 

Participants were strongly self-determined in making environmental lifestyle choices 

with all scoring high to moderately high on interest-enjoyment (intrinsic motivation), low 

on perceptions of self-sacrifice, and high on the capacity for persistence in overcoming 

barriers. A propensity to feel guilt indicated that moral distress activated a range of value-

aligning responses. In keeping with an interpretation of strong self-determination, 

participants felt guilt feelings did not motivate their actions, despite a strong capacity to 

describe a wide range of responses that did just that. I wonder if the guilt motivation 

results might relate to the struggle participants face in living within the dominant social 

paradigm, while also trying at the same time to challenge that paradigm by living to 

various degrees outside of it. Baumeister and Vohs (2000a) describes the process that 

may be in play when he describes the values gap in consumer culture: 

The rising emphasis on self and identity in the modern 

world can be viewed as a response to the value gap 

[tradition and religion weakened during modernization of 

society, and no firm values have replaced them]. Modern 

culture has elevated the self to the status of serving as a 

basic value. People feel a moral obligation and an 

entitlement to seek self-knowledge, to cultivate their talents 

and fulfill their potentialities, and to do what is best for 

their personal growth and happiness. This is a remarkable 

change from the traditional moral system, which usually 

arrayed moral injunctions against anything that was self-

serving. Indeed, the restraint of selfish pursuits is arguably 

the essential core of pervious morality and the reason that 

morals emerged in the first place. Shifting the cultivation of 

self from the enemy of moral values to one of the 

staunchest bases of moral values is a fundamental and far-

reaching realignment. (p. 612) 
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Baumeister and Vohs’ description of the role the social emphasis on the self, protection 

of self-esteem, and enhancing self-worth all could be elements in participants responses 

indicating guilt was not a useful emotion, that they rebelled in the face of guilt feelings 

internally or externally imposed, and that guilt feelings were not motivating. It was 

certainly the case that perceptions of self-sacrifice were often associated with living 

outside the social norm and efforts to not feel like one should ‘keep up with the Joneses’; 

the value of living outside the norm was to act as a role model. It was also the case that 

participants who arguably were living most outside the dominant social paradigm, the 

Producers, said they had the least support of family and friends.  

With respect to guilt feelings, participant narratives described the useful and 

important role that guilt feelings played in helping conscientious and empathetic 

participants sustain alignment between values and actions. In this regard, guilt generated 

withdrawal-avoidance behaviours, informed action next time, and signalled an internal 

struggle that lead to reflection and indicated the emergence of a new personal norm. 

Where guilt was not a factor, participants often described the lack of guilt relating to self-

acceptance, internal harmony, and acting in alignment with personal values.  

Results showed a positive correlation among intrinsic motivation, measured by 

the interest-enjoyment scale, low levels of guilt and the intellectual virtues of frugality 

and resourcefulness, and Character-Recycling and Obligation-Character reasoning. A 

propensity to feel guilt feelings was positively associated with Obligation-Recycling 

(deontological) and Calculation-Policy (utility) reasoning. While not significant, results 

showed that Producers and Activists scored higher on intrinsic motivation (interest-
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enjoyment) than did Professionals and Green Consumers. Producers also felt the least 

guilt feelings. 

Where participants indicated that they felt some self-sacrifice was involved in 

making environmental lifestyle choices, the narratives indicated a realistic assessment of 

the facts relating to employment and income risk for Activists, Professionals and 

Producers, and to a lack of infrastructure particularly for participants living in rural 

locations. Perceptions of self-sacrifice were also associated with life stage where family 

obligations for participants 25 to 50 year olds may have been a factor in their ranking 

perceptions of self-sacrifice higher than other age cohorts did, either 18 to 24 years old, 

or over 51 years. Primarily, participants overcame barriers either by confronting 

infrastructure barriers through relocation, finding alternatives, or associating with like-

minded people.  

Guilt feelings also exhibited an age-related dimension with the youngest 

participants feeling more guilt feelings (and self-sacrifice) than older participants, 

suggesting its importance to the early stages of starting a new practice. In fact, where 

participants said there was no self-sacrifice involved in environmental lifestyle choices, 

they attributed it to self-sacrifice just being part of the process of change, or to choices 

being fun, joyous, healthier, and rewarding, character building, or that participants were 

taking actions that were not that significant.  

Environmental lifestyle choices described by participants were most often 

associated with consumption choices; a component of environmental practice Grigsby 

(2004) associated with voluntary simplicity practitioners constructing a “moral identity” 

(p. 20). I would suggest that self-determination results imply that the association between 
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consumption choices and moral identity extends beyond voluntary simplicity 

practitioners to include most participants in this study who were engaged in 

environmental practice. I take up participant approaches to consumption in greater detail 

in Chapter 8.  

I close this discussion of the self-determination results with a brief reflection on 

the importance of gratitude, a moral emotion for positive psychologists and a virtue for 

philosophers: Gratitude was explicitly or implicitly part of participants’ belief that there 

was no self-sacrifice associated with making environmental lifestyle choices. Emerging 

from capacity for empathy, gratitude as a moral emotion motivates people to reward 

prosocial behaviour, but as a “secondary virtue it is associated with the primary virtue of 

justice...Gratitude is both a duty and an obligation…Gratitude as a moral virtue is not 

emphasized in our culture” (R. A. Emmons & Shelton, 2005, p. 462), but it can be 

nurtured starting in childhood with parents requiring politeness like saying ‘thank you’ a 

gesture Compte-Sponville (1996) says begins the process of teaching virtue. “Politeness, 

which precedes morality” (while love exceeds morality), develops “humility” (p. 4-6). 

Demonstrating the unity of the virtues, gratitude links with humility and justice 

(or respectfulness): “finding beauty in nature, and feeling gratitude to it for, not only its 

beauty, but its abundance, are emotional reactions that are consistent with proper humility 

but which rescue one from the proper humility’s being crushing or dispiriting (R. L. 

Walker & Ivanhoe, 2009, p. 161). Tables 7-3, 7-4, and 7-5 summarize numerical results 

for this chapter. In Chapter 8, I continue exploring the process of moral striving and 

report on results for moral attentiveness.  
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Table 7-2.  Summary of numerical results for self-determination 

Indicator Activists 
 

Professionals 
 

Producers 
 

Green Consumers Significance 

Enjoyment-Interest 
    

M = 5.31 M = 5.13 M = 5.39  M = 5.14 p = .838 

Guilt Feelings 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
66.7%, n = 16 
8.3%, n = 2 
25%, n = 6 

 
68.8%, n = 44 
12.5%, n = 8 
18.8%, n = 12 

 
55.9%, n = 19 
23.5%, n = 8 
20.6%, n = 7 

 
73.7%, n = 14 
10.5%, n = 2 
15.85, n = 3 

 
p = .937 

Guilt Motivator 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
37.5%, n = 9 
20.8%, n = 5 
41.7%, n = 10 

 
38.1%, n = 24 
17.5%, n = 11 
44.4%, n = 28 

 
29.4%, n = 10 
26.5%, n = 9 
44.1%, n = 15 

 
26.3%, n = 5 
15.8%, n = 3 
57.9%, n = 11 

 
p = .295 

Self-Sacrifice 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
12.5%, n = 3 
16.7%, n = 4 
70.8%, n = 17 

 
23.4%, n = 15 
7.8%, n = 5 
68.8%, n = 44 

 
17.6%, n = 6 
17.6%, n = 6 
64.7%, n = 22 

 
15.8%, n = 3 
5.3%, n = 1 
78.9%, n = 15 

p = .644 

Friends-Family 
Supportive 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
 
52%, n = 13 
32%, n = 8 
16%, n = 4 

 
 
63.3%, n = 38 
21.7%, n = 13 
15%, n = 9 
 

 
 
48.5%, n = 16 
39.4%, n = 13 
12.1%, n = 4 

 
 
63.2%, n = 12 
31.5%, n = 6 
5.3%, n = 1 

 
 
p = .778 
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Table 7-3.  Demographic result self-determination 

Indicator Gender 
Males 

Gender 
Females 

Faith-Spiritual 
Affiliation 
Yes 

Faith-Spiritual 
Affiliation 

No 

 

Enjoyment-Interest 
    

M = 4.65 
 

M = 4.65 
 
p = .984 

M = 4.83 
 

M = 4.54 
 
p = .136 

Guilt Feelings 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
60.3%, n = 41 
11.8%, n = 8 
27.9%, n = 19 
 

 
71.2%, n = 52 
16.4%, n = 12 
12.3%, n = 9 
 
p = .083 

 
53.6%, n = 3 
21.4%, n = 12 
25.0%, n = 14 
 

 
74.7%, n = 59 
7.6%, n = 6 
17.7%, n = 14 
 
Χ2(2, 135) = 7.756,  
p = .021 
τ = -.188, p = .023 

Guilt Motivator 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
28.4%, n = 19 
17.9%, n = 12 
53.7%, n = 36 
 

 
39.7%, n = 29 
21.9%, n = 16 
38.4%, n = 28 
 
p = .068 
 

 
28.6%, n = 16 
17.9%, n = 10 
53.5%, n = 30 
 

 
38.5%, n = 30 
19.2%, n = 10 
42.3%, n = 33 
 
p = .170 

Self-Sacrifice 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
23.5%, n = 16 
8.8%, n = 6 
67.6%, n = 46 
 

 
15.1%, n = 11 
13.7%, n = 10 
71.2%, n = 52 
 
p = .488 

 
16.4%, n = 9 
9.1%, n = 5 
74.5%, n = 41 
 

 
18.8%, n = 15 
13.8%, n = 11 
67.5%, n = 54 
 
p = .418 
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Friends-Family 
Supportive 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
 
64.2%, n = 43 
25.4%, n = 17 
10.4%, n = 7 
 

 
 
51.4%, n = 36 
32.9%, n = 23 
15.7%, n = 11 
 
p = .123 

 
 
63.0%, n = 34 
22.2%, n = 12 
14.8%, n = 8 
 

 
 
55.8%, n = 43 
31.2%, n = 24 
13.0%, n = 10 
 
p = .551 
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Table 7-4.  Age results for self-determination 

Indicator 18 to 24 years old 25 to 35 years old 36 to 50 years old 51 to 65 years old 66 + years old  

Enjoyment-Interest 
    

M = 4.33 M = 5.10 M = 4.80 M = 4.45  M = 4.77 
 
p  = .066 

Guilt Feelings 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
80.0%, n = 4 
20.0%, n = 1 
0.0%, n = 0 

 
86.4%, n = 19 
0.0%, n = 0 
13.6%, n = 3 

 
72.7%, n = 24 
15.2%, n = 5 
12.1%, n = 4 

 
50.0%, n = 27 
18.5%, n = 10 
31.5%, n = 17 

 
64.7%, n = 11 
17.6%, n = 3 
17.6%, n = 3 
 
Χ2 (8, 131) = 13.790,  
p = .087 
τ = .196, p = .006 

Guilt Motivator 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
80.0%, n = 4 
0.0%, n = 0 
20.0%, n = 1 

 
31.8%, n = 7 
31.8%, n = 7 
36.4%, n = 8 

 
39.4%, n = 13 
12.1%, n = 4 
48.5%, n = 16 

 
30.2%, n = 16 
20.8%, n = 11 
49.1%, n = 26 
 

 
29.4%, n = 5 
23.5%, n = 4 
47.1%, n = 17 
 
p = .203 

Self-Sacrifice 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
16.7%, n = 1 
16.7%, n = 1 
66.7%, n = 4 
 

 
31.8%, n = 7 
18.2%, n = 4 
50.0%, n = 11 

 
24.2%, n = 8 
15.2%, n = 5 
60.6%, n = 20 

 
17.5%, n = 9 
38.0%%, n = 2 
79.2%, n = 42 

 
0.0%, n = 0 
17.6%, n = 3 
82.4%, n = 14 
 
Χ2(8, 131) = 13.137,  
p = .107 
τ = .210, p = .004 

Friends-Family      
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Supportive 
   Yes 
   Combination 
    No 

 
83.3%, n = 5 
0.0%, n = 0 
16.7%, n = 1 

 
54.5%, n = 12 
27.3%, n = 6 
18.25, n = 4 

 
58.1%, n = 18 
29.0%, n = 9 
12.9%, n = 4 

 
58.8%, n = 30 
25.5%, n = 13 
15.7%, n = 8 

 
58.8%, n = 10 
35.3%, n = 6 
5.9%, n = 1 
 
p = .966 
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 Moral Attentiveness Chapter 8

To argue for a balance between people and their tools, 

between life and machinery, between biological and 

machine-produced energy, is to argue for restraint upon 

the use of machines. The arguments that rise out of the 

machine metaphor – arguments for cheapness, efficiency, 

labor-saving economic growth, etc. – all point to infinite 

industrial growth and infinite energy consumption. The 

moral argument points to restraint; it is a conclusion that 

may be in some sense tragic, but there is no escaping it. 

Much as we long for infinities of power and duration, we 

have no evidence that these lie within our reach, much less 

within responsibility…And certainly the knowledge of these 

limits and of how to live within them is the most comely and 

graceful knowledge that we have, the most healing and the 

most whole (Berry, 1977, p. 94). 

 

Practicing an environmental lifestyle for this study’s participants was situated within a 

North American capitalist-consumer culture. As Berry says, environmental responsibility 

in this cultural context implies standing apart from social norms with respect to questions 

of responsibility and restraint. As we saw in Chapter 7, the effort to stand outside the 

cultural norm can lead to perceptions of self-sacrifice as participants worked to change 

their lifestyles within a culture emphasizing desire, consumption and keeping up with the 

Joneses. Overall, however, participant striving showed strong self-determination, an 

indication of not only activation of personal norms, but also an environmental moral 

identity. The ecological virtues of humility, respect and gratitude were also evident. 

Finally, consistent with previous results, calculating and obligation moral reasoning was 

negatively correlated with interest-enjoyment (intrinsic motivation), and positively 

associated with guilt feelings, while character reasoning was positively associated with 

intrinsic motivation and negatively associated with guilt feelings. Younger participants 
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were more prone to guilt and perceptions of self-sacrifice associated with environmental 

lifestyle choices. 

 In this chapter, I explore situation sensitivity through a moral attentiveness lens 

using two measures: a numerical measure of moral awareness through a question asking 

participants how often they saw environmental situations that they believed required 

moral choices (daily, sometimes, never, rarely, other), and the capacity for intentional 

reflection measured through numerical and narrative responses to questions asking 

whether participants believed they desired material things at levels similar to their 

culture, combination, desired fewer things, or did not desire material things, and to 

describe how they perceived their approach to consumption.  

Recall that moral awareness is “a perceptual aspect in which information is 

automatically colored as it is encountered”; reflection is a “more intentional reflective 

aspect by which the individual uses morality to reflect on and examine experience 

(Reynolds, 2008, p. 1028). The target for exploring the capacity for reflection was 

participant approaches to consumption, allowing for consideration of the capacity for 

prudence, or situation sensitivity, and self-regulation. In Chapter 5, participants often 

raised the need to be temperate when they defined an environmental life well-lived (26 

references). The capacity for restraint implied by temperance protects the capacity for 

benevolence. According to Wenz:  

Frugal, appreciative and temperate people have the 

resources to be helpful and therefore the incentive to 

empathize with and help those less fortunate than 

themselves. Frugal, appreciative, temperate consumers can 

make justice a condition of purchase (P. S. Wenz, 2003, pp. 

208-210).   
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Sandler defines temperance as a moral virtue that enhances personal well-being and 

associates it with the capacity to exercise the set of virtues related to sustainability 

(temperance, aesthetic sensibility, openness, attentiveness), the land virtues (love, 

considerateness, gratitude, attunement, and ecological sensitivity, or humility); and 

communion with nature (wonder, love, aesthetic sensibility, attentiveness and openness). 

The interconnected nature of the virtues is obvious here, as is the overlap with 

Wensveen’s description of ecological practical wisdom: situation sensitivity (prudence) is 

attunement; ecological and aesthetic sensibility represents humility; respect is 

attentiveness, and gratitude is the same in both definitions.  

Narratives on consumption were analysed for perspectives on temperance, as well 

as situation sensitivity (prudence). Earlier, I discussed the challenge associated with using 

virtue language in capitalist-consumer culture. In interviews, participants often said that  

frugality was a trait that they did not aspire to, but as we will see in this chapter, 

participants were very oriented toward self-restraint and frugality in how they confronted 

their approach to consumption. A deeper exploration of how philosophers describe 

temperance in virtue terms situates the analysis of participant narratives: it is in 

understanding the relationship of temperance to greed and gluttony on the one hand and 

to insensitivity or lack of passion on the other hand, that we begin to understand 

temperance. Here, I summarize how temperance is described by the key philosophers 

working to elaborate a theory of ecological virtue ethics: 

Temperance: moderating general desire; prevents the 

extremes of overactivity and underactivity; high degree of 

responsivity to incoming signals demanding upward or 

downward adjustment of activity. Consumer society 

cultivates greed (an excessive desire to acquire or possess 
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more than what one needs or deserves, especially with 

respect to material wealth (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 

147). Avarice, an inordinate desire for wealth, is implied by 

greed. Gluttony, immoderate consumerism, spawns 

overeating. Envy the life of those with the product; pride in 

the ability to afford expensive or attractive goods and 

services; consumerism fosters intemperance, selfishness, 

and indifference. Intemperance: a lack of moderation or 

restraint; selfishness is insufficient regard for the welfare of 

others; indifference follows from selfishness (Sandler & 

Cafaro, 2005, pp. 206-207). Opposes consumerism through 

sense of what is enough, they are more rational consumers. 

They have houses that are big enough but not so big as to 

waste space, money, and natural resources. Temperate 

consumers know when to stop eating, when they have 

enough clothing, and when a fancy wine is just too 

expensive. Practicing frugality, appreciation and 

temperance creates opportunities to exercise self-

development. Dedication is another traditional virtue that 

stands between self-development and overconsumption. 

Practicing sports and hobbies is much less expensive than 

acquiring material goods without sense or limit, especially 

when self-development is combined with frugality, 

appreciation and temperance (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 

208)…Crosses to gratitude. (p. 143)  

 

This philosophical summary of temperance provides a rich foundation for analysing the 

narratives; note the integration with other virtues, such as humility, respect, and gratitude. 

Sandy, the Producer living in Ottawa, Ontario, who earlier described her year of not 

buying anything new as a year filled with abundance (gratitude), described how a 

temperate lifestyle contributes to well-being:  

The one thing that I do kind of hope that stands out is the 

idea that not only do I think that personal choices matter 

and make a difference, but I think that when we are 

intentional about making those choices in a way that's 

better for the environment and better for people, it's better 

for us, it's better for our health, it's better for our 

relationships, it's better for our pocketbooks, it's better on a 

spiritual level if people are spiritual, or better on a kind of 

fundamental existential level. (#20)  
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Sandy’s perspective certainly speaks to the potential for flourishing that results from the 

capacity for self-regulation. I now turn to sample-wide results for moral awareness before 

summarizing demographic and environmental lifestyle results, and then turn to 

intentional reflection covered by questions exploring participants’ desire for material 

goods and perceptions of their approach to consumption. 

8.1 Moral Awareness  

Most participants said they saw environmental situations daily that they thought were 

moral, 62.2%, n = 79, rather than sometimes, 37.8%, n = 48; seven said rarely, two said 

never, and one chose other.    

Demographic and Environmental Lifestyle 

Age and having children were the only significant demographic variables that influenced 

moral awareness responses (Table 8.5). Eighty percent of participants aged 18 to 24 years 

old said they saw environmental situations daily, n = 4; 20% said sometimes, n = 1; 71% 

of 25 to 35 year olds said daily, n = 15, versus 28.5% sometimes, n = 6; 72.4% of 36 to 

50 year olds, said daily, n = 21 versus 27.6% who said sometimes, n = 8; 52.1% of 

participants 51 to 65 years old said daily, n = 25, versus 47.9% who said sometimes, n = 

23; and 67.1% of participants over 66 years of age said daily, n = 8, versus sometimes, 

42.9%, n = 6, p = .048. Results suggest that as participants matured, experience 

influenced moral awareness by shifting from a right-wrong, good-bad frame to a more 

nuanced, situationally sensitive or prudential frame. Timothy, the Activist living in 

Halifax, Nova Scotia, who sought like-minded people to learn with, exemplified this 
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heightened sensitivity associated with the early stages of an environmental practice 

describing his decision to buy seeds for gardening as ethical and part of a process of 

destroying old patterns:  

I bought like 30 packs of seeds from a guy from Annapolis. 

He’s got a company called Annapolis Seeds…They’re all 

heirloom tomatoes, and different kinds of specialty crops I 

guess. So I bought all those seeds because on every level 

you were talking about I felt that that was an ethical choice. 

Or how is this an action that I would want to take, yes this 

is something I want to do? All those things, I just make 

sense for me to want to do it. It was kind of for me to do it 

was to destroy an old pattern, which was to not buy my 

own seeds and just go to other peoples’ places had help 

them garden. I actually bought a whole bunch of seeds this 

year to actually plant and hopefully have a couple of 

different gardens. (#84) 

 

Danny the Professional living in Toronto, Ontario who earlier explained that he didn’t 

feel guilt because environmental goods represented a core value, described how the 

sensitivity described by Timothy relating to destroying old patterns evolved, over time, to 

become habitual: 

We are getting so much simpler and it is no longer a 

conscious decision other than to say time to kick into 

motion again who’s got an order [for the buying club]?  So 

that first step, and the same with car and transportation.  

Now it's almost rote. It's like the way we live. The initial 

step of making those changes is huge and you go through 

all those mechanics, and the machinations of why do I want 

to do this, and what's the cost, what’s the benefit and so on.  

You know all the reasons for doing it. (#26) 

 

The narratives add important nuance to the numerical results. Selecting ‘sometimes’ or 

‘rarely’ at least in these cases, was not necessarily a sign of moral insensitivity. Results 

suggest instead a changing sensitivity relating to different stages of developing an 
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environmental practice. Seeing moral environmental situations daily emerged as part of 

the process of developing an environmental ethic or conscience, gradually waning as 

actions became habitual and the environmental ethic a deeper part of the person’s 

identity. In other words, moral sensitivity appeared to decline as self-determination 

increased. Henri, our Quebec, Activist was typical of this perspective saying:  

I am trying to think of an example from recently, but I 

think by and large it’s not. Like its just embedded, and it’s 

just, I don’t feel; it’s not a moral choice for me to buy local 

or to buy organic. It’s just what I do. (#36) 

 

Parenthood had a similar effect as age on moral awareness, with participants who had 

children more nuanced in their moral awareness: 54.7% said they saw environmental 

situations as moral daily, n = 41 versus 45.3% saying sometimes, n = 34. Participants 

with no children were far more inclined to see environmental situations as moral, 73.1%, 

n = 38 versus 26.9% daily, n = 14, p = .029. As already discussed, environmental values 

are not the only values parents are responding to in making moral choices; parents must 

balance social-relatedness-child-rearing needs and responsibilities with their own need 

for autonomy. Adrienne, a 35-year-old Professional living in Toronto, Ontario, described 

well the process parents engaged in to manage the angst associated with the cognitive 

dissonance that emerged when family and environmental values collided. Adrienne was 

aware that she was biased toward information that rationalized her choice to not use cloth 

diapers for her second child: 

Well, there’s the issue of kids and clothing, and then there’s 

the issue of kids and diapers. So kids and clothing, it’s very 

easy rationale for me. It’s like bring on the hand-me-

downs. Let’s get these kids wearing clothes that other kids 

wore, and that’s so nice; I tell them this used to be your 

friend X’s, you know the whole community development 
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part of it. And then we’re not just buying more stuff, you 

know Joe Fresh that’s going to self-destruct in a year. 

That’s an easy example. But then there’s the diapers 

example. This is where the, I don’t know where it comes 

into your analysis, the part where it is just easier for me. So 

forget ethics because I just can’t handle washing all the 

diapers. Because we started Isaac off in cloth and then after 

his first cloth diapers, he grew out of them by about six 

months and then when Amelia came along it was like 

forget it. So we’re creating a lot of diaper waste. And then I 

don’t know, I look more favourably on the analysis that 

show that overall for water consumption, you do the whole 

energetics, it comes out about the same, and it’s just whew; 

in Toronto we compost the diapers, well no problem. (#30) 

 

Environmental lifestyle was not a significant influence on moral awareness (p = .084), 

while age and parenthood were. Table 8-1 shows, however, that despite this 

insignificance, there were differences in moral awareness among lifestyle categories. 
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Table 8-1.  Moral awareness results for environmental lifestyle categories 

 

   Do you see 
environmental 

situations that you 
believe require moral 

choices? 

Total    Daily Sometimes 

Environmental Lifestyle Activists Count 17 6 23 

% within Environmental Lifestyle 73.9% 26.1% 100.0% 

% within Do you see environmental situations that you 
believe require moral choices? 

21.5% 12.5% 18.1% 

Professionals Count 36 21 57 

% within Environmental Lifestyle 63.2% 36.8% 100.0% 

% within Do you see environmental situations that you 
believe require moral choices? 

45.6% 43.8% 44.9% 

Producers (Voluntary 
Simplicity, Homesteaders, 
Permaculture) 

Count 18 11 29 

% within Environmental Lifestyle 62.1% 37.9% 100.0% 

% within Do you see environmental situations that you 
believe require moral choices? 

22.8% 22.9% 22.8% 

Green Consumers Count 8 10 18 

% within Environmental Lifestyle 44.4% 55.6% 100.0% 

% within Do you see environmental situations that you 
believe require moral choices? 

10.1% 20.8% 14.2% 

Total Count 79 48 127 

% within Environmental Lifestyle 62.2% 37.8% 100.0% 

% within Do you see environmental situations that you 
believe require moral choices? 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 
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As shown in Table 8.1, Green Consumers were least inclined to say that they saw 

environmental situations as moral daily,  44.4%, n = 8, versus 55.6% saying sometimes, n 

= 10. Activists were most inclined to moral awareness, with 73.9% indicating daily, n = 

17, versus 26.1% saying sometimes, n = 6. Professionals and Producers were in the 

middle of the range, with 63.2% of Professionals saying daily, n = 36 and 36.8% saying 

sometimes, n = 21; and 62.1% of Producers saying daily, n = 18, versus 37.9% 

sometimes, n = 11, p = .084. Interestingly, all four environmental exemplars I have 

tracked throughout the results fell into the ‘sometimes’ and ‘rarely’ categories. I have 

already reported on Henri who said ‘rarely’ because his lifestyle choices were now part of 

his identity.  

Matthew, our Ottawa Professional, was coded as ‘sometimes’ because he was not 

sure he saw environmental situations daily that he believed were moral. In describing the 

process of making moral environmental choices he described how guilt and cognitive 

processing were consistent with the struggle he described throughout his narrative: 

Well, let's go back to buying the car, a second car.  So that 

was a real struggle that I did. I emotionally and 

intellectually struggled with buying the car. Then I 

rebounded and then just went and bought it.  I just had to 

make, it was killing me to be in that no man's land.  So how 

did I process it? There was a constant discussion between 

myself, right? And this is probably more logical, the 

engineering; the emotional is applying guilt, and the logical 

mind is trying to do the cost-benefit. So this is where I do 

that. So to get over the guilt I try to make it a cognitive 

process. You know you have a choice to continue to keep 

driving yourself into the ground by trying to run around and 

do things, or we get the car and that'll free up time which I 

can then use to apply to the things that are important; my 

kids, the environment. Does that help? (#21) 
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Christina, our New Brunswick Producer, was also consistent in terms of her strong self-

determination in describing why she rarely saw environmental situations as moral: it was 

because her lifestyle choices had become part of her identity: 

I feel that because I’ve been doing this for quite a while 

now, the things that I used to have to think about I don’t 

think so much about, I just sort of do; so, moral choices not 

as much as I used to. (#61) 

 

The exchange with Clara, our British Columbian Green Consumer, was coded as 

‘sometimes’ because the content suggested moral observation rather than moral 

reflection: 

Oh yeah, I see that quite regularly for myself and in the 

community and in others…Arizona. Seeing how little 

regard there is for the environment in the actions that so 

many people take there and seeing wondering whether it’s 

that they are ignorant, but that’s hard to imagine these days 

or whether they just don’t care. And also for myself, it’s the 

issue of the airplane travel. (#130) 

 

Moral exemplar narratives, once again, provide critical insights to the numerical 

responses; without the narratives the analysis could have been skewed toward an 

interpretation of moral insensitivity for ‘sometimes’, ‘rarely’ or ‘never’ responses instead 

of a more appropriate interpretation that seeing environmental situations as moral daily 

can suggest early stages in developing an environmental practice, or a less internalized 

morality. While not significant, environmental lifestyle results suggest, in keeping with 

grief-loss results, that Activists may be too sensitive to environmental misdemeanours, 

while Green Consumers are too insensitive; Professionals and Producers, on the other 

hand appeared, at least in this case, somewhat more balanced, or perhaps showed more 

situation sensitivity given their more moderate orientation.  
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Desire for Material Things 

Participants were asked if concern for the environment influenced the desire they felt for 

material things. Participants said they desired fewer material things than what was normal 

for their culture, 57.4%, n = 81, compared to 8.5% who felt they desired material things 

similar to what was normal for their culture, n = 12; 7.8% said they didn’t desire material 

things, n = 11, and 26.2% said a combination (n = 37). Responses to the desire for 

material things question correlated positively with the virtue-care traits (respectful, 

sensitive, caring and humble), r = .148, p = .030; with frugal and resourceful, r = .182, p 

= .009, and with Character-Recycling reasoning. In other words, the more oriented a 

participant was toward these virtue-care traits and character reasoning, the less they 

desired material things. 

Demographic and Environmental Lifestyle 

No demographic or lifestyle variable influenced desire for material things results. 

8.3 Reflection: Consumption 

Participant relationships to their consumption emerged in the narratives on environmental 

journeys, but also in discussions focused on their approach to consumption. In the latter 

case, participants were asked to characterize their approach to consumption by selecting 

from a list of nine options that emerged from the first 40 interviews. The options were 

frugal, thrifty, efficient, resourceful, simple, responsible, creative, and thoughtful, or 

other. Table 8.2 summarizes the most frequently chosen responses: 44.1% of participants 

said they felt that responsible, followed by resourceful, 39.4%, and creative, 38.1%.  
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Table 8-2.  Approach to consumption frequencies 

Consumption approach Frequency 
N 

% 

Frugal 51 36 
Thrifty 42 30.1 
Efficient 52 37 
Resourceful 56 39.4 
Simple 47 33.1 
Responsible 62 44.1 
Creative 38 38.1 
Thoughtful 59 42 

 

Responsible was the top choice for approach to consumption suggesting, if considered 

from a value-belief-norm perspective (Stern, 2000), that personal norms were activated 

through awareness of consequences and ascription of responsibility. A sense of 

responsibility is also, according to Peterson and Seligman (2004), a sign of the virtue of 

citizenship, one of three virtues (along with fairness and leadership) that comprise 

strengths of character relating to justice, and indicative of an altruistic orientation.  

Resourceful and creative are intellectual virtues essential to the capacity for 

responsible action. In Table 8.3, I summarize the results for consumption approach 

through the environmental lifestyle lens. Here, we see the top three choices for each 

lifestyle category.  
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Table 8-3.  Environmental lifestyle: consumption approach 

Consumption 
Approach 

Activists 
 

% 

Professionals 
 

% 

Producers 
 

% 

Green 
Consumer 

% 

Frugal (n = 51) 21.6 
 n = 11 

29.5 
n = 15 

35.3 
n = 18 

13.7 
n = 7 

Thrifty (n = 42) 23.8 
n = 10 

31.0 
n = 13 

26.2 
n = 11 

19.0 
n = 8 

Efficient (n = 52) 21.2 
n = 11 

40.4 
n = 21 

26.9 
n = 14 

11.5 
n = 6 

Resourceful (n = 56) 16.1 
n = 9 

39.3 
n = 22 

26.8 
n = 15 

17.9 
n = 10 

Simple (n = 47) 27.7 
n = 13 

21.3 
n = 10 

40.4 
n = 19 

10.6 
n = 5 

Responsible (n = 62) 21.0 
n = 13 

33.9 
n = 21 

29.0 
n = 18 

16.1 
n = 10 

Creative (n = 38) 18.4 
n = 7 

31.6 
n = 12 

34.2 
n = 13 

15.8 
n = 6 

Thoughtful (n = 59) 13.6 
n = 8 

32.2 
n = 19 

32.2 
n = 19 

22.0 
n = 13 

 

 

The summary shows the percentage of each lifestyle category selecting a particular 

consumption approach. The top three choices for each lifestyle category were: Activists: 

simple, thrifty and frugal; Professionals: effective, resourceful and responsible; 

Producers: simple, frugal, and creative; and Green Consumers: thoughtful, thrifty and 

resourceful. While each category of participants had slightly differing emphasis, each 

category had overlap with others: Activists shared simple and frugal with Producers, 

Activists shared thrifty with Green Consumers, and Professionals and Green Consumers 

shared resourceful. Producers alone emphasized creative and Green Consumers alone 

emphasized thoughtful.  

Henri, our exemplar Activist from Quebec, offered his own combination, which 

included responsible and frugal: 
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Well, responsible, frugal as well. I don’t own a lot of things 

besides my two bikes and some furniture, the cottage. 

There is the cottage and we can talk about that. Certainly, 

resourceful when, you know, I have my bike and carry two 

kids, one in front and one on the back, and when I tell 

people that I have four kids, and single dad, they don’t 

believe it. But it’s not that complicated guys. I don’t have 

to drive everywhere. If you live in a city, that’s what makes 

it complicated. It takes me an hour to do everything in the 

morning. To drop one, drop the girls, come to work, I can 

do that in an hour, and hour ten minutes. (#36) 

 

In contrast to Henri, Matthew again demonstrated the challenges he faces in making 

environmental lifestyle choices given multiple family demands when he described his 

approach to consumption as bridging the tension between a desire to be frugal and time 

constraints: 

Now this is where the Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde come out 

because, well let's take organic food.  I have a garden, 

right?  And this is always the dichotomy that happens.  I'll 

give you three examples within organic food.  I have a 

garden. I plant it diligently every year, but the harvesting 

never happens in the manner, I never get the full because I 

don't take care of it because of my lifestyle, the travel, I'm 

busy, two kids, the coaching. We participate in the organic 

bin.  Love the idea, get the food, get it home and most of it 

goes bad because of our lifestyle. We’re running out the 

door, we're not using new stuff, we don't have the time, I 

have fallen out of cooking so it's on X, which is unfair, you 

know?  The same thing with the meat; we buy organic beef. 

And the challenge was that we bought half a cow and it 

ended up staying in the freezer so much because of the 

pieces. We finally used it, but we didn't buy the next one, 

we buy little bits, you know?  So it's frugal on some points.  

Let's go back to that Dr. Jekyll, and Hyde. It'll be very 

frugal on, you know, buy the cleaners, don't buy a lot of 

clothes and stuff, but then the Hyde will come out and I’ll 

go and buy a brand new pair of skates, I’ll buy the 

headphones, right? My son gets an iPad, right? Like it's a 

weird switch that happens, you know? (#21) 
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Christina, our exemplar Producer from New Brunswick, felt all the consumption terms 

applied to her, saying she “liked them all” (#61). Clara, our Green Consumer exemplar 

from British Columbia felt “responsible” best described her approach (#130). 

Results suggest that multiple routes to self-regulation are deployed by participants 

in each lifestyle category suggesting different competence needs by category. Attending 

to these kinds of differences among lifestyle categories could be helpful in designing 

communication outreach strategies, a topic I return to in Chapter 9 when we compare 

environmental lifestyle categories to the Green Consumer-Poll participants.  

The communication challenge in using virtue language has been noted before in 

reference to frugality. Here I describe that challenge from the perspective of thriftiness. 

Martha, a 66-year-old Producer living in Asheville, North Carolina, described thriftiness 

as a positive contribution to well-being, in line with ecological virtue ethicist definitions 

of temperance:  

…I would like to add something about the word thrifty 

because it is something that I intend to write about at some 

point. Thrifty is related to the verb to thrive and in animal 

husbandry a thrifty animal is an animal that makes 

excellent use of a relatively small amount of seed. So, 

thrifty sheep can do well on high ground that doesn’t grow 

a whole lot of grass. So I like the connection. A thrifty 

housewife then, in the original meaning, is someone who 

thrives. In other words who does very well while on few 

resources. It’s not that you’re nobly sacrificing and living 

this terrible life. You are thriving but on few resources. So I 

especially like the word thrifty but I like all of those. (#83) 

 

Thriftiness wasn’t the only misunderstood virtue from a participant perspective. 

Participants were disinclined to see themselves as frugal; it ranked 19
th

 out of 20 traits 

with a mean of 4.77. 
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Consumption Conversations 

Simple, thrifty, creative, effective, thoughtful, resourceful, and responsible were terms 

participants were more comfortable using to describe their approach to consumption than 

frugal. From an ecological virtue ethics perspective, frugality is: 

…morally disciplined production and consumption for the 

sake of the social and ecological common good…not to be 

confused with self-denial, although self-limiting, it is an 

enriching norm that delights in the less consumptive joys of 

the mind and the flesh (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 177).  

 

To be frugal means having a “high joy-to-stuff ratio” and is aligned with “the ability to 

appreciate and enjoy what you have” (p. 207). Participants often denied frugality, yet 

demonstrated skilled reflection aimed at self-regulation and frugal consumption. 

Participants talked about: 

 processes of reflection (stop and think, #4; it’s a considered response, #28; being 

conscious, #79);  

 situating consumption within a transcendent paradigm (…there are others that I 

need to share the planet with, #13; It’s not about me anymore, #113);  

 desiring experiences over material things, #114;  

 using tricks to control consumption impulses such as: 

o waiting, #49;  

o putting a pause on the process, #61;  

o thinking…I find if I stop for 10 seconds, I don’t buy it, #79;  

o using an internal checklist that includes have you thought about it for 

more than a week, #23;  

o thinking about what I need as opposed to what I want, #122;  

o delaying …because I am trying to get them second-hand, #61;  

o It’s just maturing and learning and stopping to think about things, #82;  

o resisting the buzz of acquiring new possessions…know it wears off 

quickly, #55; and  

o …slow down…want …moral control of my life rather than to be pulled 

along by…advertisers or peer influencers.., #18. 

 considering the time-money trade-offs: …maybe would have more time by 

consuming less, but that would be the trade-off, #31;  

 means-ends reasoning about benefits and consequences: where does it come from; 

how was it made, #2; how far did it travel, #49; who benefits from me getting 
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this?, #41; what would be the most environmentally friendly choice?, #64; what is 

the ‘use-value?’, #77;  

 avoiding “desire awakening stimulus like television, advertising, #37;   

 learning that you don’t need much to be happy, #82;  

 enjoying anticipation: …enjoy anticipation as well…means that you appreciate 

and enjoy it more, #61; and   

 Limiting desire to a few things that have sentimental values to me, #43. 

 

Participants had strong intentional reflection skills relating to many aspects of their 

environmental lifestyle choices. Travel, particularly air travel, however, represented a 

challenge demonstrating processes of rationalization, a result that appeared typical of 

early stage habituation around a new environmental practice. An alternative interpretation 

is that the decisions participants made regarding travel represented moderation and 

flexibility, or prudence. My inclination is to lean toward rationalization given that many 

of these responses were unusual relative to reflection on other kinds of consumption and 

represented decision-making at the margin, if you will, associated with an emerging 

personal norm. In cases where participants focused on family demands as the basis for 

‘love miles’, or emphasized actions that they took to reduce work-related travel, a more 

prudential interpretation seems appropriate. 

Travel 

Holiday and business travel were often raised by participants as examples of a current 

struggle within their environmental practice. In these cases, moral reflection sometimes 

involved rationalization, particularly relating to holiday travel, while work related travel 

was a target for reduction. April, a 53-year-old Producer living in Ottawa, Ontario, talked 

about how she rationalized travelling to Peru for holiday with a moral accounting rule she 

described as etiquette: 
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Okay, etiquette to Peru…I am aware that I am so much 

more sustainable than everyone else so that’s…it’s terrible, 

but this is my logic. It’s like I got this little carbon footprint 

so if I want something carbon based, polluting whatever, I 

can have that still, it’s nothing in comparison to friends I 

know who are flying all over the world, or buying 

whatever. So that’s where we need to shift the whole of 

humanity over so that we’re all…if you just use a straight 

comparison to the people around you, you can allow 

anything really, and I think that is a lot of what people do. 

You know, Mr. Blogs up the street has just bought a new 

car so if he can, I can. He says he is an environmentalist so, 

well, you know. (#11)  

 

Note April’s description of the moral accounting process used to rationalize why she 

could go to Peru. Moral accounting, a process of diffusing angst about inaction by 

infusing the decision with moral merit (Bandura, 2007; Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara, 

& Pastorelli, 1996), was unusual in participant narratives. April used exonerative social 

comparison, one of Bandura’s six mechanisms of moral disengagement, to sanction her 

trip to Peru.  

Gerry, the Professional living in Victoria, British Columbia, who earlier described 

how he couldn’t act against his environmental values because he did not like how it made 

him feel, responded from a character perspective when confronted with pressure from 

friends to take all-inclusive holidays: 

…I go back [to our earlier discussion of] the all-inclusive 

thing. I think the idea of being able to pay a single price 

and to have a vacation experience where everything is 

known up front and then after that there's no hassle and all 

those kind of those things is a great concept. I don't like the 

feeling I would have if I went there where there was such a 

huge discrepancy between people who are running or 

making the experience possible and those having the 

experience. I don't want to be that person, right? It's 

different if you go to Disneyland and you are in a place 

where there are rules about labor standards, and wages. 
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You might not agree with everything that goes on in the 

United States but there are rules that ensure that the people 

there are earning a fair wage and if you felt that Disney as a 

company wasn't doing that then I would not go there. 

Because I don’t want to support that. (#2) 

 

Gerry’s reference point for his decision on the all-inclusive holiday was the kind of 

person he wanted to be, an explicit virtue ethical orientation, which was unusual. Most 

participants showed a strong virtue-care orientation, but generally unconsciously. When it 

came to work-related choices, two participants with extensive experience working on 

climate change issues chose to cut back on air travel. Patrick, the Professional living in 

Edmonton, Alberta, who I earlier described as also being heavily involved in social 

activism, reduced his air travel because of its environmental consequences. Patrick 

described how he confronted the challenge of air travel, but also how the decision 

reduced his capacity for social networking:   

Well, one thing I’ve cut right out of my life is flitting 

around and flying to meeting after meeting after meeting, 

you know? I won’t pick on X, you know, but if you 

followed him around you’d never get off a plane. And the 

irony of all the environmentalists flitting around the planet 

complaining about climate change and yet there on a plane 

doing it, and it just goes on. So we in my business, we are 

now using Skype. We did a big meeting on Wednesday. 

XX was in Florida, I was in Edmonton; our meeting was in 

Calgary. We were in the board room with this West Island 

College doing our presentations and we did it just fine. No 

one had to flit around fly for days… It hurts not flitting 

around. Like I would have loved, there was a big meeting 

in San Francisco in the last couple of weeks on energy 

efficiency and Randy invited me and I said I don’t need to 

go. So that bothered me that I didn’t go. So you become a 

little melancholic and on and on and on. (#42) 
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Business and personal holiday travel were not the only points of tension for participants. 

Love miles, travel for the sake of family or other loved ones (Monbiot, 2006), 

represented an additional point of tension for participants. Environment-nature 

considerations were protected values for participants, but were also part of a web of 

values that all people share, including, in this case, love for family. In these quotations, 

the trade-off was in favour of family or loved ones, leaving participants with remorse, 

resentment and general discomfort. Dahlia, a 27-year-old Activist living in Montreal, 

Quebec described here how she struggled with the need to maintain contact with family 

living in Europe: 

I could talk about the flying, but I think that’s an extreme 

example because I usually don’t make my decisions in that 

way. The flying I make the decision differently because my 

family value is so high and I am so much caring about 

relationships I have to the people. The emotional bond just 

goes over everything else kind of even though I sometimes 

consider taking a boat if it’s possible. But usually I don’t 

think…that’s very specific. (#37) 

 

Mark, the Producer living in Victoria, British Columbia, who we met earlier expressing 

how he rationalized away guilt about purchasing a larger car, described how he felt 

forced to go against his moral compass when it came to family: 

My parents are taking the entire family, 20 of us to Cuba 

for their anniversary which will be wonderful but again, it's 

one of those things I wouldn't likely do myself and talking 

to my older daughter we’re thinking, ‘why couldn't 

everyone just come here’? There are such beautiful places 

here. There would be less traveling and because it is a 

special event, we will do it. Absolutely, for family there's 

no question we would do whatever is necessary, even 

though it goes against my moral compass. (#4) 
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Mark, who also said that having kids was his biggest barrier to making environmental 

choices, found the need for love miles was a right decision on balance despite not feeling 

good about travel:  

…Invited to my sister’s 50th birthday party, which required 

taking a plane, which I would rather not have done because 

of the environmental impact. I went anyway because I felt 

that it was the right decision on balance (family obligation 

overpowered environmental responsibility), but still don’t 

feel very good about it. (#4) 

 

Diane, a 70-year-old Activist living in Halifax, Nova Scotia, talked about travel to see her 

daughter and rationalized more than Mark did saying that the plane would fly whether 

she was on it or not. She acknowledged that she was rationalizing her trip, but clearly the 

need to see her daughter put her trip into the love miles category: 

Well that trip to Skye in December and I definitely did 

think about that. You know, that’s a pretty big footprint to 

put in the sky and I have some ways of rationalizing it. I 

mean obviously the thing that it is my daughter and this has 

something like that has never happened before and it was a 

pretty amazing place to go to. But then my perhaps not so 

admirable rationalizing is well I’m not causing that airplane 

to fly that it’s going anyway. The flights were near full, not 

completely full, so it wasn’t like I was bumping somebody 

else who wanted to go, but that’s a pretty poor argument. 

So I rationalized it for all kinds of reasons. (#112) 

 

Two participants described how they offset their guilt for air travel through the purchase 

of carbon credits. George, a 67-year-old Activist living in Marathon, Florida, described 

carbon credits as the modern equivalent of indulgences (Middle Ages practice of buying 

forgiveness for one’s sins): 

Sometimes, we do certain things that, for example, take 

airline flights. You know that it’s not a good thing. So we 

do the modern equivalent of indulgences and buy carbon 
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offsets when we travel. We know that that’s really a big co-

op out, but there are certain things that you just do. Our 

family is up in Indiana and we go visit them and last year 

we travelled to Europe. I wouldn’t use the word guilt, that’s 

too strong a word. We’re aware that we’re totally not 

fulfilling the mission. But I have to tell you that when I sent 

you that list [of actions George had taken] I hadn’t looked 

at it in a long time. And I was actually amazed, personally 

amazed myself at how much stuff we had done. (#57) 

 

Finally, love miles were not only related to travel to see family and friends, but also to 

decisions involving taking family to places, including Disneyland. Dawn, a 42-year-old 

Professional living in Ottawa, Ontario, described the process she and her husband went 

through before deciding to take their children on a holiday they associated with excessive 

consumption: 

…X and I decided we’re going to take the kids down to 

Florida, down to Disney. For us Disney is like hyper 

consumer, big everything, right? Both of us have always 

wanted to go as children and we never did.  This is us being 

able to take our kids and being kids with our kids.  So yes 

there was an absolute dilemma of do we really want to be 

teaching our kids this hyper consumerism and be thrown 

into it full force, or do we want to push against that and say 

no that isn't for us, it doesn’t belong, or do we make that 

cost-benefit if you will, make sure our kids understand that 

hyper consumerism is bad but that's the purpose of going 

on this trip is not from a consumer perspective but from a 

family dynamic and allowing us to be kids and our kids.  

And when we realized that that really the motivation 

behind it was us to be kids with our kids, that was the 

decision. But we definitely had the conversation about what 

are we doing, what are we representing to our kids by 

taking them to this kind of place? (#13) 

 

Generally, participants demonstrated a strong capacity for restraint regarding 

consumption, particularly if it wasn’t related to holiday travel. Holidays, particularly 

associated with family, generally overwhelmed environmental considerations often 
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stimulating rationalization to reduce moral distress. Tables 8-4 and 8-5 summarize results 

reported in this chapter for environmental lifestyle categories, and age. 

8.4 Discussion 

Moral attentiveness results showed that participants deeply engaged in striving related to 

their environmental lifestyle choices, at least concerning consumption. There was also a 

positive correlation between lower desire for material things and virtue-care traits 

(respectful, sensitive, caring, humble, frugal and resourceful), and reasoning (Character-

Recycling). Participants were skilled at self-regulation relating to most consumption, but 

there was also evidence of rationalization associated with emerging personal norms about 

travel, particularly holiday and air travel. With respect to choices about travel, 

participants were more introjected, and perhaps identified in self-regulation than they 

were integrated or intrinsically motivated.  

Moral awareness results provided important insights into how to approach 

questions relating to moral sensitivity. Parents, for example, and not surprisingly given 

other results in this vein, were less inclined toward seeing environmental situations as 

moral on a daily basis in keeping with the need to be flexible and moderate in responding 

to multiple responsibilities. Results also demonstrated the value of applying a virtue 

ethical lens, with its emphasis on moderation or the Golden Mean. In the case of moral 

awareness, results for environmental lifestyle categories suggested too much sensitivity 

on the part of Activists, and possibly too little for Green Consumers, while Professionals 

and Producers appeared to represent a more moderate sensitivity.  
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Age was also a factor suggesting that in the early stages of developing an 

environmental practice, heightened moral sensitivity plays a valuable role in moderating 

behaviours until they become habitual. As a practice matures, however, results showed 

that participants with more experience were less inclined toward heightened moral 

awareness because environmental lifestyle choices had become internalized, representing 

their sense of self.  

Participants deployed many tricks to control immediate desires to consume in 

favour of longer-term environmental protection goals. From an ecological perspective, 

prudence requires:  

“a high degree of human ‘situation sensitivity’… [aimed] at 

integrated flourishing of external and internal biological 

systems. The exercise of practical wisdom thus takes on an 

intensified form, which environmentalists tend to refer to as 

sensitivity. This environmental favourite can therefore be 

considered a synonym of practical wisdom…the more 

modest one’s sense of place, the more actively one will try 

to monitor and modify in order to respond fittingly to what 

is going on….the cultivation of practical wisdom has 

become integrally dependent on virtues such as humility, 

respect, and gratitude, all of which contribute to an agent’s 

modest sense of place” (Wensveen, 2005a, pp. 186-187). 

 

Peterson and Seligman (2004) attribute the following strengths to people demonstrating 

the capacity for prudence: 

 They take a foresighted stance toward their personal future, thinking and caring 

about it, planning for it, and holding long-term goals and aspirations. 

 They are skilled at resisting self-defeating impulses and at persisting in beneficial 

activities that lack immediate appeal. 

 They show a style of thinking about everyday life choices that is reflective, 

deliberative, and practical. 

 They harmonize the multiple goals and interests that motivate them, forming these 

into a stable, coherent, and unconflicted form of life. (p. 478) 
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Within virtue ethics, prudence, or situational sensitivity, is the virtue that bridges the 

moral virtues controlling desire, and the intellectual virtues managing reasoning 

processes. Participants were generally oriented toward prudence, although primarily 

unaware that they were doing so.  

As noted throughout the results, participants demonstrated a strong orientation 

toward conscientiousness. A conscientiousness orientation has been most associated with 

the capacity for prudence. Peterson and Seligman report on factor analysis of the 

attributes most associated with prudence, including “organized, thorough, planful, 

efficient, responsible, conscientious, practical, deliberate and foresighted” (p. 482). These 

attributes align well with the attributes that participants associated with their 

consumption, such as thoughtful, efficient, and responsible.  

 The process of self-regulating consumption involved tricks to slow decision 

making, to allow time for reflection; steps contrary to the buy now emphasis of consumer 

culture. Cultural influences on virtue traits like frugality were also important to results for 

moral attentiveness. While participants did not want to see themselves as frugal, for 

example, they were in practice, frugal, self-regulating and prudent. Results for the 

approach to the consumption question also demonstrated important nuances in how 

participants described their consumption style.  

 In Chapter 9, I compare Green Consumer-Poll results with results for participants 

studied so far. With this analysis, starker variation emerges between the two groups 

further in line with an interpretation of variation in stage of environmental practice. 
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Table 8-4.  Moral awareness and desire material things 

Indicator 
 

Activists 
 

% 

Professionals 
 

% 

Producers 
 

% 

Green 
Consumers 

% 

Significance 

See moral situations 
Daily 
 
Sometimes 

 
73.9 

n = 17 
26.1 
n = 6 

 

 
63.2 

n = 36 
36.8 
n = 6 

 
62.1 

n = 18 
37.9 

n = 11 

 
44.4 
n = 8 
55.5 

n = 10 

p = .084 

Desire material things 
             Similar to culture 
             
             Combination 
              
             Fewer things 
 
             Don’t desire 

 
8.0 

n = 2 
20.0 
n = 5 
60.0 
n=15 
12.0 
n = 3 

 
10.0 
n = 7 
29.7 

n = 19 
54.7 

n = 35 
4.7 

n = 3 

 
0.0 

n = 0 
30.3 
n = 3 
57.6 

n = 19 
12.1 
n = 4 

 
15.8 
n = 3 
15.9 
n = 3 
63.2 

n = 12 
5.3 

n = 1 

p = .875 
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Table 8-5.  Age results for moral awareness, desire for material things 

Indicator 
 

18 to 24 
years 

old 
% 

25 to 35  
years old 

 
% 

36 to 50  
years old 

 
% 

51 to 65  
years old 

 
% 

66 + years 
old 

 
% 

See moral situations 
 
Daily 
 
Sometimes 

 
 

80.0 
n = 4 
20.0 
n = 1 

 
 

71.4 
n = 15 
28.6 
n = 6 

 
 

72.4 
n = 21 
27.6 
n = 8 

 
 

52.1 
n = 25 
47.9 

n= 23 

p = .048 
 

57.2 
n = 8 
42.9 
n = 6 

Desire material things 
             
 Similar to culture 
             
             Combination 
              
             Fewer things 
 
             Don’t desire 

 
 

0.0 
n = 0 
50.0 
n = 3 
50.0 
n = 3 
0.0 

n = 0 

 
 

4.5 
n = 1 
31.8 
n = 7 
63.6 

n = 14 
0.0 

n = 0 
 

 
 

0.0 
n = 0 
33.3 

n = 11 
54.5 

n = 18 
12.1 
n = 4 

 

 
 

13.2 
n = 7 
24.5 

n = 13 
52.8 

n = 28 
9.4 

n = 5 

p = .559 
 

5.9 
n = 1 
17.6 
n = 3 
70.6 

n = 12 
5.9 

n = 1 
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 Ethical Orientation Chapter 9

If a person begins to think and act in consideration of his 

responsibilities, then he vastly increases his capacities as a 

person. And begins to be effective in a different way – a 

way that is smaller perhaps, and certainly less dramatic, 

but sounder, and able sooner or later to assume the force of 

example (Berry, 1977, p. 24). 

 

The 142 participants considered so far have demonstrated conscientiousness; an empathic 

stance toward nature and people; a moral identity strongly aligned, but not exclusively, 

with valuing environmental protection, motivation and self-regulation more self-

determined than not; an ethical orientation best described as virtue-care; and evolution 

over time consistent with the development of an environmental practice. These 

participants were disinclined toward moral reasoning that could be characterized as 

calculating (consequentialist-utility) and obligation (deontological). These participants 

comprised Activists, Professionals, Producers, and Green Consumers (the latter category 

being individuals who indicated that environmental considerations moderately influenced 

their lifestyle choices). One might say that the group demonstrated, as Berry says, “the 

force of example” (Berry 1977, p. 24).  

How unique were these participants compared to other people engaged in 

environmentally beneficial activities, like recycling, composting and buying green 

products? To find out, I hired a polling firm to secure at least 90 completed surveys from 

people who first answered yes to three questions: “I am not an environmental activist or 

professional; I think about the environment at least sometimes when making purchases; I 

am open to doing more with respect to the environment in the future.”  Potential 
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respondents who indicated yes to the three gate keeping questions completed surveys 

until at least 90 were secured that also matched national averages for gender, age and 

rural-urban distribution (91 completed surveys were provided by the polling firm). In 

securing these additional participants, I was not aiming for non-overlapping categories. 

While I wanted to exclude activists and professionals, I did not expect that poll 

participants would not consider themselves moderately motivated by environmental 

values or that none were engaged in some level of at-home production through gardening 

or hunting. It was the expectation, however, that this new group of participants would 

represent variation along the spectrum of environmental lifestyle engagement, or practice, 

as indicated in Figure 1-1. Indeed, results indicate that this was the case. 

 Tables 9-1, 9-2 and 9-3 summarize statistical results comparing Green Consumer-

Poll participants to the Activists, Professionals, Producers and Green Consumers that 

participated in face-to-face interviews or that I recruited to complete the survey. Green 

Consumer-Poll participants provided less narrative than other participants, but where the 

narrative adds to the statistical results I summarize it. Table 9-1 covers character traits 

and moral judgment variables (reasoning and reasons indicators). There were no 

significant differences among environmental lifestyle groups with respect to 

conscientiousness traits and reasoning (trustworthy and dependable and Obligation-

Character-Job vignette); the virtue-care traits (respectful, sensitive, caring, humble, 

generous, principled, frugal and resourceful); or what I have suggested are competency 

traits despite their calculating nature (influential, results-oriented, effective, and winner). 

That is, all 233 participants were generally conscientious and empathic, and had a virtue-

care trait orientation.  
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 There were significant differences, however, in what Peterson and Seligman 

(2004) call traits associated with strengths of citizenship: law-abidingness and loyalty, as 

well as in moral judgment (both reasoning and reasons indicators). Green Consumer-Poll 

participants had the highest means for the law-abiding and loyal traits and for calculating 

and obligation-oriented reasoning, including Obligation-Character-Traffic, Obligation-

Recycling, Calculating-Policy, Obligation-Policy vignette sub-items, and the lowest 

means for Character-Recycling. In other words, Green Consumer-Poll participants were 

more inclined to follow rules, to be more calculating and to be less inclined toward 

character-based reasoning, compared to respondents in other environmental lifestyle 

categories.   

With respect to reasons for making environmental lifestyle choices, Green 

Consumer-Poll participants were significantly more inclined toward ‘considerate of 

nature’ with 64.8% picking this reason, n = 59, compared to 17.6% to 28% of Activists, 

Professionals, Producers and Green Consumers. These results, combined with showing 

Green Consumer-Poll participants felt more detached from and observing of nature (see 

below), suggest a less emotional engagement with environmental practice than for 

participants in other environmental lifestyle categories. 

Table 9-2 summarizes results for self-determination variables and shows that like 

other participants Green Consumer-Poll respondents were generally self-determined, with 

no significant differences emerging for interest-enjoyment (intrinsic motivation), guilt 

feelings, guilt as a motivator, perceptions of self-sacrifice, and desire for material things. 

However, despite insignificance, Green Consumer-Poll participants had the lowest means 

for interest-enjoyment (intrinsic motivation) at 4.75, compared to Producers who had the 
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highest mean at 5.39. These 91 participants were also most inclined to say that they did 

not feel guilt feelings, with 36.3% responding this way, n = 33, compared with 15.8% of 

Green Consumers, and 25% of Activists. Green Consumers were disinclined toward 

feeling a combination of guilt feelings, with only 3.3% answering this way, compared to 

8.3% of Activists and 23.5% of Professionals. Additionally, it should be noted that 33% 

of Green Consumer-Poll participants said that they desired material things at a level 

similar to the cultural norm, n = 30, compared to 8% of Activists and to 15.8% of Green 

Consumers. 

There were significant differences in whether or not friends and family were 

supportive, with 84.6% of Green Consumer-Poll participants having the most support, n 

= 77, compared to 48.5% for Producers, n = 16; 52% for Activists, n = 13; 63.2% for 

Green Consumers, n = 12; and 63.3% for Professionals, n = 38, p = .000.  

These results were consistent with Green Consumer-Poll narratives, indicating a 

strong association with ‘normal’ behaviours like recycling, rather than significant 

lifestyle variation as practiced by Producers. Green Consumer-Poll participants situated 

their activities within social acceptability saying, It’s pretty much the norm in Canada; I 

feel that being environmentally friendly is becoming a cultural norm and therefore I often 

receive positive not negative support. Examples of personal actions cited by Green 

Consumer-Poll participants included pulling weeds rather than using pesticides, changing 

soap products, taking shorter showers, bringing recycling home and choosing organic or 

local food or energy-efficient products over products associated with pollution or unfair 

labour practices. 
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Table 9-3 summarizes results for moral attentiveness, relationship to nature, and 

having role models or perceiving oneself as a role model. I take up the question of role 

models more fully in Chapter 10, but report results here because of the significant 

differences. Green Consumer-Poll participants were least inclined to say that they had 

role models or that they perceived themselves as role models. With respect to having role 

models, only 20.9% of Green Consumer-Poll participants, n = 19, said they had role 

models, compared to 87.5% of Activists, n = 21; 70.3% of Professionals, n = 45; 81.8% 

of Producers, n = 27; and 55.6% of Green Consumers, n = 10, p = .000. With respect to 

perceiving yourself as a role model, results were slightly less stark, but still significant, 

with 44% of Green Consumer-Poll participants saying they were a role model, n = 40, 

compared to 86.4% of Activists, n = 19; 62.9% of Professionals, n = 39; 58.8% of 

Producers, n = 20; and 72.2% of Green Consumers, n = 13, p = .000.  

Green Consumer-Poll participants were also least inclined to see moral situations, 

with 24.7% indicating daily, n = 19, compared to 44.4% for Green Consumers, n = 8; 

73.9% for Activists, n = 17; 63.2% for Professionals, n = 36; and 62.1% for Producers, n 

= 18, p = .000. When asked to describe environmental situations they perceived as moral, 

Green Consumer-Poll narratives highlighted personal acts of omission associated with 

recycling, cutting down a tree, eating shrimp, using too much hot water, and buying-

using a car-truck when more efficient options were available. With respect to the actions 

of others, Green Consumer-Poll participants focused on waste-trash-recycling issues 

whether seeing people dumping, throwing trash on the ground, or not recycling. 

References were also made to turning in a poacher, concerns about the potential risks 

associated with wireless smart meters, and tensions with neighbours over cutting trees.  
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 Green Consumer-Poll and Green Consumer participants were similarly oriented 

toward feeling embedded in nature. Both groups were least likely to say they felt 

embedded in nature (49.5% for Green Consumer-Poll, n = 45 and 47.4% for Green 

Consumers, n = 9, compared to 60% of Activists, n = 15; 57.8% of Professionals, n = 37; 

and 64.7% of Producers, n = 22, p = .025). Like other participants, Green Consumer-Poll 

participants believed that nature had value in and of itself.   

With respect to their approach to consumption, Green Consumer-Poll participants 

also demonstrated a capacity for frugality and self-regulation. In describing how they 

perceived their own consumption, the top three choices were efficient, responsible and 

simple. Green Consumer-Poll participants, while representing fewer narrative responses, 

had views in line with an ecological virtue definition of frugality, including:  

 “I like to reuse materials and I will keep my old shoes forever (until my wife says 

it is time to throw them away! I hate going to the local dump and not be able to 

pick up the great wood pieces being thrown out!”, #171;   

 “..buy quality goods that last longer, instead of using the DISPOSABLE 

mentality”, #181; 

 “I don't need much in life anymore. I have enough material things”, #187; 

 “I don't usually want material things like cars, clothes, jewelry, etc. I do, however, 

like to get things that help me in my food preparation”, #191;  

 “North America is gluttonous. I like to be nomadic and possessions weigh you 

down”, #198;   

 “Clutter sucks!”, #199; 

 “I consider the environmental impact of the production distribution of goods”, 

#207;  

 “Too many people shop for the sake of buying and owning things that they don't 

really need. I would rather look on a site like freecycle.org for stuff to reuse”, 

#210;  

 “I don't feel that I have to keep up with the Jones (sic) and buy something just 

because everyone else has that item”, #215;  

 “I just don't desire many material things. I used to but now just as long as I have 

my phone to keep communication with my loved ones, some internet use for 

business and some pleasure, fridge and stove then I'm content. A roof over my 

head would be good too”, #223;   
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 “don't desire material things, because they are just costly and I am not that type of 

person, I live a very simple eco and enviro friendly life”, #161; and 

 “I have what I need, I live a simple life and have no need of all the newest 

"gadgets" or "new technology. But gotta have my Internet!”, #196. 

Green Consumer-Poll participants also worked to overcome barriers and 

demonstrated humility with respect to self-acceptance saying I take it one improvement at 

a time (#185); and: Just remind yourself that you are making a small difference, try not to 

care about what others might think (#224). It was also the case that Green Consumer-Poll 

participants were inclined to cite values, beliefs, convictions as helping them overcome 

barriers to environmental lifestyle choices: A firm set of beliefs and values, #163; Deep 

respect for my fellow human being and the planet, #166; My respect for the environment, 

#178; My beliefs, my love of nature, #191; Doing what fits my life, knowing that I love 

nature, #198; and Will, #225. 

When talking about overcoming barriers, participants often said they did so because 

“it’s the right thing to do”, but Green Consumer-Poll participants were more present in 

this category than were participants in other environmental lifestyle categories: 

 “I believe in my heart it’s right, then I will continue to do it”, #146; 

 “I just do what I feel is right…don’t worry about what others think”, #147; 

 “Knowing your (sic) doing the right thing”, #149; 

 “Personal conviction”, #151; 

 “I feel that it is the RIGHT way to do things”, #174; 

 “It’s the right thing to do”, #193;  

 “The knowledge that I am doing the right thing”, #197; 

 “The determination to do what is right”, #207; 

 “I just keep doing the right thing”, #209; 

 “Knowing that I am right, #221”, and 

 “Trying to do the right thing”, #228. 

 

Results suggest that Green Consumer-Poll participants shared traits with the rest of the 

sample in line with a virtue-care orientation, conscientiousness and empathy. The 
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capacity for moral reasoning varied significantly. Using Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) 

care-justice reasoning distinctions, the non-Poll participants could best be described as 

exhibiting a virtue-care trait and care-justice reasoning orientation. The Green Consumer-

Poll participants could best be described as having a virtue-care trait, but justice-care 

reasoning orientation, or a more deontological-character ethical orientation given the 

general tendency toward obligation reasoning. This may be a reasonable interpretation 

given that while Green Consumer-Poll participants had the highest means for obligation, 

calculation and obligation-character reasoning when compared to other environmental 

lifestyle groups, it is also the case that the top three means for reasoning for Green 

Consumer-Poll participants were the Obligation-Character-Job (conscientiousness), 

Character-Policy and Character-Recycling vignette sub-items. It is also the case that traits 

associated with a combination of justice-care reasoning, including responsibility, respect 

and loyalty were important to Green Consumer-Poll participants (C. Peterson & M. E. P. 

Seligman, 2004).  

Results, while not always significant, showed lower scores for intrinsic 

motivation, guilt feelings, and seeing environmental situations as moral. Combined with 

high scores for considerate of nature and detached and observing nature when compared 

with other environmental lifestyle categories, suggests that Green Consumer-Poll 

participants are less inclined to see environmental values as part of their moral identity. 

As Peterson and Seligman note, moral identity evolves: 

The sensitivity to fairness that comes with a commitment to 

justice, the exposure to alternative interpretations of reality 

that one gets in negotiating equitable solutions, and the 

insights and emotional responsiveness that develop with 

each act of compassion are elements of moral experience 



314 

 

 

that constantly change who you are and how you perceive 

and engage morally. This dynamic makes moral identity 

formation an ongoing, ever-changing part of one’s larger 

identity and sense of self. This is deep identity, not simply 

a claim to be a caring person or a professed devotion to 

fairness, but identity as integral, even foundational, to who 

one is and how one defines oneself to oneself. Identity, in 

this sense, is not only definitional but motivational (C. 

Peterson & M. E. P. Seligman, 2004, p. 402).  

 

The ever changing dimensions of an evolving moral identity align with an evolving 

practice interpretation in line with self-determination theory. The Green Consumer-Poll 

tendency toward obligation reasoning, however, implies a somewhat different 

developmental perspective in line with Kohlberg that I explore in Section 9.1  

9.1 Discussion 

There were no significant differences among environmental lifestyle groups with respect 

to conscientiousness traits and reasoning (trustworthy and dependable and Obligation-

Character-Job vignette); the virtue-care traits (respectful, sensitive, caring, humble, 

generous, principled, frugal and resourceful); or what I have suggested are competency 

traits despite their calculating nature (influential, results-oriented, effective, and winner). 

That is, all 233 participants were generally conscientious and empathetic toward nature, 

and had a virtue-care trait orientation. Like other participants, Green Consumer-Poll 

respondents were generally self-determined about their environmental choices, with no 

significant differences emerging for interest-enjoyment (intrinsic motivation), guilt 

feelings, guilt as a motivator, perceptions of self-sacrifice, and desire for material things. 

They also felt nature had value in and of itself. With respect to approach to consumption, 
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Compared to other participants, Green Consumer-Poll participants demonstrated a 

capacity for frugality and self-regulation.  

There were significant differences between Green Consumer-Poll and other 

participants with respect to perceiving oneself as law-abiding and loyal, as well as in 

moral judgment (both reasoning and reasons indicators). Green Consumer-Poll 

participants had the highest means for law-abiding and loyal and for calculating, and 

obligation-oriented reasoning, and the lowest means for virtue-oriented reasoning 

compared to other participants. In other words, Green Consumer-Poll participants were 

more inclined to follow rules, to be more calculating, and to be less inclined toward 

character-based reasoning, when compared with other environmental lifestyle categories. 

With respect to reasons for making environmental lifestyle choices, Green Consumer-

Poll participants were significantly more inclined toward considerate of nature than other 

participants. Combined with results showing Green Consumer-Poll participants felt 

detached from nature, results suggest a more abstract than empathic engagement with 

environmental values and environmental practice. There were also significant differences 

in whether or not friends and family were supportive, with Green Consumer-Poll 

participants having the most support, compared to other participants. These results were 

consistent with Green Consumer-Poll narratives indicating a strong association with 

‘normal’ behaviours like recycling, rather than significant lifestyle variation as practiced 

by Producers. Green Consumer-Poll participants were also least inclined to say that they 

had role models, that they perceived themselves as role models, and to see environmental 

situations as moral.  
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Given the striking differences in moral reasoning, I explore the link between 

moral development and moral reasoning in the remainder of this discussion. Lawrence 

Kohlberg is the moral psychologist most associated with research on moral development 

as justice reasoning defined deontologically. According to Peterson and Seligman (2004), 

Kohlberg identified six stages of justice reasoning development, “ranging from an 

egocentric focus on the physical consequences of one’s actions to a balanced 

consideration of the legitimate moral claims of all stakeholders in a given moral issue, 

based on universal ethical principles of justice” (p. 395).  Again, relying on Peterson and 

Seligman, the six stages of moral reasoning development group into three levels: 

The preconventional level (Stages 1 and 2) defines morality 

or justice as that which produces the greatest benefit for the 

individual…Stage 1 is egocentric and considers right to be 

directly related to the inevitable consequences of an action 

(it is wrong because you will get punished) or the labeling 

of the action as right or wrong by an authority or power 

figure. Stage 2 is a morality of exchange (it is right to help 

others because they might do something nice for you in 

return) and probability (it is wrong because you might get 

punished). 

The conventional level (Stages 3 and 4) approaches right 

and wrong at the social (interpersonal) level. What is right 

serves the social unit and is what others say is right. Stage 3 

focuses on the dyadic relationship, for example, 

maintenance of friendships. Stage 4 focuses on larger social 

units, such as the family or society. What is right is what 

serves the social system or what adheres to system-defined 

role obligations. 

The postconventional level (Stages 5 and 6) shifts to 

universal criteria for right and wrong, that is, to principles 

of justice. Stage 5 embraces the social contract: Right is 

determined by the fulfillment of obligations we have agreed 

to follow as members of a society, but it allows for 

conscientious objection and revision of the system. Stage 6 

entails pure adherence to abstract universal principles of 

justice. (p. 395) 



317 

 

 

 

According to Haidt (2012), “there is a direct line from Plato through Immanuel Kant to 

Lawrence Kohlberg” (p. 28) demonstrated by Stage 6 representing the ultimate in moral 

reasoning through the application of universal principles. Haidt calls the entire 

framework the “rationalist delusion” (p.28). Peterson and Seligman cite research 

suggesting that only “20% of adults in the United States achieve the stage that Kohlberg 

regarded as the most advanced” (p. 362), that is Stage 6. Setting aside for the moment 

Kohlberg’s claim that Level 1 applied to children aged 4 to10; Level 2 to children aged 

10 to 14, and Level 3 to adolescents and adults 

(http://academics.rmu.edu/~tomei/ed711psy/h_kohl.htm), the question is what of virtue 

ethics? Or as Walker (2004) aptly points out, the dominant theories in moral psychology 

have “focused on moral reasoning as applied to interpersonal relationships while ignoring 

the intrapsychic aspects of moral personality that reflect our basic values, lifestyle, and 

character” (p. 5). Indeed; as Walker puts it “single variable theories of moral psychology 

are untenable in the face of the complexity of moral functioning” (p. 6).  

Conceding that there is significant evidence, according to Peterson and Seligman, 

for at least the first four stages of Kohlberg’s model, including that “the stages exist, that 

they develop in an invariant sequence, and that they are related to other aspects of moral 

development, such as behavioral outcomes, personality, and values” (p. 396), I would 

note that the researchers also say that the model misses fundamental dimensions of moral 

functioning, including how the complex mix of moral reasoning “interface[s] with values, 

moral emotion, or moral identity” (2004, p. 411). 

http://academics.rmu.edu/~tomei/ed711psy/h_kohl.htm
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Gilligan (1993) was closer to the mark in attempting to bring a female voice into 

the male-dominated samples Kohlberg and other researchers relied on when she studied 

how females oriented toward care reasoning and suggested that it represented Level 3 

moral reasoning. Interestingly, according to Peterson and Seligman (2004), care 

reasoning research “has not yielded a stage-type developmental model of the kind 

Kohlberg created for justice reasoning” (p. 399).  

Green Consumer-Poll participants’ moral reasoning capacity could be described 

as competency in line with Kohlberg’s Level 2 stages, but given the complexity of the 

results, it also suggests that it remains an inadequate description of Green Consumer-Poll 

participants or their potential for engaging in environmental practice. Clearly, almost all 

participants shared environmental values, beliefs and norms. Perhaps, a Kohlberg reason-

focused developmental perspective misses the mark. The more organismic perspective 

associated with self-determination theory seems closer with its emphasis on increasing 

internalization of values as part of the process of developing and maintaining a coherent 

self.  While additional research is required to explore this premise, Green Consumer-Poll 

participants appear situated at earlier stages of the self-determination spectrum, perhaps 

representing a range from introjected, identified and integrated stages on the continuum 

given their engagement with socially accepted environmental practices like recycling. If 

this is the case, and if obligation dominated reasoning implies extrinsic motivation, then 

given that almost all participants shared an empathic stance toward environmental values 

and nature, ecological moral identity could be nurtured using self-determination and 

ecological virtue insights and tools to stimulate environmental practice. I describe how 

this process might work in the final chapter. This is not to suggest that all people should 
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go ‘back to the land’ and become Producers, but rather that environmental practice can be 

nurtured over time and that people can become more intrinsically motivated toward an 

evolving range of environmental lifestyle choices appropriate to their values and 

circumstances.  

Chapter 10 concludes the exploration of ethical orientation with a brief analysis of 

participants most inclined toward calculating-consequentialist-utility, obligation-

deontological and virtue-care, a summary of participant narratives and its alignment with 

Sandler’s typology of ecological virtues, and an exploration of participant perspectives on 

role models.  
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Table 9-1.  Environmental lifestyle results traits, reasoning, reasons 

Indicator 
 

Activists 
 

Mean 
n = 25 

Professionals 
 

Mean 
 n = 64 

Producers 
 

Mean 
n = 34 

Green  
Consumers 

Mean 
n = 19 

Green  
Consumers-Poll 

Mean 
n = 91 

Significance 
F = ANOVA 

X2 = Chi-square 
 

Traits       

Respectful, Sensitive,  
Caring, Humble 

5.54 5.54 5.73 5.43 5.75 p = .445 

       
Influential, Results-
Oriented,  
Effective, Winner 

5.24 5.26 4.82 4.76 5.07 P = .126 

       
Law-abiding, Loyal 5.56 5.54 4.97 5.13 5.86 P = .001 
       
Trustworthy, Dependable 6.46 6.32 6.43 6.26 6.27 P = .794 
       
Generous, Principled 5.94 5.80 6.09 5.87 5.77 P = .494 
       
Responsive 
 

5.67 5.54 5.88 5.53 5.58 P = .621 

       
Frugal, Resourceful 5.46 5.33 5.79 5.47 5.36 P = .241 
       
Moral Reasoning       
Obligation-Character-Traffic 4.09 4.03 4.11 4.29 5.12 F(4, 226) = 7.092,  

p = .000 
       
Obligation-Character-Job 6.26 5.94 6.20 5.75 6.24 p = .209 
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Indicator 
 

Activists 
 

Mean 
n = 25 

Professionals 
 

Mean 
 n = 64 

Producers 
 

Mean 
n = 34 

Green  
Consumers 

Mean 
n = 19 

Green  
Consumers-Poll 

Mean 
n = 91 

Significance 
F = ANOVA 

X2 = Chi-square 
 

Character-Recycling 6.44 6.18 6.28 6.13 5.77 F(4, 228) = 2.854,  
p = 025 

       
Obligation-Recycling 2.04 2.33 1.88 2.08 3.40 F(4, 223) = 12.402,  

p = .000 
       
Calculating-Job 3.54 3.55 3.89 3.16 3.65 P = .438 
       
Calculating-Policy 1.48 2.13 1.69 2.05  3.42 F(4, 225) = 25.519,  

p = .000 
       
Character-Policy 6.44 6.17 6.33 6.74 6.05 P = .095 
       
Obligation-Policy 2.64 2.65 3.16 3.58 4.33 F(4, 227) = 13.978, 

p = .000 
       
Moral Reasons #1 rank Considerate 

Nature: 28% 
Love-Respect-

Nature 28% 
n = 7, n = 7 

Considerate 
Nature: 20.3% 
Love-Respect- 
Nature: 35.9% 
n = 13, n = 23 

Considerate- 
Nature:  
17.6% 
Love-

Respect- 
Nature: 
29.4% 

n = 6, n = 10 

Considerate-
Nature: 26.3% 
Love-Respect- 
Nature: 26.3% 

n = 5, n = 5 

Considerate 
Nature: 64.8% 
Love-Respect- 
Nature 7.7% 
n = 59, n = 7 

Χ2 (28, 233) = 72.265, 
p = .000 

τ = -.217, p = .000 
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Table 9-2.  Environmental lifestyle results self-determination 

Indicator Activists 
 

Professionals 
 

Producers 
 

Green  
Consumers 

Green 
Consumers-Poll 

Significance 
 

Enjoyment-Interest 
    

M = 5.31 M = 5.13 M = 5.39  M = 5.14 M = 4.75 p = .159 

Guilt Feelings 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
66.7%, n = 16 
8.3%, n = 2 
25%, n = 6 

 
68.8%, n = 44 
12.5%, n = 8 
18.8%, n = 12 

 
55.9%, n = 19 
23.5%, n = 8 
20.6%, n = 7 

 
73.7%, n = 14 
10.5%, n = 2 
15.8%, n = 3 

 
60.4%, n = 55 
3.3%, n = 3 
36.3%, n = 33 

 
p = .183 

Guilt Motivator 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
37.5%, n = 9 
20.8%, n = 5 
41.7%, n = 10 

 
38.1%, n = 24 
17.5%, n = 11 
44.4%, n = 28 

 
29.4%, n = 10 
26.5%, n = 9 
44.1%, n = 15 

 
26.3%, n = 5 
15.8%, n = 3 
57.9%, n = 11 

 
40.7%, n = 37 
8.8%, n = 8 
50.5%, n = 46 

 
p = .659 

Self-Sacrifice 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
12.5%, n = 3 
16.7%, n = 4 
70.8%, n = 17 

 
23.4%, n = 15 
7.8%, n = 5 
68.8%, n = 44 

 
17.6%, n = 6 
17.6%, n = 6 
64.7%, n = 22 

 
15.8%, n = 3 
5.3%, n = 1 
78.9%, n = 15 

 
25.3%, n = 23 
7.7%, n = 7 
67.0%, n = 61 

 
p = .644 

Friends-Family 
Supportive 
   Yes 
   Combination 
   No 

 
 
52%, n = 13 
32%, n = 8 
16%, n = 4 

 
 
63.3%, n = 38 
21.7%, n = 13 
15%, n = 9 
 

 
 
48.5%, n = 16 
39.4%, n = 13 
12.1%, n = 4 

 
 
63.2%, n = 12 
31.5%, n = 6 
5.3%, n = 1 

 
 
84.6%, n = 77 
7.9%, n = 9 
5.5%, n = 5 

Χ2 (8, 228) = 
24.278, p = .000 
τ = -.225,  
p = .000 

Desire material things 
    Similar to culture 
    Combination  
    Fewer Things 
    Don’t Desire        

 
8.0%, n = 2 
20.0%, n = 5 
60.0%, n=15 
12.0%, n = 3 

 
10.0%, n = 7 
29.7%, n = 19 
54.7%, n = 35 
4.7%, n = 3 

 
0.0%, n = 0 
30.3%, n = 3 
57.6%, n = 19 
12.1%, n = 4 

 
15.8%, n = 3 
15.9%, n = 3 
63.2%, n = 12 
5.3%, n = 1 

 
33.0%, n = 30 
5.5%, n = 5 
52.7%, n = 48 
8.8%, n = 8 

p = .214 
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Table 9-3.  Environmental lifestyle: moral attentiveness, relation to nature, role models 

Indicator Activists 
 
 

Professionals 
 
 

Producers 
 
 

Green 
Consumers 

Green 
Consumers-Poll 

Significance 

See moral situations 
Daily 
Sometimes 

 
73.9%, n = 17 
26.1%, n = 6 
 

 
63.2%, n = 36 
36.8%, n = 6 

 
62.1%, n = 18 
37.9%, n = 11 

 
44.4%, n = 8 
55.5%, n = 10 

 
24.7%, n = 19 
75.3%, n = 58 

X2(4, 204) = 
30.607 

τ = .341, p = .000 

Nature’s value 
             Value in itself 
             Combination 
             Human Valuing             

 
88.0%, n = 22 
8.0%, n = 2 
4.0%, n = 1 

 
78.1%, n = 50 
21.9%, n = 14 
0.0%, n = 0 

 
73.5%, n = 25 
26.5%, n = 9 
0.0%, n = 0 

 
73.9%, n = 14 
26.3%, n = 9 
0.0%, n = 0 

 
76.9%, n = 70 
17.6%, n = 16 
5.5%, n = 5 

X2 (8, 233) = 
9.991, p = .266 

τ = .055, p = .339 

Relationship to nature 
           Embedded 
          Combination 
          Detached, Observing 

 
60.0%, n = 15 
32.0%, n = 8 
8.0%, n = 2 

 
57.8%, n = 37 
28.1%, n = 18 
14.1%, n = 9 

 
64.7%, n = 22 
32.4%, n = 11 
2.9%, n = 1 

 
47.4%, n = 9 
42.1%, n = 8 
10.5%, n = 2 

 
49.5%, n = 45 
17.6%, n = 16 
33.0%, n = 30 

X2 (8, 233) = 
24.014, p = .002 
τ = .131, p = .025 

Have Role Models 
          Yes 
          No 

 
87.5%, n = 21 
12.5%, n = 3 
 

 
70.2%, n = 45 
29.7%, n = 19 

 
81.8%, n = 27 
18.2%, n = 6 

 
55.6%, n = 10 
44.4%, n = 8 

 
20.9%, n = 19 
79.1%, n = 72 

X2 (4, 230) = 
67.916, p = .000 
τ = .456, p = .000 

Am a Role Model 
         Yes 
         No 

 
86.4%, n = 19 
13.6%, n = 3 
 

 
62.9%, n = 39 
37.1%, n = 23 

 
58.5%, n = 20 
41.2%, n = 14 

 
72.2%, n = 13 
27.8%, n = 5 
 

 
44.0%, n = 40 
56.0%, n = 51 
 

X2 (4, 227) = 
16.710, p = .002 
τ = .217, p = .000 
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Table 9-4. Approach to Consumption 

Consumption 
Approach 

Activists 
 
 

% 

Professionals 
 
 

% 

Producers 
 
 

% 

Green  
Consumer 

 
% 

Green 
Consumer- 

Poll 
% 

Frugal (n = 78) 14.1 
 n = 11 

19.2 
n = 15 

23.1 
n = 18 

19.0 
n = 7 

34.6 
n = 27 

Thrifty (n = 72) 13.9 
n = 10 

18.1 
n = 13 

15.3 
n = 11 

11.1 
n = 8 

41.2 
n = 30 

Efficient (n = 106) 10.4 
n = 11 

19.8 
n = 21 

13.2 
n = 14 

5.7 
n = 6 

50.9 
n = 54 

Resourceful (n = 94) 9.6 
n = 9 

23.4 
n = 22 

16.0 
n = 15 

10.6 
n = 10 

40.4 
n = 38 

Simple (n = 84) 15.5 
n = 13 

11.9 
n = 10 

22.6 
n = 19 

6.0 
n = 5 

44.0 
n = 37 

Responsible (n = 119) 10.9 
n = 13 

17.6 
n = 21 

15.1 
n = 18 

8.4 
n = 10 

48.1 
n = 57 

Creative (n = 63) 11.1 
n = 7 

19.0 
n = 12 

21.0 
n = 13 

9.5 
n = 6 

40.1 
n = 25 

Thoughtful (n = 96) 8.3 
n = 8 

19.8 
n = 19 

19.8 
n = 19 

13.5 
n = 13 

38.5 
n = 37 

Activists: simple frugal thrifty; Professionals: resourceful, efficient, thoughtful; Producers: frugal, simple, creative, Green Consumers: frugal, 

thoughtful, thrifty; Green Consumer-Poll: efficient, responsible, simple
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 Summary Ethical Orientation  Chapter 10

We desire – our bodies desire – to be perfectly healthy. 

That is what we hope and strive for. And it is the way we 

understand our effort: without the ideal of perfect health, 

we could not know how healthy we are. To be three-

quarters or seven-eighths healthy is not an ambition that 

ever occurs to us. There is no point in saying that 

perfection of health, as of all else, is not attainable by 

humans. The point is that we must have the vision of 

perfection, strive for it, we must sense the possibility of 

approaching it, or we cannot live (Berry, 1977, p. 204). 

 

Striving toward excellence, aiming toward the ideal, is the essence of virtue, which as 

Emmons and Shelton sum up well means, “good habits that connote excellence in 

personal character.” (2005, p. 462). Through ecological virtue, a person aims at the ideal 

of a flourishing life that is in tune with nature. I have established in Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 

8 that participants were oriented toward a virtue-care ecological ethical orientation, I take 

one final look in this Chapter at participants exhibiting stronger orientations toward 

calculating-consequentialist-utility and obligation-deontological reasoning. I do this to 

provide a contrast to the virtue-care narratives that I summarize, which aligns with 

Sandler’s 2007 typology of ecological virtues. In this chapter, I also report on participants 

understanding of role models; I end the chapter with a brief analysis of the integrated 

nature of the virtue-care traits.  

I selected two participants who scored Calculating-Policy and Obligation-

Recycling reasoning sub-items highest and for which narratives were available. The 

examples were taken from interviews and surveys rather than the Green Consumer-Poll 

because the latter group provided little narrative. The two examples providing the most 
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detail were coincidently from Professionals living in Ottawa. While perhaps a concern, 

this narrative does demonstrate that Green Consumers and Green Consumer-Poll 

participants were not the only people showing an orientation toward calculation or 

obligation reasoning (although they did dominate these categories). 

10.1 High Scores Calculating-Obligation 

Calculating-Policy 

Fausto, a 59-year-old Professional living in Ottawa, Ontario (#14) demonstrated a strong 

orientation toward calculating-consequentialist-utilitarian thinking in his narrative and 

moral reasoning. Fausto was the only Professional, among four participants (the other 

three were Green Consumer-Poll participants), to give the Calculating-Policy vignette 

sub-items the highest score (total score of 11 out of a possible 14 for the two sub-items). 

Professionals had the second highest mean for Calculating-Policy reasoning after Green 

Consumer-Poll participants, and had the highest mean for the traits, influential, results-

oriented, effective, and winner. I have suggested that these results, at least for 

professionals, may relate to the emphasis on utility and cost-benefit analysis in public 

policy and corporate consulting. Fausto’s professional career was in consulting. 

Fausto’s environmental journey emerged in young adulthood during the third year 

of university. He described his engagement with environmental issues as a professional 

interest first, then personal. His early professional interest was with energy studies, but 

his private life soon covered social dimensions, including cooperative housing. Financial 

cost-benefit was always a factor in making lifestyle choices: 
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The people I was living with included people who worked 

for environmental groups, like X, and people who work for 

government, but collectively I think we shared a lifestyle 

that involved some recycling when there was no municipal 

recycling. You had to wash cans, and flatten them and take 

them to a depot and do the same thing with bottles or 

newspapers. And probably the greatest value that was 

orienting us was frugality because we were all recent 

graduates and we were, some were earning good salaries, 

but not all.  And so we were concerned about the savings.  

We all had bicycles and we lived downtown actually not 

very far from here and we enjoyed outdoor activities, 

canoeing, bicycling and because of where we were we 

tended to walk, or take the bus and eat communally as a co-

op. And many of the people that I was acquainted with had 

been involved with co-op housing before at Queen’s. So 

there were a certain set of values. 

 

Fausto acknowledges that environmental values were part of the motivation for lifestyle 

choices, but that frugality was the primary driver given limited student incomes. In the 

next series of quotations, Fausto talks about how he reasoned about his lifestyle choices 

and how environmental values and financial cost-benefit analysis influenced outcomes. 

When I asked Fausto to describe whether his interest in energy issues had an impact on 

his private sphere behaviours, he said financial rather than environmental values had the 

most influence. He also demonstrated self-awareness in describing how he was 

inconsistent in practicing environmental behaviours and was curious about why some 

behaviour became habitual, while others did not:  

…a lot of it would probably have been driven financially 

rather than as a result of environmental values…So we did 

some weather stripping, and home insulation. And so I will 

behave in a way where I will be aware of my 

environmental impact and I will try and reduce it, and 

again, I will make no pretense that I am doing as much as I 

could. And, in fact, I may be inconsistent not only across 

issue areas, so do more on energy than non-toxic paints, but 

also inconsistent across time. And so if I get riled about 
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something I may say I really have to do something about it, 

but that may not carry on for very long. Or some things 

may carry on and I am not sure I always understand why 

some thing gets picked up and becomes a habit. I don't 

know whether this is a good example but we have a green 

bin and we don't use it.  We compost and I look at what I 

could put in the green bin that I'm not already recycling, or 

composting, and it basically amounts to bones and fat. I just 

don't accumulate them enough, I find, to make it 

worthwhile, so I continue to throw them out after I've used 

them.  

 

For Fausto, environmental lifestyle choices had to demonstrate environmental and 

financial net benefit. An alternative approach, demonstrated by other participants, could 

have been that the green bin should be used despite inefficiency because it was important 

to be a role model for others in the neighbourhood. Instead, Fausto made his decision 

based on effort to reward calculations describing how using the green bin for compost 

material simply wasn’t worth his time because his household produced low volumes of 

material. This practical assessment was combined with perceiving environmental actions 

not as enjoyable, but satisfying:  

So we've used the green bin once or twice. We used to have 

a cat and the green bin took kitty litter. So we would fill the 

green bin with kitty litter and it would take maybe two 

months to fill it and then we would bring it out. The cat has 

now died and we don't have a cat and so the amount of 

organic waste that we generate and that we cannot compost 

isn't very large. So we could do it, we could make an effort, 

but we don't. I wouldn't say enjoyment factors in it, 

satisfaction might be a better way to put it. Every week I 

will bring the recycling bins forward, and I won’t say I 

enjoy it particularly especially in winter where I may have 

to go out to the back to the shed, pick up the bin, and if it's 

been snowing I may have to put boots on and then take off 

to take the bin to the front of the house and then put them 

back on. If it’s been snowing I may have to shovel also to 

get it out.  So, no, I wouldn't say that's enjoyable, but at the 
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same time I don't begrudge doing it. I feel it's the right 

thing to do. 

 

A sense of satisfaction, the duty to do the right thing, and financial cost-benefit all were 

factors influencing Fausto’s decision-making about waste management. When it came to 

buying a new vehicle, however, financial factors were a major determinant, consistent 

with research suggesting that rational choice models may represent decision making 

about occasional purchases and behaviours rather than habitual actions and behaviours 

(Ouellette & Wood, 1998). In the case of the vehicle, children had left home so there was 

an opportunity to downsize, but the decision was made to buy a sub-compact rather than 

hybrid vehicle because Fausto wanted a car that gave him good mileage. “I didn't go to a 

hybrid because I found the trade-off not worthwhile. I don't drive enough that I thought it 

was worth paying that much. So I looked for a fuel-efficient small car.”  With respect to 

whether environment factored into his decision making, Fausto thought that would “be 

pushing it, but it is part of a set of values.” He also acknowledged that in his case there 

had been “oodles of opportunities not taken…often related to effort and perceived 

benefit.” Again Fausto demonstrated strong self-awareness when he said, “so I look at 

my behavior and I do a number of things that would protect the environment, but I know 

there's lots more that I could do. So if you look at it as a continuum, why did I stop where 

I did?  It's a hard question to answer.” With respect to lifestyle choices, Fausto 

acknowledged that his family “probably could do without a car, or go down to the virtue 

car, and I guess right now we find that the trade-off is not worthwhile.” He also 

acknowledged that “there's the marginal” factor: 

So it's a beautiful, warm, sunny day outside and I need to 

buy some milk. How do I get to the supermarket? Well if 
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it's just milk, I will walk or bicycle. No hesitation there. 

But let's say I have to buy milk and wine and juice, well 

then I will start to hesitate. I'll say, well, it's heavy, it may 

not all fit in my backpack and maybe I should take the car 

and take it advantage of that and do other things. And so 

there’s some laziness, there’s some rationalization at the 

margin that will not always lead you to what would be 

environmentally desirable. And it can be weather related, or 

it can be related to other factors.  

 

The capacity to manage near-term demands so that long-term goals are not undermined 

has been described as the central feature associated with prudence, or situation sensitivity 

(C. Peterson & M. E. P. Seligman, 2004), and we have already encountered the 

vulnerability to rationalizing at-the-margin-behaviours when I summarized participant 

perspectives on airplane travel, particularly for holidays. Utilitarianism and deontological 

ethics have also been associated with rationalization (Batson, et al., 2005).  

Fausto also described the complex mixing of justice and care reasoning that 

informs his lifestyle decisions. For example, in addition to utility reasoning, he felt that 

duty guided some of his environmental lifestyle choices. He said that his “environmental 

behavior has a number of dimensions…like I won't litter. And that to me is an absolute.” 

For other environmental behaviours, particularly those that were energy related, cost-

benefit calculations had a stronger influence. “When it comes to, not surprisingly, energy 

and spending, then the idea of net value will come in, but not again consistently because 

it will depend on the amounts. The larger the amount, then the more likely I would be to 

have a utilitarian view of it, but even there I may not be fully consistent.” 

Fausto also attributed utilitarian thinking to his assessment of whether nature had 

value in and of itself, noting that his “tendency is to say…that it has an intrinsic value,” 

but that if he was pushed to analyse his reasons that “I would come to a utilitarian value.” 
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He provided the example of a frog in a forest he would never visit saying that it was 

“hard to argue that that it has a utilitarian value. And I would say yes it has an intrinsic 

value; it's part of the web of life, and therefore should be protected. Now, will I eat the 

frog if I am hungry? Yes.” 

I think it is reasonable to describe Fausto’s engagement with his environmental 

practice as more abstract and rational than emotional and subjective. Fausto also had one 

of the weakest results for intrinsic motivation with the mean for interest-enjoyment of 

three out of a possible seven, to see environmental situations as moral sometimes, and to 

not have role models, but to see himself as a role model. I think it is reasonable to say 

that Fausto was more extrinsically motivated. Environmental values did not override 

financial or convenience considerations, at least for the cases discussed in the interview, 

and questions of character, acting as a role model or aspiring to traits like humility and 

respect were not a concern, although respect was, at least for some behaviours like the 

duty not to litter.  

Obligation-Deontology 

Paula, a 52-year-old Professional also from Ottawa, Ontario (#116), who works for the 

federal government, was a high scorer for Obligation-Recycling reasoning with a total 

score of 12 out of a possible 14 for the two vignette sub-items. She was one of only nine 

participants (seven Green Consumer Consumer-Poll; one Activist) falling into this high-

score category. Her narrative demonstrated how deontological and virtue ethical 

orientations combined for participants. Her narrative is briefer than Fausto’s because her 

responses were in survey rather than interview form. Survey respondents tended to 
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provide less narrative. In Paula’s case, her environmental journey emerged from the fact 

that the “natural world has always fed my soul.” Her professional and personal choices 

were influenced by feelings of connectedness to nature driving a desire to “reduce human 

impact.” She felt that a life well-lived from an environmental perspective would be: 

“Informed and inspired by the potential for humans to come into a co-evolutionary 

relationship with the planet; Enjoying the beauty in the ordinary extra-ordinariness of life 

so needing less ‘high maintenance’; Having attachment to and love of place.” Love-

respect for nature was Paula’s primary reason motivating her environmental lifestyle. 

Paula felt that self-sacrifice was not a motivation per se, but that sometimes it was 

“an outcome.” She did not feel much guilt or shame if she didn’t do an environmental 

action she thought she should because she had a “sense that it is the right thing to do even 

if inconvenient.” Paula felt that her spiritual perspective was based on a sense that the 

“evolution of human consciousness imposes on us a responsibility to the matrix that gave 

rise to it.”    

Paula clearly demonstrated the capacity for humility, respect and gratitude in 

describing her environmental motivations, but her reasoning emphasized the need to 

overcome internal resistance associated with deontological ethics. This need to overcome 

was reflected in her comments that “it is the right thing to do even if inconvenient” and 

“the evolution of human consciousness imposes on us a responsibility.” Paula, like 

Fausto, had a low score of three for interest-enjoyment (intrinsic motivation), and said 

she did have role models, saw herself as a role model, and saw environmental situations 

as moral daily. The results for Fausto and Paula stand in contrast to results for 

participants scoring Character-Recycling vignette sub-items highest. 
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10.2 Ecological Virtues 

Seventy-three participants gave the Character-Recycling sub-items the highest score (13 

or 14 out of a total of 14). From an environmental lifestyle category perspective, results 

were significant with 60% of Activists, n = 15 scoring Character-Recycling highest; 

35.9% of Professionals, n = 23; 50% of Producers, n = 17, 26.3% of Green Consumers, n 

= 5, and 29.7% of Green Consumer-Poll participants, n = 27, τ = .140, p = .019. It is 

worth reiterating that of the 13 people ranking Calculating-Policy and Obligation-

Recycling highest, 77% were Green Consumer-Poll participants, n = 10. 

Rather than highlight one Character-Recycling participant’s narrative, this section 

summarizes how the 73 participants differed from the rest of the group on traits, moral 

reasoning, self-determination (intrinsic motivation), and moral awareness. Given the 

consistent patterning of results reported so far, it was no surprise that this group of 

participants had high means for the virtue-oriented traits and reasoning, and lower means 

for the calculating and obligation reasoning. What was surprising was that in all cases the 

results were significant. Additionally, a new trait emerged in this analysis – attentiveness 

– an intellectual virtue. Table 10-1 summarizes these results. 
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Table 10-1.  High score Character-Recycling influence on study variables 

Traits, Reasoning, Intrinsic  
Motivation, Moral awareness 

Character- 
Recycling 

Other Significance 

Respectful, Sensitive 
  Caring, Humble 

M = 5.97 
n = 87 

M = 5.45 
n = 146 

F(1, 232) = 20.377, p = .000 

Law-abiding, Loyal M = 5.74 
n = 86 

M = 5.44 
n = 146 

F(1, 231) = 4.054, p = 0.45 

Generous, Principled M = 6.23 
n = 87 

M = 5.63 
n = 146 

F(1, 232) = 26.209, p = .000 

Frugal, Resourceful M = 5.84 
n = 87 

M = 5.19 
n = 146 

F(1, 232) = 24.162, p = .000 

Relational M = 6.11 
n = 87 

M = 5.60 
n = 144 

F(1, 230) = 10.085, p = .002 

Attentive M = 5.69 
n = 87 

M = 5.32 
n = 145 

F(1, 231) = 6.517, p = .011 

Trustworthy, Dependable M = 6.54 
n= 87 

M = 6.20 
n = 146 

F(1, 232) = 9.939, p = .002 

Calculating-Policy M = 2.11 
n = 85 

M = 2.73 
n = 145 

F(1, 229) = 11.177, p = .001 

Obligation-Recycling M = 2.07 
n =  84 

M = 2.97 
n = 144 

F(1, 227) = 21.441, p = .000 

Obligation-Character-Job M = 6.33 M = 5.99 F(1, 231) = 5.776, p = .017 
See Situations Daily 62.2% 

n = 46 
40.0% 
n = 52 

τ = .213, p = .002 

Interest-enjoyment (Intrinsic) M = 5.49 
n = 87 

M = 4.77 
n = 146 

F(1, 231) = 13.912, p = .000 

Am a role model – Yes 68.8% 
n = 57 

51.4% 
n = 74 

τ = .169, p = .009 

 

As shown in Table 10-1, high scoring Character-Recycling participants were significantly 

more inclined than the rest of the group toward virtue-care and virtue traits; were more 

self-determined, at least with respect to intrinsic motivation measured by the interest-

enjoyment scale; were more sensitive to seeing environmental situations as moral; and 

were more open to seeing themselves as role models.  
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Attentiveness, a critical virtue associated with the capacity for situation sensitivity 

(prudence), also emerged as a significant trait for participants practicing or associated 

with permaculture, which I discuss below. Importantly, this group of 73 participants was 

also more relational in orientation than the rest of the group, a trait orientation not evident 

with permaculture affiliated participants. Clearly, there was a general tendency within the 

group to orient toward virtue-care ecological ethics. We can also see from the results for 

high score character reasoning that the sample-wide tendencies fit within a virtue-care 

ethical pattern. We have also seen a tendency in the narratives for participants to 

demonstrate virtues, including humility, respect, gratitude, and to varying degrees 

situation sensitivity. I also wanted to understand whether participant narrative also 

associated with Sandler’s 2007 typology of ecological virtues. 

Table 10-2 summarizes results of the search for participant narratives that 

reflected Sandler’s typology (Table 3-2, see Glossary for virtue definitions). Quotations 

demonstrated an almost near perfect alignment with ecological virtue definitions and 

were not difficult to find. From an environmental lifestyle perspective, Producers did 

rank care and virtue-care traits ahead of other environmental lifestyle category rankings. 

Producers and Professionals were also more heavily represented in Table 10-2, often 

demonstrating a greater capacity to articulate the basis of their ethical orientation, as well 

as prudence.  
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Table 10-2.  Words of Wisdom 

Indicator 
Ecological Virtue 

Virtue Quotation Demographic 
Environmental 

Lifestyle Categories 

Land  
Virtues 

Love …I think what I’ve learned is that there’s really only two choices in 
every decision. You either come from a place of love or you come 
from a place of fear. And so the thing is love is all encompassing, 
it’s universal. It’s the way you live your work life, your personal life, 
your social life; it’s how you recognize trees, plants, how you treat 
animals, the marginalized individuals. It’s very simple to me. That’s 
what motivates. (#113) 

Producer 
Female 
51 to 65 years old8 
 

 Considerateness It's just important to be good to nature, as we are all living off of 
our ecosystems as well. Humans are animals too! 

Green Consumer 
Female 

                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8
 Referencing for participants in this chart is different than other referencing because it includes Green Consumer-Poll participants where the polling firm asked 

for age within a range; I don't 'name' participants in this chart.  
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Indicator 
Ecological Virtue 

Virtue Quotation Demographic 
Environmental 

Lifestyle Categories 

(#199) 18 to 24 years old 
 

 Attunement Patterns based on ebb and flow change, you know, those patterns, 
those principles that kind of life follows.  (#34) 
 

Producer 
Male 
25 to 34 years old 
 

 Ecological Sensitivity You know, we’re the product of millions of years of this experiment 
of life on earth, you know, and for whatever reason the experiment 
has played out this way, and has created this incredibly rich almost 
miraculous tapestry of existence around us that we have the 
privilege of being part of, and to kind of think about taking that 
stuff out of the equation, or controlling it, or subduing it to human 
will, I just think is almost an act of arrogance. But it’s an 
impoverishing act of arrogance too; it’s not just arrogant in the 
sense that it’s hurtful, it is hurtful to us. It denies us the capacity to 
learn from, and grow from, and to be humbled by this incredible, 
rich experiment that’s all around us. I mean what a gift it is to be 
able to live in a time and in a place where we’re part of this 
wonderful evolution.  (#18) 
 

Professional 
Male 
36 to 50 years old 

 Gratitude …a lot of what I feel every day is gratitude because I have not only 
my own almost two-acre piece of land here, but my mother’s 
house next door… And I’m very fortunate. I’ve been able to re-grow 
trees. I’ve been able to re-plant native plants. You know every 
morning I can look out my bedroom window at my bird feeder and 
see birds at my window, and so all of that. I am careful in what I 
plant. I am planting natives but I’m also aware that the climate is 
changing, you know. And so yes it is woven into the fabric of my 

Producer 
Female 
66 + years old 
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Indicator 
Ecological Virtue 

Virtue Quotation Demographic 
Environmental 

Lifestyle Categories 

life.  (#83) 
    

Virtues of  
Sustainability 

Temperance  Life of moderation, neither too extravagant or too spartan (not 
sustainable). Using only as much as one needs, not being wasteful 
of resources, and ever being mindful and intentional with one's 
consumption of resources and consumer goods.   (#207) 

Green Consumer-Poll 
Male 
51 to 65 years old 
 

 Frugality I am inherently frugal, but for me that’s not inherently an 
environmental value. For me that’s a value that transcends my 
environmental belief system. I think I just have a general sense that 
we should take only what we need. That living with only what we 
need has always sort of had an appeal to me. I’ve always been 
resistant to even advertising, or things that promote wanting to 
have more stuff to make you happier.  (#18) 

Professional 
Male 
36 to 50 years old 
 

 Farsightedness Awareness of environmental consequences at all levels of human 
activity, respect for nature as the “sea” in which we human “fishes” 
have life, proactivity on behalf of the environment. (#100) 

Green Consumer 
Female 
66 plus years old 
 

 Attunement We are all connected, enjoy and give thanks to the environment, 
use what we need and leave the environment in good enough 
shape that future generations can also use and enjoy it, we can 
create a healthy, sustainable future on earth.  (#47) 
 

Professional 
Male 
51 to 65 years old 

 Humility I guess I see us as part of nature and I feel it’s wrong to carry this 
belief that we somehow we deserve to be able to dominate nature. 
I don’t believe we have dominion over everything. I just think that 
we’re part of the system. And part of what drives my feelings about 
how to live on the planet is that we have to look at where we fit. 
We have to consume in a way that doesn’t prevent other creatures 

Producer 
Female 
36 to 50 years old 
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Indicator 
Ecological Virtue 

Virtue Quotation Demographic 
Environmental 

Lifestyle Categories 

in the system from also being able to fit in. (#61) 
    
Virtues of  
Communion 
With Nature 

Wonder #35: It has value because it’s alive itself, it’s amazing. That’s where 
awe might be coming in. Like it’s miraculous, it’s mysterious, a 
mystery that is so deep that we can’t begin to understand. 

Producer 
Female 
51 to 65 years old 
 

 Openness Yeah, well I know I would like to think, the reality might be 
different, that I am completely open to ideas. In fact, I thrive on 
them and actively seek them out. Whenever I'm given a whacky 
assignment, I rarely know the answer, or rarely think I know the 
answer even after gathering 20 of the brightest people I can think 
of, I don't think I have the answers. But I think I know who does.  
(#3) 
 

Activist 
Male 
36 to 50 years old 
 

 Aesthetic 
Sensibility 

Informed and inspired by the potential for humans to come into a 
co-evolutionary relationship with the planet. Enjoying the beauty in 
the ordinary extra-ordinariness of life so needing less “high 
maintenance”. Having attachment to and love of place.  (#116) 

Activist 
Female 
51 to 65 years old 

 Attentiveness So I guess my lens on these things is that we’re just one species on 
this planet and we have no more right than anybody else to use up 
resources more than we should and, you know, or have the kind of 
footprint that we do. So it just makes good practical sense to 
rethink how we function on the earth basically. (#32) 

Professional 
Female 
36 to 50 years old 
 

 Love  I believe that interconnection is the true paradigm of life, that all 
life is dependent on earth and its environment and is linked 
together in the web of life. The underlying force behind life is love – 
that creative drive that inspires creatures to reproduce life, to 
bond, and to create families and communities. The pattern of life, 

Activist 
Female 
66 plus years old 
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Indicator 
Ecological Virtue 

Virtue Quotation Demographic 
Environmental 

Lifestyle Categories 

for human beings, is cruciform – the outstretched arms. My 
lifestyle choices must honestly reflect these truths, which ground 
an ethic of love and justice.  (#117) 

    
Virtues of Respect 
For Nature 

Care A life well-lived would be one in which a person lives with 
awareness of the world around them, including their micro- and 
macro-influence. The life would be lived ethically, with hope for the 
future, and by learning from the past. The life would be conducted 
for the benefit of the whole of the living planet, which includes the 
well-being of all its parts. I imagine consideration of the whole 
closed (eco-) system (or biosphere) in which “energy is neither 
created nor destroyed,” and “every action has a reaction,” and in 
which care is a primary value. (#77) 

Producer-Female-24 to 35 
years old 
 

 Compassion I would say that compassion for all life is something that would 
definitely tie into my ethical understanding of nature.  (#84) 

Activist 
Male 
18 to 24 years old 

 Restitutive 
Justice 

I think that we forget, we treat environment as if it's not a living 
being and that, you know, would we do something to another 
human being to harm that other human being? You know if I 
morally believe that murder is wrong or spanking my child is wrong, 
why would I consider doing those things to the planet, or to 
nature?  I do think of it like that. And I look at nature as a whole; as 
a living being, like a human being.  (#13) 

Professional 
Female 
36 to 50 years old 
 

 Nonmaleficence Do no harm do, no harm plus maybe is what I would say. Make it 
better than what it was when you got it. If you've got a chunk of 
bush, you know as a designer if it's 20 years old or more, I'll leave it 
alone and call it a forest, that’s doing its job. But otherwise if it's 
damaged land, you can leave it in better shape than it is. If you 

Producer 
Male 
36 to 50 years old 
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Indicator 
Ecological Virtue 

Virtue Quotation Demographic 
Environmental 

Lifestyle Categories 

really wanted to, you could do limited projects in wild lands to, you 
know, sort of give Mother Nature a helping hand; give it a boost.  
So that would be sort of more than do no harm. I mean some of 
the actions that you take are going to be harmful and some of them 
are going to benefit. (#22) 

 Ecological Sensitivity …I guess I see us as part of nature and I feel it’s wrong to carry this 
belief that we somehow we deserve to be able to dominate nature. 
I don’t believe we have dominion over everything. I just think that 
we’re part of the system. And part of what drives my feelings about 
how to live on the planet is that we have to look at where we fit. 
We have to consume in a way that doesn’t prevent other creatures 
in the system from also being able to fit in. (#61) 

Producer 
Female 
36 to 50 years old 

    
Virtues of  
Environmental  
Activism 

Cooperativeness I have used my ingenuity to seek the common threads of mutual 
benefits to move us from waiting for moral perfection to evolve 
before we can save our human-sustaining habitat from ourselves, 
to leaning existing systems towards environmental improvement 
without blowing them up (e.g. the stock market). (#101) 

Professional 
Male 
51 to 65 years old 

 Perseverance All these barriers have been faced at one time or another. One 
must persevere.  (#56) 
 

Activist 
Male 
(age not provided) 

 Commitment There are some people here locally that I have a huge amount of 
respect for in terms of what they believe in and their commitment 
and the fact that they have been doing this for a very long time. So 
and guess what? Those are the people that I choose to hang 
around with. I wouldn’t say it’s not putting a David Suzuki on a 
pedestal or something, it’s the everyday people who are, you 
know, why do I consider them a role model and why do I value 

Activist 
Male 
36 to 50 years old 
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Indicator 
Ecological Virtue 

Virtue Quotation Demographic 
Environmental 

Lifestyle Categories 

what they do? It’s because they’re not driven by anything other 
than that’s what they believe in. They’re not looking for anything 
from anybody. And it’s just the right thing to do. (#82) 

 Optimism I’m very optimistic because I know when I’m out there gardening, 
doing something, and tooling around in the dirt, people will walk by 
with their dogs and say oh my god, what are you doing? That’s a 
blueberry, that’s so cool. I never thought of that. So that gives me 
joy. So I would say that I tend to go that way.  (#113) 

Producer 
Female 
51 to 65 years old 

 Creativity But I like the word creative because I think it does behoove us as 
human beings to have to think about things more and not to just 
take the status quo and operate by that. Well, can you think 
beyond what is being offered up to you as the simplest solution? 
(#30) 

Professional 
Female 
25 to 35 years old 

    
Virtues of  
Environmental 

Benevolence Less is more, living within our means, being generous and not 
gluttonous, considering the life cycle cost of the products we buy, 
things we consume and actions we take. (#110) 
 

Activist 
Male 
(age not provided) 

Stewardship Loyalty A firm set of beliefs and values. (#163) 
 

Green Consumer-Poll 
Male 
18 to 24 years old 

 Justice Yeah, I think it’s justice or a responsibility. I think we have a 
responsibility to change the path, to change our behaviors for 
future generations.  So that sense of responsibility is deep in my 
core and if it's reflected as social, I have never used the word 
justice in that context, but if it's a sense of responsibility that we 
have knowing that our decisions and impacts that we have are 
going to affect future  generations. Based on what science says, 

Professional 
Male 
36 to 50 years old 
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Indicator 
Ecological Virtue 

Virtue Quotation Demographic 
Environmental 

Lifestyle Categories 

and now more and more what the economics are saying, we have 
to make that change, and so it's that sense of responsibility that I 
feel. (#19) 

 Honesty Well I've always been quite honest and open I think; certainly 
truthful to myself. And once you are that way, I think you are fine, 
you are okay.  (#7) 

Producer 
Male 
66 plus years old 

 Diligence I changed my whole outlook. I transferred my degree from biology 
to environment of natural resources, I started recycling more 
diligently, I am more aware of the food products I buy (especially 
the animal products), and this summer I hope to get a compost up 
in my backyard! It is just a start but I am learning a lot thanks to 
new friends, professors, and classmates.   (#124) 

Professional 
Female 
18 to 24 years old 

    
Sandler’s (2007) typology of ecological virtues defined with participant narratives aligning with ecological virtue definitions (see glossary). 
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Table 10-2 shows that participants crossing all environmental lifestyle categories had 

something to say that fit within an ecological virtue ethics framework despite variations 

within this orientation so evident in the numerical analysis. In analysing the ethical 

orientation of participants, similarities and differences have been highlighted. As Gilligan 

says so well, “it is difficult to say ‘different’ without saying ‘better’ or ‘worse’(1993, p. 

14). There were no absolutes in this study: no categorical response that ranged from 

100% to 0%, no category without overlap, and no participant who didn’t combine, in 

their own unique way, moral reasoning with values, moral emotions, and moral identity. 

Table 10-2 represents this broad patterning with all environmental lifestyle categories 

represented, as well as gender and age distribution each contradicting in some way the 

overall pattern of results indicated by numerical analysis. For example, Table 10-2 shows 

that for every result showing that Green Consumer-Poll participants were more 

obligation-oriented in reasoning, there were also Green Consumer-Poll participants more 

oriented toward virtue-care reasoning. There were also younger participants who showed 

a strong capacity for situation sensitivity, and a male tendency toward virtue-care rather 

than deontological reasoning. These results are a critical reminder of the potential risks of 

over emphasizing dichotomous thinking. While it is easier and often valuable to manage 

complexity by category, it can blind us to the whole and the potential to engage all people 

in a continuum of environmental practice, to nurture their progress toward increasing 

intrinsic motivation, and to strengthen moral reasoning and situation sensitivity 

(prudence) skills.  

Table 10-3 summarizes the results of a narrative search of ecological vices (based 

on Table 3-2 and defined with relevant virtue in glossary). High frequencies for anger, 
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anxiety, detached, harm, despair and inflexible reflect the fact these vices were discussed 

in the context of interview and survey questions. Vices of apathy (eight references), 

disregard (eight references), disconnected (18), arrogant (12), greed(y) (17), indifferent 

(six references), disrespect (eight references), and hurtful (22) for example, naturally 

occurred in story telling; frequencies for question-induced vice language exceeded what 

would be expected based on question-response alone (text was cleaned for interviewer 

references). 

Table 10-3.  Word Count Vices   

Vice Word Count 

Anger(y) 197 
Anxiety 195 
Apathy 8 
Disregard 8 
Dissatisfied 4 
Disconnected 18 
Arrogant 12 
Greed(y) 17 
Indifferent 6 
Detached 158 
Disrespect 8 
Dismissive 5 
Blind 10 
Indifferent 6 
Harm 262 
Despair 185 
Disagreeable 6 
Inflexible 97 
Competitive 12 
Rigid 6 
Hurtful(ing 22 
Disgust(ing) 9 
 

Vice term results: Participants used vice language to describe the actions of others.  

Results for Despair, Detached, Fear, Anxiety, Anger, Inflexible, Harm reflect  

interview and survey responses. 
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Vice references were most often associated with the action or inaction of others, 

rather than personal reflection, and importantly did not represent reasoning along virtue-

vice lines. Participants were not engaged in reasoning about which vice was potentially 

opposed to a virtue such as humility, although there were often associations with 

arrogance, for example, or the need not to dominate. In other words, the vice was often 

named, rather than the virtue. Where vices were participant-relevant, vices of excess were 

more likely to occur than vices of deficiency. Activists, for example, were far more 

inclined to say that they experienced loss and grief about the environment; Producers 

were the least likely to feel the same.  

The triadic (vice-deficiency/virtue/vice-excess) structure described in Table 3-2 is 

a framework for rationally judging right action and right feelings. Excellence is a habit 

that can be nurtured, including environmental excellence. The triadic structure is a 

potential tool, I believe, that can be used to guide development of the virtues, particularly 

in the early stages of environmental practice. Serving as a role model and acting as a 

mentor are also important to the concept of excellence in virtue ethics. I asked 

participants to indicate whether they had role models and whether they considered 

themselves a role model. In interviews, I also asked participants to tell me what made a 

role model for them.  

10.3 Role Models 

Participants were split on whether they did or did not have role models: 53% said yes, n = 

122, while 47% said no, n = 108; and on whether they considered themselves a role 

model, 57.7% said yes, n = 131, while 42.3% said no, n = 96.    
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I explored whether traits and moral reasoning correlated with having a role model 

or perceiving yourself as a role model (Table 10-4). Participants who saw themselves as 

law-abiding and loyal were disinclined (negatively correlated) to say they had role 

models, τ = -.176, p = .002, an interesting result given Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) 

association between these traits and citizenship. There may be within-group-outside-

group dimensions at play, or it may relate to a tendency toward independent thinking, 

which would be worth exploring in future research. Participants who saw themselves as 

generous and principled were more inclined to say they had a role model, τ = .141, p = 

.018. Participants with higher scores for Calculating-Policy were negatively inclined 

toward saying they had a role model, τ = -.298, p = .000, as were participants associating 

with Obligation-Character-Traffic reasoning, and Obligation-Recycling reasoning, τ = -

.275, p = .000. Moral awareness was most positively associated with having a role model, 

meaning that participants who said that they saw environmental situations they thought 

were moral daily were also inclined to say that they had role models, τ = .300, p = .000.  

Participants favouring Character-Recycling reasoning were also more inclined to 

say they had role models, τ = .201, p = .001. In other words, orientation toward virtue-

care traits and reasoning was more strongly associated with having role models than with 

calculating and obligation reasoning and traits, a result consistent with the effects of 

elevation associated with observing good character and acts (Haidt, 2000). Perceiving 

yourself as a role model was also strongly correlated to Character-Recycling reasoning, τ 

= .241, p = .000, and to perceiving yourself as generous and principled, τ = .255, p = 

.000. Participants associated with the traits influential, results-oriented, effective, and 

winner, τ = .134, p = .017, and frugal and resourceful, τ = .124, p = .032 were somewhat 
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inclined to also see themselves as a role model. Perceiving yourself as respectful, 

sensitive, caring, and humble was also associated with seeing yourself as a role model, 

but not significantly, τ =  .106, p = .064.  

Table 10-4.  Correlations: role model, traits, reasoning 

Indicator Role 
Model 
Have 
τ 

Role Model Am  
 
 
τ 

Traits   
Respectful, Sensitive,  
Caring, Humble 

 .106, p = .064 

Influential, Results-Oriented, 
Effective, Winner 

 .134, p = .017 

Trustworthy, Dependable  .103, p = .089 
Law-abiding, Loyal -.176,  

p = .002 
 

Generous, Principled .141,  
p = .000 

.255, p = .000 

Frugal, Resourceful  .124, p = .032 
Moral Reasoning   
             Calculating-Policy -.298,  

p = .000 
-.285, p = .000 

             Obligation-Recycling -.275, 
p = .000 

-.241, p = .000 

             Obligation- 
                    Character-Traffic 

-.217,  
p = .000 

 

             Character-Recycling .201,  
p = .000 

.241, p = .000 

   
Moral Awareness  
(See Daily, Sometimes 

.300 
P = .000 

.268, p = .000 

   

 
Having a role model and being a role model strongly associated with moral awareness and virtue 

orientation. 

Demographic and Environmental Lifestyles 

Education was the only demographic variable influencing whether participants had role 

models. Parenthood and income were significant influences on whether participants saw 
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themselves as role models. This is how the ‘had role models’ numbers broke down: two 

participants with elementary school education, 31.6% with college education, n = 12; 

83.3% with trade education, n = 5; 53.4% with undergraduate degrees, n = 31; and 65.7% 

with graduate degrees, n = 65, τ = -.250, p = .000.  

 Participants with children somewhat more inclined to say they were role models, 

63.1%, n = 82, compared to 50.5% participants who did not have children, n = 49, τ = 

.126, p = .058 (just shy of significant). Income had a mixed influence on whether 

participants felt they were a role model, with those earning less than $30,000 a year most 

inclined to say they did (less than $10,000 annually, 68.4%, n = 13 and 73.3% earning 

between $11,000 and $30,000, n = 22). Participants earning more than $30,000 annually 

were less inclined toward seeing themselves as role models: 54.5% of those earning 

$31,000 to $50,000, n = 24; 55.8% of those earning $51,000 to $70,000, n = 24; and 

58.9% of those earning more than $71,000 annually, n = 43, τ = .123, p = .037. 

Environmental lifestyle was a significant influence on whether participants said 

they had role models. Green Consumer-Poll participants were least inclined, with only 

20.9% saying they had a role model, n = 19, compared to 87.5% of Activists, n = 21; 

81.8% of Producers, n = 27; 69.8% of Professionals, n = 44; or 55.6% of Green 

Consumers, n = 10, τ = .456, p = .000 (Figure 10-1 and Table 10-4).  
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Figure 10-1. Environmental lifestyle and role models 

Activists were significantly more inclined to say they had role models, while Green Consumer-Poll 

participants were least inclined to say they had role models. 

 

Results were only slightly less stark for seeing yourself as a role model: 86.4% of 

Activists said they considered themselves a role model, n = 19; 72.2% of Green 

Consumers said the same, n = 13; followed by 62.9% of Professionals, n = 39; then 

58.8% of Producers, n = 20; and finally, 44% of Green Consumer-Poll participants, n = 

40, τ = .217, p = .000. As has been the case throughout this study, the narratives 

discussing role models brought important insights to the analysis; in this case it was truly 

the case that no did not necessarily mean ‘no’. 

Role Model Conversations 

Participants found their role models in a variety of ways: as amalgams of traits or ideals 

(15 references), acquaintances (eight references), a combination of friends, family and 

acquaintances (18 references), family and friends (24 references), public figures (34 
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references), or First Nations leaders (four references). Participants described role models 

as people who served as mentors (11), people who represented ideals participants aspired 

to (22), people who inspired through their actions more than who they were (six 

references), and people for whom participants would ask themselves: “What would X 

do?” (four references). Traits that participants used to describe role models included:  

 authentic (three references, all Activists); 

 courageous (five: three Activists and two Professionals); 

 showed ethical caring (three: one each, Activist, Producers and Green 

Consumer); 

 frugal (seven: six Professionals; one Green Consumer);   

 humble (six : two Activists; two Professionals; two Producers); 

 demonstrated an admirable leadership style (five: two Activists; one 

Professional; one Producer; one Green Consumer); 

 principled (nine: four Activists; two Professionals; three Producers);  

 helped participants see new things (two: Activists and one Producer); 

 selfless (one); and 

 thoughtful and respectful (two: Activist and Producer).  

 

 There was a strong virtue orientation to these trait preferences for role models. 

Narrative results were dominated by environmental lifestyles other than Green 

Consumer-Poll participants as few people within the latter group provided text responses 

to elaborate on their quantitative answers. I begin with responses to the role model 

questions from the four exemplar participants.  

Henri, the Quebec Activist said that friends were important role models helping 

him to “see things”, and that these role models were important to the evolution of his 

environmental practice: 

I mean when I met people who are around me like X and 

all these guys I was already on that path, but they made me 

realize new things and they’ve accompanied me and 

continue to do that. I don’t think it’s just about being 

awakened at one point in your life. It’s a process like I was 
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saying earlier. My uncle, although he is not the most 

environmentally responsible guy around, like this whole 

spiritual, and he’s a very caring person, but at the same 

time he’s a bit caught in that baby boomers paradox of 

consumption. He’s a victim of his age, his society and the 

culture in which…and my parents are too to some extent. 

(#36) 

 

Note the character reference to Henri’s uncle being a “caring person”; it was also the case 

that Henri fell into the high score category for Character-Recycling reasoning (the only 

reasoning category where this was the case); had a mean of six for interest-enjoyment 

(intrinsic motivation); and saw environmental situations as moral rarely because he felt 

environmental choices were part of his identity. With respect to whether Henri saw 

himself as a role model, he cited the importance of being an example, but that, as was 

common for participants, he felt a discomfort with the attention he received in his role as 

a high-profile Activist:  

I like to preach by example. People tell me that I am so I 

guess. This whole fame thing, I am uncomfortable with 

that. It’s not something that I want to exploit, if people feel 

inspired, great.  

 

Henri’s descriptions of people who had served as role models for him, particularly 

relating to his career, were “coaches” and helped him align his private life with his work 

life: “I think that my life should be a reflection of what I do professionally and vice versa. 

I don’t see those things as being very separate.” 

Matthew, the Ottawa Professional exemplar, said that he did not have role models 

that he “put on a pedestal”. Rather, role models were an amalgam of traits he admired; 

the people he admired were public rather than private figures: 
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I don't think I have ever had someone where I put them on 

a pedestal, but what I do is I admire certain aspects of 

individuals. So, Al Gore, I admire his left turn in life and 

then taking his passion and who he is.  When you meet him 

he will hug you. I admire Nelson Mandela and his 

leadership style that he was able to bring his enemies over 

for dinner, learn about them, understand them even though 

he hated them to get to his ultimate goal.  So I try to strive.  

So I take pieces from people rather than one individual and 

their attributes. 

 

As with Henri, Matthew alluded to the process of growing in one’s practice when he says 

“I try to strive”. Matthew did see himself as a role model, particularly as it related to his 

corporate practice: “I hope so, yeah I do. I do, one in the way I run the company and the 

culture that we've created and two, the way I'm passionate about the environment when I 

engage youth” (#21). Matthew had a mean of five for interest-enjoyment, saw 

environmental situations as moral sometimes, and did not fall into the high-score 

category for Character-Recycling (or any other reasoning category). 

Christina, the New Brunswick Producer exemplar, also felt that role models were 

inspiring, but beyond her reach:  

I think about people like Vandana Shiva, you know people 

who are out there and who inform, and educate and inspire 

people in what they do. People like that are amazing. I 

know I could never be that person. But I do take heart from 

people like that. (#61) 

 

The process of elevation, that emotional response to excellence or goodness that inspires 

people to aim for that excellence or goodness (Haidt, 2000) is implied by Christina when 

she says that she “takes heart” from seeing role models like Vandana Shiva. Christina did 

see herself as a role model because she has “been doing it [organic farming] long enough. 

And I have enough of a network and community. Yeah, I think there are some people 
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who are looking at how we live and thinking yeah, we could probably do that too” (#61). 

Christina scored seven for interest-enjoyment, saw environmental situations as moral 

rarely because she said her environmental practice was now part of who she was, and was 

a high scorer for Character-Recycling (the only reasoning category). 

Clara, the British Columbia Green Consumer exemplar, cited me (as did Henri) as 

being her role model, and when I said that I had not asked the question to get that 

response, Clara said: “Well, I mean what else can I say? You are my role model so I can’t 

make up somebody else.” Clara felt that her capacity to be a role model was relative to 

the state of her own environmental practice: “Well, believe it or not, to a degree to my 

children. I don’t particularly see myself as great in environmental things, but I do think 

that [my children] sort of try to learn from what I do and what I talk about and what I tell 

them I’ve learned” (#130). Clara scored high on interest-enjoyment, with a mean of 

seven, saw environmental situations as moral sometimes, and did not fall into a high 

score category for any of the moral reasoning vignettes. 

 Themes emerging from environmental lifestyle exemplar narratives were 

consistently raised by other participants: the perception that role models must be ‘higher’ 

in some way, that experience and expertise was required before a person could be 

considered a role model, and that being a role model was relative to one’s state of 

environmental practice. The reaction to these perceptions was that thinking of oneself as 

a role model was arrogant, out of step in terms of experience, or implied “up” on a 

pedestal, or considering oneself as an oracle or a prophet. This was exemplified by 

Joseph the 50-year-old Professional living in Ottawa, Ontario. Earlier, Joseph described 

his urban lifestyle as being in exile from nature, but he also felt nature was abundant, that 
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he rebelled in the face of guilt, and that there was no self-sacrifice involved in his 

environmental lifestyle: 

I guess increasingly I do, but more of a reluctant one, you 

know? I don’t want to be; I don’t not want to be, I mean I 

am a teacher. Yeah so I perceive myself as a role model, 

but I guess what I resist is that I don’t want to rest on those 

laurels. In some ways being a role model means now you 

can rest, someone can write your bio, and you can sit back 

and talk about the great things you have done. I resist it 

because I still see myself as a very active player in the 

game and so I don’t want to sit back and look at the things I 

have done, or take stock necessarily pat myself on the back 

for the good things I do because I think a sense of 

complacency can come from doing that. But I think there’s 

also a sense of grace of accepting other people see you as a 

role model. (#18) 

 

The perspective that it is arrogant to see yourself as a role model accounts for a least 

some of the responses from participants saying that they were not a role model, a 

potential concern given how important having role models was to the environmental 

journey stories about how people became involved in environmental practice.  

It was not always the case, however, that participants resisted seeing themselves 

as role models. Consistent with virtue theory and excellence in practice, participants most 

often said they were role models because of the importance of modelling (51 references), 

whether for family, children and friends (23 references), acting as mentors in 

professional, social or political contexts (11), or because they were teachers or educators 

(eight). For others (six references), acting as a role model was relative to context as 

described by Tracy, the 46-year-old Professional living in Toronto, Ontario who felt that 

guilt was a positive motivator:  

I do, but within a North Toronto context. What I mean by 

that is that within our circle, which is pretty, you know 
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higher wealth, white, in this neighborhood of kids who, 

let's face it, when they turn 16 a bunch are going to be 

given cars. Within that context, yes; within the 

environmental community, if I were going to go to an event 

with the Toronto Environmental Alliance I would not 

consider myself as green a role model as some of the 

people there, given what I know about them. (#24) 

 

As with Clara, Tracy felt her capacity to serve as a role model was relative to her own 

environmental practice; it was appropriate that she be seen as a role model within a North 

Toronto context, but not in comparison to her environmental activist colleagues. There 

appears to be a tension in thinking about role models between feeling the need to be 

humble and hero worship, similar to cultural views on courage. Wensveen (2000) 

describes modern perspectives on courage as being like “Rambo”, the self-contained, fear 

repressing hero. It appears, as with cultural definitions of frugal and humble, that new 

social definitions are required for role model. Participants wanted role models to be both 

heroes and humble; a definitional tension worth exploring in future research. 

Humility definitely was important to participant definitions of a role model (10 

references). When asked what defined a role model, responses were consistently about 

quiet leadership; leading by example; not being pushy, aggressive, preachy, or 

evangelical; stating one’s opinions quietly, thoughtfully, respectfully, and humbly. 

Rhianna the 52-year-old Producer living in Fredericton, New Brunswick, who earlier said 

that nature would prevail, as would people, if we were humble and people managed their 

egos, said this about being a role model: 

I’d like to think so, but I’m not looking for any sort of  

attention to it, but I think that’s what has to be done very 

quietly and that’s what influences people. I want it to be 

done in a very non-threatening way so that if people see me 

do it they are more likely to do it than for me and go and 
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say ‘you should be, dig up your lawn’. No I’m going to dig 

up my lawn and hopefully you’re going to see it and come 

ask me about it and I’m going to be happy to talk. (#113) 

  

 Six participants provided narrative responses for why they were not role models, 

all representing perspectives associated with not being good enough: 

 Self-criticism: “Although I run a Blog in which I attempt to develop people’s 

interest in observing nature and living close to nature, I think I am too much of an 

energy hog because of my transportation needs to be anyone’s role model.”  

Louise the 58-year-old Professional living in Rusagonis, New Brunswick, who 

also said that her environmental journey began with her frugal mother and who 

described a life well-lived in producer (some degree of self-sufficiency or in-

home production) terms. (#48) 

 Hubris: “(I) am at a novice developmental stage.... so it’s way too early for me to 

be considered as such” Liam, a 64 year-old Producer living in Fredericton, New 

Brunswick (#51); and  

 Lack of perfection: “I still fall short and (have) more things to learn.” Tabatha, a 

36-to-50-year-old Green Consumer-Poll participant from Vancouver, British 

Columbia. (#154) 

For other participants who said they did not have a role model, the nine narrative 

responses implied that this was related to intrinsic motivation, self-motivation or self-

reliance. This quotation from Karla the 25-year-old Producer living in Sackville, New 

Brunswick who earlier described her low-consumption choices as creating opportunity 

was typical:  

Although I learn so much from those around me, I have 

never used role models. I get inspiration and much 

motivation from others, and they teach me about the world, 

but I always want to make my decisions based on my 

values, not by imitating others.  (#77) 

 

Narrative data, once again, provided critical insight into the numerical responses to 

questions about having role models or being a role model. Clearly, a ‘no’ response did 

not necessarily imply role models were unavailable or unimportant, a topic I take up in 
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the discussion section. For now, I close with a review of the relationship between virtue 

and care traits. 

10.4 Virtue and Care Ethics 

Care traits and reasoning, together with virtue traits and reasoning, were a critical 

component of participants’ ecological ethical orientation. Results are in keeping with 

Peterson and Seligman’s (2004) description of moral reasoning as mixing justice and care 

reasoning. In the case of this group, leaning was toward virtue-care, rather than virtue-

justice. With respect to character traits, factor analysis showed that respectful, sensitive, 

caring, and humble were conceptually linked for participants.  

I had, based on feminist and eco-feminist literature, classified five traits as ‘care’: 

sensitivity, caring, attentiveness, relational, and responsive. Three of these traits – 

sensitivity, caring, and attentiveness – are also included in Sandler’s ecological virtue 

typology; relational and responsive link to a host of virtues including benevolence, 

ecological sensitivity, and attunement. Sandler (2007) also describes how particular 

character traits operate. Justice, care, love, considerateness, nonmaleficence (do no 

harm), and loyalty all enhance inter-personal relations. All five of these traits were 

highlighted by Held (2006) in making the case that what separates care ethics from virtue 

ethics is the former’s relational orientation versus the agent orientation of the latter; a 

claim this study’s results dispute.  

The traits defined as ‘care’ clearly were linked for participants. Care traits 

(sensitive, caring, relational, attentive, and responsive) were strongly correlated with each 

other: care-sensitive, r = .558, p = .000; care-relational, r = .429, p = .000; care-attentive, 
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r = .338, p = .000; and care-responsive, r = .414, p = .000. These traits, however, were 

also strongly correlated to virtue traits, suggesting, along with other results, that the care 

and virtue character traits were integrated for participants: 

 caring-respectful, r = .605, p = .000; 

 caring-generous r = .516, p = .000; 

 sensitive-humble, r = .464, p = .000;  

 sensitive-respectful, r  = .463, p = .000;  

 relational-responsive (r = .425, p = .000;  

 relational-loyal, r = .417, p = .000;  

 attentive-respectful; r = .334, p = .000;  

 attentive-loyal, r = .325, p = .000;  

 responsive-humble, r = .332, p = .000;  

 responsive-generous, r = .369, p = .000;  

 responsive-respectful, r = .315, p = .000; 

 frugal-sensitive, r = .256, p = .000; 

 frugal-attentive, r = .287, p = .000; 

 frugal-responsive, r = .181, p = .006; and 

 frugal-caring, r = .175, p = .008. 

 

The weakest correlations between care and virtue traits were associated with frugality, 

consistent with participant responses showing less desire to aspire toward this virtue, but 

a greater comfort with frugality as a means-ends reasoning tool relating to consumption. 

Care ethics emerges from feminist and eco-feminist claims that a care ethic 

represents a female orientation not captured by justice reasoning-male-dominated moral 

psychology research (Gilligan, 1993). Gender was a significant influence on means for 

the virtue-care traits (respectful, sensitive, caring, and humble), with the mean for males 

5.52, compared to 5.76 for females, F(1, 230) = 4.318, p = .039. Gender also significantly 

influenced means for perceiving yourself as relational, with the male mean 5.59, 

compared to the female mean of 5.99, F(1, 232) = 6.437, p = .012. These results were 

consistent with research suggesting that women are more inclined to judge right action 
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from a consideration of the impact on relationships (Gilligan, 1993). The relational 

perspective is nicely represented in this narrative from Juliette, the Green Consumer 

living in Ottawa, Ontario, (age not provided) who earlier emphasized sensitivity to 

making a positive impact, but also to being self-determined and considering one’s actions 

over the course of a lifetime: 

I consider the effect on a person/people who will be 

affected by my action/choice – with the goal of doing my 

best to help them with whatever issues they are facing, or 

need help with – while not doing myself harm. In the case 

of kids, their needs come first – all others whose needs I 

might consider come after – with me considering my own 

needs as well – aiming to maintain a healthy balance, but 

knowing when it comes to kids, that their needs come first 

(hate that this sounds like a cliché!). (#63)       

 

 Women were also more prone to moral distress showing significant differences 

from men in having guilt feelings and being motivated by guilt. These results are 

consistent with research showing that women, on average, experience “both positive and 

negative emotions more strongly and frequently than men…because women are more 

open to emotional experiences on average” (Deiner, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999, p. 292). 

Gender, however, was not a significant influence on moral judgment (reasoning or 

reasons) or moral attentiveness (awareness or reflection) variables.  

To explore the non-gender dimensions of care, I tracked participants associated 

with permaculture, a lifestyle approach emphasizing care ethics. Half of the Producer 

participants were associated with permaculture. I tracked these participants to explore 

whether care dimensions associated with this practice. 
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Permaculture  

Participants associated with permaculture (an ecological design approach to home 

management, gardening; or organic farming) either had completed permaculture 

certification and were applying it in their lifestyles or were preparing to make lifestyle 

changes (whether applying permaculture principles to homesteading, farming or 

voluntary simplicity). Others had responded to my notice of an opportunity to participate 

in university research published in the newsletter Permaculture Activist, but did not 

consider themselves permaculture practitioners The six U.S. participants who volunteered 

for this study responded to the Permaculture Activist newsletter notice.  

The 24 permaculture participants were represented in all environmental lifestyle 

categories, but concentrated in the Producers (16) category; five were Activists, two were 

Professionals, and one self-identified as a Green Consumer. Of the 16 permaculture 

associated participants in Producers, seven were living voluntary simplicity lifestyles; 

one lived in an intentional community, two were organic farmer-homesteaders, and six 

were permaculture practitioners.  

Permaculture affiliated participants were significantly different from the rest of 

the group on moral awareness (see moral situations), having a role model, three character 

traits, and one moral reasoning variable: 

 awareness as “seeing environmental situations as moral”, 80% said daily; the rest 

of the group, 58% daily, p = .049 (this was much higher than for high scorers on 

Character-Recycling); 

 having a role model, 91.7% said they did versus 70.2% for the rest of the group (p 

= .006); 

 attentive, with a higher mean of 5.79, compared to all other participants, M = 

5.26, p = .028;   

 law-abiding and loyal, with a lower mean of 4.76, compared to all other 

participants, M = 5.47, p = .005;  
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 calculating character traits (influential, results-oriented, effective, and winner), a 

lower mean of 4.60, compared to all other participants, M = 5.18, p = .005; and 

 Obligation-Character-Traffic reasoning, with a mean lower than all other 

participants at 3.45 versus M = 4.23, p = .015. 

 

While not significant, permaculture affiliated participants also had higher means for 

interest-enjoyment, 5.58, n = 24, than the rest of the group, 5.15, n = 117. Together, these 

results suggest a capacity for situation sensitivity (awareness, attentiveness), a tendency 

to downplay non-environmental situations (low score for Obligation-Character-Recycling 

and for Calculating-Job, but lowest mean for Calculating-Policy, which was an 

environmental policy problem), and independent thinking (low scores for law-abiding 

and loyal). Also, while not significant, means were consistently higher for virtue-care 

traits and reasoning for the permaculture group than for the rest of the group, including:  

 virtue-care (respectful, sensitive, caring, humble), permaculture, M = 5.61 

versus M = 5.56; 

 virtue (generous, principled), M = 6.12 versus M = 5.86;  

 virtue (resourceful, frugal), M = 5.83 versus M = 5.41; and 

 Character-Recycling reasoning, M = 6.56 versus M = 6.18. 

 

Along with the high scorers for Character-Recycling, permaculture affiliated 

participants oriented toward attentiveness. Attentiveness is a caring trait, but importantly 

is also an intellectual trait. There are 12 principles associated with the care ethical 

foundations of permaculture that help explain these results. The first principle of 

permaculture is to “observe and interact”, followed by “catch and store energy; get a 

yield; self-regulate and accept feedback; use and value nature’s gifts; make no waste; 

design from pattern to details; integrate, don’t segregate; choose small and slow 

solutions; cultivate diversity; mind the margins and look to the edges; and cultivate vision 

and respond to change” (Bane, 2012, pp. 29-40). The tendency toward practicality, 
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independent thinking, and setting your own rules was evident in Larry, a 43-year-old 

permaculture practitioner (Producer) living in Tweed, Ontario. Larry’s independence 

extends to challenging some approaches to permaculture itself.   

Yes sustainable lifestyle choices, or environmental lifestyle 

choices I kind of look at it more as logical lifestyle 

choices…It’s a North American thing mainly that 

permaculture has become, as somebody recently put it it's 

become about soul repair, as opposed to what it's always 

been designed to be, earth repair. I had a couple of people I 

consulted for last year. Both of them had taken a 

permaculture course from by a rather well-known North 

American teacher, and they bought some property after 

they took the course. They’re north of me and they’re up on 

sort of a plateau; it’s a weird part of Ontario. So it’s like 

that much colder, as cold as there, normally you would 

have to go several hundred kilometers north. But there 

sitting up on this plateau, and it's cold up there. They 

bought this farm after their permaculture course, you know, 

we’re going to have a sustainable lifestyle. It's an old farm 

and I can forgive the guy who built the farm a 100 years 

ago for maybe not reading classical Greek literature, or 

whatever, but he built his farm house on the north slope. So 

everything is all that much colder. And the pasture where 

they were putting in their vegetable plots and whatnot were 

on the North Slope so they make their season open 2 to 3 

weeks later than everybody else. How did permaculturists 

miss this? It’s bizarre to me…The earth spirit, blah, blah, 

blah. Well, okay, I looked in Google scholar for earth spirit 

and couldn’t find it, but I do find a lot on solar gain and 

what not…Right, well when it's down to an individual 

design say the, you know care of the earth, care of the 

people, you're looking at not trashing the environment. 

Sure don't trash the environment. My goal is to make it 

better, but also to benefit the client as well. So, ideally, 

that's the earth care. Return the surplus to the earth and the 

people…sure is part of a functioning system… (#22) 

 

In the closing lines of the quotation, Larry clearly associates with care ethics with 

specific references to his commitment to permaculture care ethics (care of the earth, care 
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of people). He was sensitive to context, but was skeptical of alternative approaches to 

permaculture and to non-environmental situations.  

10.5 Discussion  

In this Chapter, I explored ethical orientation from the perspective of participants scoring 

highest on Calculating-Policy (consequentialist-utility), Obligation-Recycling 

(deontological), and Character-Recycling (virtue) reasoning to understand whether 

stronger tendencies from the overall orientation of the group demonstrated significant 

differences. Primarily, the analysis showed that high scores for Character-Recycling 

reasoning were significantly associated with higher means for virtue-care traits and lower 

means for calculating and obligation reasoning. While that is hardly news, it was also the 

case that participants scoring high on Character-Recycling reasoning, as well as 

Permaculture affiliated participants who showed a significant association with being 

attentive, a result not emerging in other analysis so far. Attentiveness is a care and 

situation sensitivity virtue. It was also the case that those participants more strongly 

oriented toward virtue-care were more intrinsically motivated, while those orienting 

toward calculation and obligation were less intrinsically motivated. Character-Recycling 

high scorers were more relational than the rest of the group meaning these participants 

saw themselves as thoughtful about the effect on relationships when making life choices. 

Permaculture affiliated participants were less associated with the trait relational (concern 

about the effect on relationships when making moral choices) than other participants. 

This result contradicts a care ethical orientation. In fact, Permaculture affiliated 
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participants were selective in their caring, with environmental reasoning strongly oriented 

toward virtue, but non-environmental reasoning oriented toward calculation. 

Participant narratives were rich in their capacity to speak the language of 

ecological virtue ethics as demonstrated by the detailed definitions I was able to find that 

aligned with Sandler’s 2007 ecological virtue typology and definitions of virtues in the 

ecological virtue ethics literature. It was also the case, however, that participants were 

largely unaware of their orientation and did not demonstrate strong self-awareness 

regarding their ethical orientation. Participants were able to describe the actions of others 

in vice terms. It was often the case at the end of an interview, or in closing a survey, that 

participants would thank me for providing them with an opportunity to talk and think 

about their environmental ethic, a process that they often described as having helped 

them, and that they enjoyed. These spontaneous comments speak to the value of ethics 

talk and its role in strengthening the capacity for moral reasoning (Hoffman, 2000a). 

More opportunities for ethics talk and strengthened capacities for self-aware moral 

reasoning could lead to a more consistent and self-aware ethics for participants, less 

prone to rationalization, without expecting them to be philosophers.  

The socialized tendency to calculate environmental impact associated with 

individual actions has led to downplaying personal agency in favour of more systemic 

political, corporate and infrastructure solutions because personal action numbers always 

look small and insignificant compared to the scale of environmental problems individuals 

are trying to solve. Lane (2012) attributes this tendency to downplay an individual’s 

effects on social outcomes with negligibility; a term she says is well-established and 

precisely understood in economics and political science: 
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It is the assumption that each agent is so small a player that 

what he or she individually does in such pursuit doesn’t 

materially affect the social outcome. It has been formulated 

as a technical point in economic theory, treating each firm 

as a price-taker in a competitive market, in which (barring 

monopolies and other distortions of market power) no one 

firm’s actions can alter the price which emerges at 

equilibrium. That technical point however has generated a 

broader perspective on negligibility for individual agents of 

any kind in relation to social phenomena. To put the point 

colloquially: negligibility implies that as an individual, 

much of what I do is irrelevant to social outcomes – and so, 

as an implication, I can do whatever I want without 

concerning myself with its social effects, but at the same 

time, I am powerless to effect significant social change 

through my own actions. Negligibility purchases impunity 

with powerlessness. Hence it blocks individual action to 

affect social change…My concern to rebut the presumption 

of negligibility does not derive from the belief that 

individual action is the only path to the political and social 

changes that are required [for sustainability]. Political 

negotiation, new incentives, and infrastructural investment 

are crucial paths to follow. Yet even these require 

individual initiative to be launched, as well as the support 

of constituencies ultimately composed of individuals. It is a 

fallacy to see the need for individual action and the need 

for social or political action as opposed, as if by attending 

to one, one is ignoring the other. In fact, the opposite is 

true. Individual action – of a variety of kinds…is a key 

constituent of bring about social and political change…In 

[Plato’s] terms, an interest in the mutually shaping link 

between the city and the soul is not a substitute for politics, 

but an essential element of it…if we remain prey to that 

illusion [negligibility], we will be fatalistic about the value 

of attempting any kind of individual action for social 

change at all. Inertia, not initiative, will reign (Lane, 2012, 

pp. 51-52). 

 

The illusion of negligibility will be maintained as long as people count their actions from 

a cost-benefit perspective, or in tonnes of pollution, which is unfortunate from a role 

model perspective. This is not to say that individual agency can solve all problems; the 

need for strong environmental policies, laws and regulations is essential. As role models, 
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however, our agency becomes important whether role models demonstrate private or 

public sphere behaviours, including citizenship.  

Whether considered from a social cognitive perspective (Bandura, 2000, 2001), a 

moral psychology perspective (Haidt, 2000), or a virtue ethical perspective (Aristotle, 

1999), people must see excellence to be inspired and to encourage striving toward the 

ideal. As participants so aptly noted, they were role models to someone relative to their 

environmental practice and role models were not inspirational for their actions, but for 

their character attributes. Just as there are cultural misunderstandings associated with 

what it means to be humble and frugal in relation to nature or environmental lifestyle, 

there are cultural misunderstandings about what it is to be a role model. Participant 

definitions of role models were conflicted, infused with hero-like attributes while at the 

same time wanting role models to be humble, authentic and low-key. Just as ethics talk 

can be of value in increasing moral reasoning capacity and ethical coherence, it can also 

have value in clarifying understanding of ecological ethical language and the role that 

each person plays in their own moral choices and the ethics and the moral choices of 

others. I now turn to the final chapter where I summarize key results and suggest 

opportunities for future research. 
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 Conclusions Chapter 11

The care of the earth is our most pleasing responsibility. To 

cherish what remains of it, and to foster its renewal, is our 

only legitimate hope (Berry, 1977, p. 14). 

 

I set out, in this mixed-method study, to better understand the ethics associated with the 

capacity some people have to persistently make life choices that they believe are in tune 

with nature’s flourishing. I was interested in exploring this question because empirical 

evidence suggests that long-term lifestyle changes are part of the mix of change required 

to reduce environmental stress caused by human activity (IPCC 2007), and because 

behaviour change research increasingly shows environmental behaviours are morally 

motivated (Kaiser, 2006). My research adds to the understanding of the moral dimensions 

identified by researchers working with motivational models like the theory of planned 

behaviour (Ajzen, 2006) and value-belief-norm theory (Stern, 2006), which in turn, could 

increase model predictability. This research also contributes to moral and environmental 

philosophy through applied research exploring the ethical orientations associated with 

people committed to living in ways that, in their view, reduced environmental harm, or in 

more positive terms, contributed to nature’s well-being.  

My social science assessment of ethical orientation was informed by virtue, 

deontological and utilitarian theory, particularly ecological versions, but for definitional, 

descriptive, and explanatory purposes. In other words, my assessment of ethical 

orientation was not intended to represent an entire philosophical tradition. Outside 

academic circles, my research has value to program developers and educators looking to 

stimulate long-term persistent lifestyle change that successfully reduces environmental 
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stress caused by human activity. This final chapter begins with a summary of general 

findings before turning to a discussion of the importance of ethics talk, results relating to 

my research questions, consideration of the research implications, and a discussion of 

future research directions.  

11.1 General Findings 

In this section on general findings, I summarize what I believe are this study’s most 

significant findings. These include:  

1. the importance of the concept of environmental practice, 

2. the critical link between practice and role models; 

3. the tightness of fit between environmental practice and virtue ethics; 

4. the importance of traits like humility, respectfulness and gratitude; and  

5. the alignment between value-belief-norm theory, self-determination theory, and 

ecological virtue ethics theory.  

 

My working model guiding the approach to this research assumed a dynamic 

process where environmental journeys differentially influenced ethical orientation, which 

in turn, differentially influenced environmental lifestyle practices. Informed by moral and 

motivational psychology and ethics theory, I opted to explore ethical orientation through 

narrative and numerical analysis of character traits, moral judgment, moral attentiveness, 

and self-determination. Each of these variables was measured using indicators designed 

to explore the influence of character (virtue), obligation (deontological) and calculating 

(utilitarian) ethical orientations on environmental lifestyle choices. Based on my 

professional and personal experience, and informed by the environmental ethics 

literature, I thought that ecological virtue ethics would most associate with study 

participants practicing voluntary simplicity. For research participants, I sought an 

exemplar sample that reported a broad spectrum of environmental life choices because I 
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believe that in order to understand success, we need to understand the factors associated 

with positive outcomes as well as the factors associated with failure. In understanding the 

ethical dimensions associated with striving for environmental excellence, I believe this 

study fills a gap in the environmental behaviour and sociology literature that could open 

the door to opportunities for more effective environmental engagement, whether targeted 

at youth, young adults or mature adults.  

 It is one thing to begin research project with an idea in mind, and quite another to 

describe the iterative and inductive process associated with the analysis and interpretation 

of the results. When I began this research in 2009, I had had little exposure to philosophy, 

including environmental ethics. I arrived at the University of New Brunswick having read 

Aristotle’s Nichomachean Ethics. I had a wealth of environmental professional 

experience, and a Master’s of Arts degree in environmental education and 

communication. In my Master’s research I explored the psychological effects of 

environmental discourse on perceived competence to take environmental action. I had 

identified in that research moral disengagement associated with rationalizing inaction 

toward environmental behaviours (Comeau, 2008; Gifford & Comeau, 2011). I wanted to 

better understand the ethics associated with these early insights, but more importantly, the 

ethics associated with success in living a range of environmental lifestyles.  

I am now at the end of a process that can only be described as transformative. 

Exposure to virtue ethics has influenced me as much as it has influenced my research. 

Yes, I began this work with an idea that Aristotle’s virtue ethics was important to better 

understanding the motivation some people had toward their environmental lifestyle. I also 

assumed that ecological virtue ethics theorists like Sandler (2007), Sandler and Cafaro 
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(2005), and Wensveen (2005) were providing rich insights into environmental thinking 

and feelings that utilitarian and deontological philosophers were missing. Acknowledging 

this potential for confirmation bias, however, fails to describe my journey of discovery. 

While transcribing, coding, and analysing the interviews and surveys, I was also re-

engaging with philosophical and positive psychology literature to expand my 

understanding of the data. This was not a top down process, where I entered the research 

with a strong foundation directing interpretation of the results. Rather, results emerged 

from an inside-out and iterative process, and I was often surprised by what the data 

showed me. 

Here is one example of a surprise result. My question asking participants to 

describe, with little prompting from me, their environmental journeys was designed to 

encourage open-ended conversation. But I was not prepared for how much participant 

stories about environmental journeys demonstrated that the idea of lifestyle was not 

descriptive enough. Environmental journeys were indeed stories of evolving 

environmental practice that emphasized the importance of role models in ways that I had 

not anticipated. Participants clearly described the beginning of their journey and how that 

evolved over time, and how, as they became more knowledgeable and confident about 

specific actions, they looked to new challenges. Their stories described the development 

of environmental values, beliefs and norms that showed increasing self-determination 

over time.  

A result that was not a surprise was the link many participants made in their 

stories between nature exposure and its importance to initiating their environmental 

practice, a result consistent with research showing the most important predictor of an 
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environmental worldview is outdoor experience, particularly as a child, often guided by 

an important family or near-to-home role model (Haluza-DeLay, et al., 2009; Louv, 

1996, 2008). Most participants said that they felt embedded in nature; many said that 

nature had the capacity to retaliate against humans, and that they perceived nature as wild 

and not present in urban environments. The view of nature as something wild and outside 

of urban environments was also consistent with results found by Haluza-DeLay et al 

(2009). This embedded-yet-separate perspective, combined with the difficulty some 

participants had in talking about environmental conscience and a life well-lived from an 

environmental perspective, suggest that while many participants clearly saw themselves 

as living ethical lives, the lack of social norms encouraging ethical reflection, and ethics 

talk in Western culture, makes their personal ethic largely intuitive – one might even say 

unconscious and incoherent. I will return to this topic in section 11.2. 

Early childhood nature experiences, or even nature experiences or exposure to 

environmental issues initiated in young adulthood, were almost without exception, 

experiences associated with a role model. It was because of the importance of role 

models to virtue ethics that I had asked participants whether they had role models and 

whether they saw themselves as a role model. These questions were among the last in a 

long interview or survey. The description of role models as being central to initiating and 

sustaining environmental journeys emerged spontaneously at the beginning of interviews 

and surveys. The narrative results emphasizing the importance of thinking about 

environmental behaviours in the context of an evolving environmental practice, and the 

importance of role models to that process make these results among the most significant 

in this study. Further supporting an ecological virtue interpretation of the results, was the 
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fact that in asking participants to describe what made a role model for them, they noted 

character traits, not actions, including being authentic, courageous, frugal, humble, 

principled, selfless, thoughtful and respectful, as well as showing ethical caring, 

demonstrating an admirable leadership style, and helping participants see new things. 

Being principled, frugal and humble were the traits participants most admired in their role 

models.  

The concept of practice, the importance of role models to developing practical 

wisdom, and the ongoing integration of environmental values into participants moral 

identity (so that externally motivated behaviours become internally motivated and 

habitual over time), fit so well with ecological virtue ethics that it was difficult to deny. 

Having said that, it was also a surprise to find the environmental journeys narrative so 

rich in ecological virtue language and traits, and that these traits and language aligned so 

well with Wensveen’s (2005) suggestion that, at minimum, ecological practical wisdom 

is based on humility, respect, gratitude, and situation sensitivity. The journeys narrative 

also highlighted a set of character dispositions that also emerged in the character trait 

analysis. These traits were: respectful, sensitive, caring, and humble. I called this set of 

traits, virtue-care traits and they were consistently associated with character (virtue) 

reasoning emphasizing solving environmental problems through creativity and 

perseverance. These same virtue-care traits and reasoning were negatively associated 

with reasoning that emphasizes calculation (whether for personal benefit, i.e., 

consequentialism, or social benefit, i.e., utilitarianism) and obligation (i.e., deontology). 

Participants most associated with virtue reasoning, as well as with permaculture, 
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exhibited a strong capacity for attentiveness, an intellectual virtue important to the 

capacity for situation sensitivity.  

If the finding of environmental practice and the importance of role models are two 

significant findings, another is that the environmental journeys narrative highlighted one 

character trait in the virtue-care factor associated with the emergence of environmental 

practice. This trait was humility, which emerged in response to wonder and awe 

associated with nature experiences that also often included threats or loss to treasured 

places. Humility, as observed in participant stories, reflected the dimensions deemed 

essential by ecological virtue ethics theorists. A desire not to dominate, but rather to live 

in relation with nature, to align with nature’s principles, to be in sync, to accept that there 

are limits to personal freedom; these are the hallmarks of humility and were featured 

prominently in participant stories and definitions of a life well-lived from an 

environmental perspective. I summarize some of that literature here. I do so extensively 

because humility is a character trait with specific importance to living an ecologically 

sensitive life and because of its relationship to the capacity for empathy and benevolence. 

Humility is:   

Traditionally opposed to the vice of arrogance, the undue 

assumption of dignity, authority, power, or knowledge…we 

must abandon our undue assumption of dignity, authority, 

power and knowledge – our arrogance in short - in relation 

to nature (Hursthouse, 2009, p. 157). Learning to value 

things for their own sake, and to count what affects them 

important aside from their utility, is not the same as judging 

them to have some untuited objective property, but it is 

necessary to the development of humility and seems likely 

to take place in experiences with nonsentient nature as well 

as with people and animals. If a person views all 

nonsentient nature merely as a resource, then it seems 

unlikely that he has developed the capacity needed to 
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overcome self-importance…another aspect of proper 

humility is self-acceptance…as human beings are part of 

nature, living, growing, declining, and dying by natural 

laws similar to those governing other living beings; despite 

our awesomely distinctive human powers, we share many 

of the needs, limits, and liabilities of animals and 

plants…those that fully accept themselves as part of the 

natural world lack the common drive to disassociate 

themselves from nature by replacing natural environments 

with artificial ones… (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, pp. 54-56).  

 

Humility, as Hursthouse (2009) says is “unfashionable (p. 158) in a capitalistic-consumer 

cultural context emphasizing equality, human rights and freedom. Downplaying humility 

has a long history. Aristotle considered pride a virtue with humility and arrogance the 

vices; Kant believed that humility was contrary to human dignity (Hursthouse, 2009). 

Today, empirical research suggests that we require a virtue ethic geared toward a new 

reality; one where dominating tendencies are moderated in favour of living in right 

relation with nature. As Rachel Carson put it so eloquently in describing the effect of 

pesticide use on nature: 

The ‘control of nature’ is a phrase conceived in arrogance, 

born of the Neanderthal age of biology and philosophy, 

when it was supposed that nature exists for the convenience 

of man. The concepts and practices of applied entomology 

for the most part date from that Stone Age of science. It is 

our alarming misfortune that so primitive a science has 

armed itself with the most modern and terrible weapons, 

and that in turning them against the insects it has also 

turned them against the earth (Carson, 2002 (1962), p. 

297). 

 

Humility not only opposes arrogance, as Carson says, but is a kind of knowledge, an 

intellectual virtue, “a lover of truth”, according to Compte-Sponville where: “Humility is 
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the virtue of the man who knows he is not God…being humble means loving truth and 

submitting to it. Humility means loving truth more than oneself… (2001, p. 141).  

Humility influences the capacity for benevolence or generosity, which in turn, 

promotes the capacity for empathy that was so evident in participants, particularly 

associated with the virtue-care factor that included sensitivity and caring traits, but also 

present in the narratives. Empathy is the capacity to engage in an “imaginative 

reconstruction of the life of the other” and to which arrogance and chauvinism are vices, 

according to Sandler and Cafaro (2005, p. 124). Humility is important to benevolence and 

empathy because it “keeps us open to novelty and new experiences as we recognize that 

we can continually learn from the wild, that we do not have all the answers, and that our 

skills for learning from nature may require further refinement or polishing” (2005, p. 

127). Benevolence and empathy, in turn, oppose indifference and injustice (P. Wenz, 

2005).  

Gratitude was part of participants’ belief that there was no self-sacrifice 

associated with making environmental lifestyle choices. Emerging from empathy, 

gratitude as a moral emotion motivates people to reward prosocial behaviour, but as a 

“secondary virtue it is associated with the primary virtue of justice...Gratitude is both a 

duty and an obligation…Gratitude as a moral virtue is not emphasized in our culture” (R. 

A. Emmons & Shelton, 2005, p. 462), but it can be nurtured starting in childhood with 

parents requiring politeness like saying ‘thank you’ a gesture that Compte-Sponville 

(1996) says begins the process of teaching virtue. “Politeness, which precedes morality” 

(while love exceeds morality), develops “humility” (p. 4-6). The interconnected nature of 

the virtues is apparent. Gratitude links with humility and justice (or respectfulness): 
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“finding beauty in nature, and feeling gratitude to it for, not only its beauty, but its 

abundance, are emotional reactions that are consistent with proper humility but which 

rescue one from the proper humility’s being crushing or dispiriting (R. L. Walker & 

Ivanhoe, 2009, p. 161). 

A disposition toward respectfulness also emerged as important not only the 

narratives, but also as a character trait associated with the virtue-care factor. Respect for 

nature, in the case of study participants, was consistent with Hursthouse and Sandler’s 

view that respect is a virtue (Hursthouse, 2009; Sandler, 2007a). Taylor (1981), from a 

deontological ethical position, describes respect for nature as an attitude. Taylor’s 

position is that the attitude of respect for nature emerges from biocentric beliefs about the 

world and our place in it. In this respect, participants reflected Taylor’s view. For Taylor, 

an attitude of respect for nature emerges from biocentric beliefs as a simple matter of 

logic and reasoning. For this study’s participants, however, respect for nature emerged 

from the capacity for empathy, or as Taylor describes it “feelings and dispositions that 

comprise the love of nature” (p. 202). Taylor believes that love of nature should not guide 

moral action. Instead, a commitment to respect for nature is a “moral one” and morality 

requires that “it be understood to be a disinterested matter of principle” (p. 202). That is 

to say reason, not empathy and emotions, constitute the foundation of morality. The 

majority of study participants did not engage with respect for nature as a principle in this 

way. Rather, respectfulness, along with sensitivity, caring, and humility were combined 

into one character trait factor, and moral reasoning tended toward virtue thinking, which 

emphasized creativity and perseverance. 
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Being principled was important to participants. As already noted, however, a 

distinction needs to be made between results showing participants self-identified with 

being principled and the concept of moral action for principle, duty or obligation central 

to deontological ethics. Normative principles are not ignored in virtue ethics. In 

Aristotelian ethics a plurality of virtues establish principles. To be courageous, the 

principle is to act courageously. To be moderate, the principle is to act temperately. For 

Kant, principles were few: the duty not to treat humans as means to an end, and the 

application of the categorical imperative were the primary ones; for Aristotle, principles 

are as numerous as the virtues. When executed in the right way, at the right time, and for 

the right reasons, (meaning responsibly and voluntarily), virtues represent excellence, or 

a Golden Mean relative to the person. Acting in accord with virtue is to act from self-

determination not from a sense of duty.  

One indicator of ethical orientation used in this study was a measure of 20 

character traits. These 20 traits were divided into four groupings of five traits that I hoped 

would provide insights into affiliation with a utilitarian, deontological, virtue or care 

disposition. The five traits that previous research (Brady & Wheeler, 1996) suggested 

aligned with a deontological orientation (law-abiding, principled, trustworthy, honest, 

and dependable) split in factor analysis into three factors. Two combined in ways 

indicative of a virtue orientation (principled with generous, and law-abiding with loyal), 

and one combined with obligation-duty (trustworthy and dependable).  The principled-

generosity link suggested that generosity and being principled worked together in ways 

consistent with virtue theory. That is, a benevolent orientation, suggested by generosity, 

implied a desire to act from principle, rather than for principle. From this perspective, a 
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more appropriate interpretation is that participant trait orientations represented 

conscientiousness. Law-abiding-loyal and trustworthy-dependable also strongly 

associated with the virtue-care traits further supporting a conscientious orientation, a sign 

of high moral functioning (McAdams, 2009). Considering the evidence for empathy, the 

role model results, and the disposition toward acting from principle, I find alignment with 

Shulman (2005) who describes the three sources of moral motivation as empathy; moral 

affiliation, which is the identification with people one considers good, or role models; 

and principles.   

Another important conclusion is that results support previous research and 

theorizing about the overlap among values (Schwartz’s circumplex), self-determination 

theory (Deci & Ryan, 2002b), and virtue ethics (Kasser, 2002; Wensveen, 2000). 

Additionally, ecological virtue orientation was aligned with self-determination theory 

(Deci & Ryan, 2002b), and with the value-belief-norm model (Stern, 2000). My results 

are also in keeping with Bamberg and Moser (2007) who found support for an integrated 

model of pro-environmental behaviour. Figure 11-1 visually summarizes my conclusion: 

that participant experience is a continuum best described as a practice; that participant 

experience maps well onto the VBN claim of a biospheric worldview (with the exception 

that the New Ecological Paradigm misses attitudes and beliefs about the resiliency of 

nature and the fragility of humans); that awareness of consequences and ascription of 

responsibility, and activation of personal norms were important to the exercise of a broad 

range of public and private sphere environmental behaviours; and that striving to live an 

ecological life is a process of increasing self-determination and environmental moral 

identity. Critically, adding the ecological virtue ethics lens to the VBN and SDT mix 
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shows that despite variation in the experiential entry point, environmental practice, at 

minimum, appears to activate the virtues of respect, sensitivity, caring, humility, 

gratitude, and a strengthening capacity for, over the course of a lifetime, situation 

sensitivity or prudence demonstrated by a tendency toward creativity, perseverance and 

attentiveness about nature and environmental issues.  

 

Figure 11-1.  Ethics, motivation and behaviour  

Results support the view that ecological virtue ethics, self-determination theory, and value-belief-

norm theory align and describe well the practice associated with ongoing development of an 

environmental lifestyle. 

 

In other words, a whole person-whole life approach to understanding 

environmental practice suggests there is value when considering options for 

environmental engagement in an integrated assessment of VBN (values, beliefs, norms), 

SDT (degrees of extrinsic to intrinsic motivation and self-regulation as described in self-
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determination theory), and EVE (ecological virtue ethics, particularly character traits, i.e. 

moral virtues, and reasoning, i.e., intellectual virtues, which together comprise practical 

wisdom).   

Virtues are values turned into action” (Solomon, 1999, p. xvi), and values, of 

course, are the fountain from which attitudes, beliefs and norms flow (Heberlein, 2012). I 

would further suggest that the evidence supports an integrated emphasis on values, 

beliefs, norms, self-determination and ethics in understanding environmental practice 

over rational choice motivation models. With respect to the link between the value-belief-

norm model and virtue, for example, consider how humility aligns with values, attitudes, 

beliefs and norms. The value is: humility is good (i.e. supports flourishing in the near and 

long-term); the attitude is: being a humble person is good; the belief is: I am more or less 

a humble person; and the norm is: be humble.  

Figure 11-2 summarizes how a combined ecological virtue ethics and self-

determination theory lens could inform efforts aimed at engaging people in an 

environmental practice.  
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Figure 11-2. Ecological virtue ethics tools encourage self-determination 

Arrows indicate potential for utilizing role models; mentors, rules of thumb, principles; developing 

prudence, habits, and ecological virtues as a process of increasing self-determination (Amotivated, 

Extrinsic -External, Introjected, Identified, and Integrated self-regulation - and Intrinsic motivation) 

to encourage environmental practice.  

 

 

Together with Figure 11-1, we see the possibility of an integrated approach to 

environmental practice research and engagement, incorporating role models, rules of 

thumb, mentors, principles, opportunities to develop situation sensitivity (prudence as 

excellence in means and ends reasoning) and virtues supportive of persistence in 

environmental practice. The virtue ethics overlay (arrow bars) in Figure 11-2 aligns with 

self-determination theory’s continuum of self-regulation and intrinsic motivation showing 

the potential for role models to engage the amotivated; for the use of rules of thumb, 

mentors and principles to guide early engagement in environmental practice; creating 

opportunities for skills development in means and ends reasoning (situation sensitivity or 
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prudence); and development of ecological virtues. Ouellette and Wood (1998) found that 

rational choice models had value in encouraging behaviours exercised only occasionally, 

such as buying a new furnace, but were not as helpful with habitual behaviours. I believe 

that the more holistic practice-based approach to environmental engagement that I am 

recommending, would have value in developing dispositions and practical reasoning 

needed to influence occasional and habitual behaviours. Future research could investigate 

the models detailed in Figures 11-1 and 11-2. 

11.2 Ethics Talk 

Participant narratives were rich in their capacity to speak a ‘lay version’ of the language 

of ecological virtue ethics as demonstrated by the detailed definitions I was able to find 

that aligned with Sandler’s 2007 ecological virtue typology and definitions of virtues in 

the ecological virtue ethics literature (see Table 10-2). It was also the case, however, that 

participants were largely unaware of their ethical orientation and did not demonstrate 

strong self-awareness regarding that orientation. The question is: does it matter that 

participants were largely unaware of their ethical orientation? Hursthouse (1990) says it 

does not matter whether someone who chooses to act honestly, for example, is aware they 

have chosen the virtue honesty. What matters is that the person acts honestly, not that 

they be educated as philosophers. I disagree with Hursthouse and side with Milbrath 

(1984) who found in his study of environmental activists that people already practicing 

an environmental lifestyle are articulating a new ecological ethic that remains 

“insufficiently developed” (p. 12). While everyone need not be a philosopher, there is 

evidence that the capacity for moral reasoning depends on consciously engaging in moral 
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reasoning and that ethics talk and writing is important to that process (Hoffman, 2000a).  

And, it was the case that in this study, variation in moral reasoning was the indicator most 

associated with variation in ethical orientation. 

More intentional engagement with ethics is also important to managing the 

tendency to rationalize, and perhaps, the tendency I found in this study toward moral 

flexibility. Participants rationalized about air travel, and were prone to more calculating 

reasoning when thinking about non-environmental situations, particularly where the risk 

of harm seemed low as in crossing a street without waiting for the cross-walk light when 

there was no traffic. Environmental situations triggered character (virtue) reasoning, 

while the traffic reasoning vignette triggered more calculating reasoning. Is that a 

problem? I am conflicted as I am prone to cross the street against a light in such 

circumstances! Virtue ethicists argue, however, that a virtue orientation should be 

coherent across situations. Travel, particularly air travel, represented a challenge for 

participants demonstrating processes of rationalization, a result that appeared typical of 

early stage habituation around a new environmental practice. Many of the stories 

participants told regarding travel were unusual relative to reflection on other kinds of 

consumption and represented decision-making at the margin, if you will, associated with 

an emerging personal norm and clearly vulnerable to rationalization.  

Participants also had difficulty with some virtue language, such as the meaning in 

ecological terms of humility and frugality. I have already discussed humility. Participant 

relationships to their consumption emerged in the narrative on environmental journeys, 

but also in discussions focused on their approach to consumption. In the latter case, 

participants were asked to characterize their approach to consumption by selecting from a 
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list of nine options that emerged from the first 40 interviews. The options were frugal, 

thrifty, efficient, resourceful, simple, responsible, creative, and thoughtful, or other. Of 

these options, 44.1% of participants said they felt that responsible best described their 

approach to consumption, followed by resourceful, 39.4%, and creative, 38.1%.  Simple, 

thrifty, creative, effective, thoughtful, resourceful, and responsible were terms 

participants were more comfortable using to describe their approach to consumption than 

frugal. From an ecological virtue ethics perspective, frugality is: 

…morally disciplined production and consumption for the 

sake of the social and ecological common good…not to be 

confused with self-denial, although self-limiting, it is an 

enriching norm that delights in the less consumptive joys of 

the mind and the flesh (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 177).  

 

To be frugal means having a “high joy-to-stuff ratio” and is aligned with “the ability to 

appreciate and enjoy what you have” (p. 207). Participants often denied frugality when 

asked about it (both in character traits and consumption), yet demonstrated skilled 

reflection aimed at self-regulation and frugal consumption in their narratives. 

Ethics talk, says Somerville (2006), is not “merely interesting conversation, but a 

methodology for exploring a situation from an ethics perspective – it’s a means of ethical 

analysis” (p. 75). It was often the case at the end of an interview, or in closing a survey, 

that participants would thank me for providing them with an opportunity to talk and think 

about their environmental ethic, a process that they often described as having helped 

them, and that they enjoyed. Ecological ethics talk – in every aspect of social life from 

school, home, business, community and politics – could help develop not just an 

understanding of the language of ecological virtue, but also the capacity for ecological 

moral reasoning (Hoffman, 2000a). It could also encourage the self-determination 
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associated with an ethically coherent or unified moral identity (Aristotle, 1999). The 

process of internalization, or internal attribution and activation of personal norms, is 

important to fostering “responsible, conscientious behavior that allows people to function 

effectively within their social groups” (Koestner & Losier, 2002, p. 101).  

Finally, participants also had difficulty seeing themselves as role models. They 

downplayed their own capacity to serve as role models, yet ascribing virtue to people 

who served as role models for them (Solomon, 1999), and telling stories of role models 

being central to their environmental practice. Participant perspectives on role models 

represent, in my view, a case of the dangers of negligibility and diminish the potential for 

leadership. As long as participants count their actions from a cost-benefit perspective, or 

in tonnes of pollution, no individual has agency. If we consider ourselves role models, 

however, our agency becomes important. Whether considered from a social cognitive 

perspective (Bandura, 2000, 2001), a moral psychology perspective (Haidt, 2000), or a 

virtue ethical perspective (Aristotle, 1999), people must see excellence to be inspired and 

to encourage striving toward the ideal. As participants so aptly noted, they were role 

models to someone relative to their environmental practice and role models were not 

inspirational for their actions, but for their character attributes. Just as there are cultural 

misunderstandings associated with what it means to be humble and frugal in relation to 

nature or environmental lifestyle, there are cultural misunderstandings about what it is to 

be a role model. Participant definitions of role models were conflicted, infused with hero-

like attributes while at the same time wanting role models to be humble, authentic and 

low-key. Just as ethics talk can be of value in increasing moral reasoning capacity and 

ethical coherence, it can also have value in clarifying understanding of ecological ethical 
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language and the role each person plays in their own moral choices and the ethics and the 

moral choices of others. 

11.3 Research Questions 

The research questions were:  

1. What is the ethical orientation associated with individuals practicing a range of 

environmentally supportive lifestyles?  

2. If there is variation in ethical orientation associated with individuals practicing a 

range of environmentally supportive lifestyles, is that variation associated with 

differences in moral attentiveness (awareness, reflection), self-determination 

(intrinsic to extrinsic motivation), and moral judgment (reasoning, reasons)? 

3. If a virtue ethical orientation is present, are its dimensions described by virtue and 

ecological virtue ethics theory?  

 

Participants in my non-random sample straddled a broad range of environmental practice 

possibilities, from private and public sphere behaviours covering in-home activities, to 

career choices like activism and consulting, to organic farming and voluntary simplicity. 

Often these life choices combined within one environmental practice. It was the case, 

however, that participants self-selected questionnaire defined categories, and that analysis 

by these categories did show variation in ethical orientation. Categories included 

Activists, Professionals, Producers (organic farmers, voluntary simplicity and 

permaculture practitioners, intentional community participant), and Green Consumers 

(two groups, one self-identifying as moderately identified, and one group secured through 

an online poll and capturing commitment toward social norms like recycling).  

With respect to the ethical orientations associated with environmentally 

supportive lifestyles (question 1), almost all participants were inclined toward 

environmental values and an ecological virtue ethical orientation, but there were 

differences in degrees of moral ecological identity associated with different 
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environmental life choices. These variations were associated with significant differences 

in moral sensitivity to environmental situations and in moral reasoning when the 142 

more environmentally engaged participants were compared to the 91 (N = 233) Green 

Consume-Poll participants (question 2). A virtual ethical orientation was strongly present 

and partially described by virtue and ecological virtue ethics theory (question 3).  

Overall, the 142 participants representing the environmental lifestyle spectrum, 

from Producers to Green Consumers, were conscientious (ranking traits like trustworthy 

and dependable highest); were oriented toward ecological virtue ethics (in virtue-care 

traits, reasoning and reasons – considerate of nature and love-respect for nature - for 

environmental choices); self-determined and morally attentive; and disinclined toward 

calculating (consequentialist and utilitarian) and obligation (deontological) reasoning. 

Participants showed strong capacities for situation sensitivity, particularly associated with 

their approach to moderating consumption, often deploying tricks to control immediate 

desires to consume in favour of longer-term environmental protection goals. Peterson and 

Seligman (2004) define prudence as “a cognitive orientation to the personal future, a 

form of practical reasoning and self-management that helps to achieve the individual’s 

long-term goals effectively” (p. 478). Within virtue ethics, prudence, or situational 

sensitivity, is the virtue that bridges the moral virtues controlling desire, and the 

intellectual virtues managing reasoning processes. Participants were generally oriented 

toward prudence, although primarily unaware that they were doing so.  

As noted throughout the results, participants demonstrated a strong orientation 

toward conscientiousness. A conscientious orientation has been most associated with the 

capacity for prudence. Peterson and Seligman report on factor analysis of the attributes 
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most associated with prudence, including “organized, thorough, planful, efficient, 

responsible, conscientious, practical, deliberate and foresighted” (p. 482). These 

attributes align well with the attributes participants associated with their consumption, 

such as thoughtful, efficient, and responsible. The process of self-regulating consumption 

involved tricks to slow decision making, to allow time for reflection, which are steps 

contrary to the buy now emphasis of consumer culture.  

Environmental values were not the only factor influencing participants’ life 

choices. Gender, stage of life (i.e., age, parenthood), and income were also significant 

influences that combined with environmental values to influence outcomes. Women were 

more oriented toward virtue-care traits, including thinking about the effect on 

relationships in making moral choices (relational trait), and were more susceptible to 

guilt feelings and guilt as a motivator. Males were more oriented toward obligation 

reasoning, experienced less guilt, and were less motivated by guilt. The more money 

participants made the more calculating they were, and the less likely they were to see 

themselves as role models.  

Younger participants were inclined toward calculating and obligation reasoning 

and had lower means for the virtue-care (respectful, sensitive, caring, humble), 

principled-generous and law-abiding-loyal traits, while older participants were more 

virtue-care and character focused in their traits and reasoning. Younger participants felt 

more guilt and were more motivated by guilt; perceived more self-sacrifice in making 

environmental choices, and were most sensitive to seeing environmental situations as 

moral daily, all indications of early stage environmental practice. The multiple 

responsibilities associated with parenthood influenced results with moral reasoning 
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leaning toward obligation-character for non-environmental problems and character for 

environmental problems, and to seeing environmental situations as moral sometimes, 

rather than daily. While gender, age, income, and parenthood were factors influencing 

results, so was environmental lifestyle category. 

With the addition of 91 Green Consumer-Poll participants (N = 233), variation in 

ethical orientation was more prominent, with this group being significantly more inclined 

toward calculating and obligation moral reasoning than Activists, Professionals, 

Producers and Green Consumers. However, these differences among categories were 

within an overall virtue orientation, meaning that where Green Consumer-Poll 

participants ranked calculating or obligation reasoning higher than other participants in 

other lifestyle categories, it was also the case that virtue reasoning ranked higher than 

other reasoning options, but with a mean lower than other environmental lifestyle 

categories. This variation within the broader virtue orientation, however, was important. 

Green Consumer-Poll participants were least likely to see environmental 

situations as moral; were somewhat less self-determined than respondents in other 

lifestyle categories (not significantly); felt more guilt feelings, but said they were least 

motivated by guilt; and were least likely to have role models or to perceive themselves as 

role models. Shulman (2005) says guilt is the moral emotion emerging from the capacity 

for empathy (while shame emerges from moral affiliation breaches). Empathy toward 

nature or environmental issues was common for participants, yet many (18 to 24 years 

old and women were exceptions), said they were not motivated by guilt, at least in their 

categorical responses. Participant narratives, however, told a more complex story, 

showing that guilt was motivating with stories describing many value aligning responses. 



391 

 

 

Results show that while Green Consumer-Poll participants shared traits with the 

rest of the sample in line with a virtue-care orientation, conscientiousness and empathy, 

the capacity for moral reasoning varied significantly. Using Peterson and Seligman’s 

(2004) care-justice reasoning distinctions, the non-Poll participants could best be 

described as exhibiting a virtue-care trait and care-justice reasoning orientation, while the 

Green Consumer-Poll participants could best be described as having a virtue-care trait, 

but justice-care reasoning orientation, or a more deontological-character ethical 

orientation given the general tendency toward obligation reasoning. This may be a 

reasonable interpretation given that while Green Consumer-Poll participants had the 

highest means for obligation, calculation and obligation-character reasoning when 

compared to other environmental lifestyle groups, it is also the case that the top three 

means for reasoning for Green Consumer-Poll participants were the Obligation-

Character-Job (conscientiousness), Character-Policy and Character-Recycling vignette 

sub-items.  

It was also the case that traits associated with a combination of justice-care 

reasoning, including responsibility, respect and loyalty, were important to Green 

Consumer-Poll participants (C. Peterson & M. E. P. Seligman, 2004). Combined with 

results showing that considerate of nature reasons motivated their environmental choices 

(rather than love-respect of nature), and being more detached and observing nature, 

compared to other environmental lifestyle categories, Green Consumer-Poll participants 

appear somewhat less inclined to see environmental values as part of their moral identity. 

A practice perspective, combined with virtue-care orientation, however, suggests that an 

ecological moral identity can be nurtured.  
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Producers, as I expected, were the most oriented toward virtue-care traits and 

reasoning, and were the most self-determined. Activists were most inclined to feel a 

sense of loss and grief about the environment and to see environmental situations as 

moral; Green Consumer-Poll participants least so. Green Consumer-Poll participant 

behaviours fell within acceptable social norms, for example, recycling or buying green 

products, suggesting that environmental practice for at least some of these participants 

was less associated with their moral identity than for other lifestyle categories. And there 

appears to be, at least for some Activists, a tendency toward excess when it came to their 

ecological moral identity.  

For every conclusion one might be tempted to draw from the numerical results, 

however, the narrative results suggest caution. Where participants said they did not feel 

guilt, or they did not see environmental situations as moral, or were not role models, the 

narratives showed that these responses often related to self-acceptance and with 

participants perceiving internal harmony and living in alignment with their environmental 

values. In other words, participants in these cases saw themselves as having such a strong 

ecological identity that they no longer felt guilt, or that they no longer acted in ways that 

they felt contradicted their environmental values. These results were consistent with 

Hoffman (2000), who showed that empathic-guilt can decline as moral identity increases 

and suggesting a virtuous orientation. Even role model responses showed that participants 

sometimes felt their moral motivation was simply internally driven. These results 

strongly suggest the need for ever more nuanced research in considering approaches to 

environmental engagement. 
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11.4  Study Implications 

Study results suggest possibilities for exploring new approaches to environmental 

communications, education, program design and execution, and policy. I suggest five: 

1. Taking a longer term and integrated view. Perceiving environmental engagement 

efforts as stimulating or occurring within the context of an environmental 

practice, rather than one-off action, requires thinking in longer time horizons and 

in a more integrated way than is usually the case today. When designing a 

program aimed at, for example, installing energy-efficient hot water heaters, 

situating the program objective within the context of an ongoing environmental 

practice may mean investigating what other environmental actions the potential 

program participant has engaged in and their readiness for a new challenge. It 

may be the case that the greater predictor of participation in the hot water tank 

program may be someone who has gained competency in composting and who is 

ready for a new competency, rather than someone who has an understanding of 

energy or who would be enticed by a financial incentive. Program and policy 

design with an environmental practice in mind would aim to enhance autonomy 

(choice), competency (skills development related to environmental practice), and 

relatedness (social comparison, feeling part of an engaged, competent social 

group). The program design phase could include research into the degree of self-

determination that potential participants demonstrate toward their environmental 

practice and toward the specific behaviour that communication, teaching-training, 

program or policy initiative targets. This research would be in addition to 

identifying the technical, information or financial barriers to installing energy-

efficient hot water heaters.  

2. Research into the values, beliefs and norms associated with environmental 

practice could be expanded to identify the environmental ethics associated with 

audience values, beliefs and norms and once again, not just be associated with the 

targeted behaviour. It is the case that attitudes and beliefs are object focused while 

values represent generalized ideals, but in each case the evaluations represent 

moral evaluations. Understanding the ethical frame underpinning the 

environmental values, beliefs and norms of potential participants supports a 

deeper level of engagement that supports development of persistence over the 

long term. Understanding the ethical motivations, combined with degree of self-

determination allows for more precise engagement where incentives may be 

appropriate for early stage practice, but inappropriate for participants more 

advanced in their practice. Understanding ethical motivation would also support a 

more scatter gun approach where communication and engagement materials 
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include language covering the ethical spectrum ensuring all participant values are 

activated. The use of role models and mentors, particularly in the early stages of 

practice engagement, may hold potential for program cost savings relative to the 

traditional use of financial incentives. 

3. Whether in the classroom or board room, ethics talk, ethical leadership and the 

opportunities to engage in moral reasoning relating, in this case, to environmental 

issues, are critical to the capacity to develop situation sensitivity and ecological 

character. More generally, the inclusion of virtue ethics in the ethical toolbox 

appears to be a critical addition to the current cultural focus (often implicit rather 

than explicit) on calculating (consequentialist and utility) and obligation 

(deontological) ethics. The capacity of the virtue-vice framing appears to offer 

advantages for assessing right action compared to cost-benefit or obligation 

assessments. How these tools work together is worth further investigation. Ethical 

self-awareness, whether at a personal or organizational level, requires reflection 

on the ethical foundations from which moral choices are made. Opportunities to 

engage in reasoning about moral challenges people face in their roles as family 

members, students, teachers, corporate executives, public policy officials and 

politicians can increase the capacity for prudence and internalizing moral identity. 

There appear to be important opportunities for professional development, 

including in academic institutions, for ethics training to extend beyond codes of 

practice that are so general in principles as to not be action guiding and do little to 

minimize rationalization. Communities of practice that engage in ethics talk is one 

potential approach. Students, for example, enrolled in environmental management 

programs could benefit from completion of environmental ethics courses. Private 

sector professional development provides opportunities for incorporating ethics 

into corporate social responsibility training. In this context, efforts to encourage 

ethics talk as a means to practice moral reasoning, and to nurture moral character 

could be associated with responsible environmental management, and help create 

the capacity for organizations to research the ecological ethical orientation of 

customers and communities within which organizations wish to operate. 

4. The language of ecological virtue ethics is critical to activating the collective 

environmental values and character traits associated with environmental practices. 

While the importance of practice in moral reasoning has been demonstrated 

empirically, the effect on activating environmental values and encouraging 

environmental practice has not, to my knowledge, been tested. As noted, there 

appear to be cultural challenges associated with using words like frugality and 

humility. These were words study participants felt uncomfortable associating 

with, yet strongly demonstrated.  What are the best ways to nurture and talk about 

these ecological virtues given their importance to environmental practice? How 
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best to encourage development of skills associated with frugality or humility, for 

example, given their importance to a self-aware and skillful approach to 

consumption?  

5. Air travel, as a behaviour for which participants showed an emerging personal 

norm, represents an opportunity to research the process of rationalization that 

seemed associated with this at-the-margin behaviour. In other words, 

rationalization did not emerge when participants talked about more habitual 

behaviours, but did in the case of air travel where they were struggling with a 

growing awareness of consequences, were in the process of ascribing 

responsibility and developing a personal norm, but were not yet ready to modify 

their travel behaviours. Rather, moral accounting, where other actions were 

deemed to offset the negative effects of air travel, was deployed. Perhaps the 

emphasis on identifying attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behaviour 

control so typical of rational choice models, not only miss ethical dimensions, but 

also rationalization processes associated with resisting new behaviours. Again, a 

virtue ethical lens to this analysis could identify ways to support behaviour 

change, with consideration, for example, of the use of role models and mentors. 

 

11.5   Future Research Directions 

In addition to the pragmatic research implications discussed in Section 11.4, there are 

numerous opportunities for future scholarly investigation of which I will highlight four: 

 the study of the science of flourishing integrating positive philosophy (virtue 

ethics), positive psychology and positive sociology;  

 further exploration of the relationship between ethics, self-determination and 

values, beliefs and norms;  

 exploration of ecological ethical orientation within the general Canadian 

population; and 

 applied research into the virtue-vice spectrum associated with ecological virtues.  

 

Aristotle believed that a person born into poverty or without access to the basic 

necessities of life could not flourish (R. L. Walker, 2007). External goods, like security, 

access to health care, clean water and air, and the support of friends, family and 

community are required if people are to flourish. Flourishing people need flourishing 

communities sustained by flourishing nature. Yet, philosophy, psychology and sociology 
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have not come together to explore the science of flourishing under a positive banner, 

although the work of Martin Seligman, credited with spawning positive psychology has 

encouraged at least one Yale professor to engage colleagues in the development of a 

positive sociology network. I believe there is potentially great value in scholarly 

collaboration on the ethical-psychological-sociological dimensions of flourishing that 

emphasizes the psycho-social factors associated the healthy capacity to relate well and 

function in the world. The focus on relating well and on reaching an organism’s full 

potential (human and otherwise) distinguishes the eudaimonistic understanding of 

flourishing underpinning self-determination theory and virtue ethics from hedonistic 

well-being research focused on personal or subjective happiness (Deci & Ryan 2002b). 

Eudaimonic flourishing does not exclude subjective happiness, but extends beyond it to 

include factors associated with vitality, thriving and healthy functioning. 

Scholars investigating community capacity (Beckley, Martz, Nadeau, Wall, & 

Reimer, 2008), and the links between social capital and ecosystem protection (Dale & 

Sparkes, 2007) often work from within a positive paradigm, but don’t characterize their 

work as positive sociology. Social practice theorists also could fall under the positive 

sociology banner. Hards (2011) study of the social practice dimensions of the evolution 

of personal environmental values fits well within a positive sociology paradigm. Bringing 

practice, virtue ethics and moral development scholarship to the investigation of the 

developmental dimensions that I found to be associated with the process of internalizing 

ecological moral identity could be a focus of early investigation, as could development of 

a measurement scale building from the New Ecological Paradigm, but focused on 

understanding the factors associated with a Positive Ecological Paradigm (PEP). The PEP 
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scale would measure the positive dimensions of an ecological worldview, including 

factors associated with personal and community resiliency and well-being. 

 This mixed-method study explored territory not studied before: ethical orientation 

and its relation to self-determination and values, beliefs and norms associated with 

environmental lifestyles, or what I now understand as environmental practice. This was 

an exploratory study and the focus was on designing tools for measuring ethical 

orientation, including relating to ecological virtue ethics that had not been done before. 

The interview protocol and survey had more than 30 questions. Every aspect of the 

results needs to be validated and replicated. I wanted this study to emphasize narrative 

analysis and to avoid over-reliance on single variable statistical analysis. In the end, the 

opportunity to engage more participants did allow for more statistical analysis than 

anticipated, but primarily through categorical analysis. Future research could include the 

use of validated measurement scales like the New Ecological Paradigm scale and the 

creation of a new Positive Ecological Paradigm (PEP) scale, use of the entire range of 

scales available from self-determination theory work, as well those that measure the Big 

Five personality dispositions. Research into Canadians’ environmental values and 

affiliation with the New Ecological Paradigm has not, to my knowledge, interpreted 

results through an ethical lens other than to associate an environmental paradigm with a 

biocentric worldview. I believe study results demonstrate the value in an ethical analysis 

as it relates to environmental values, and future research should cover the spectrum of 

ethical theory, including ecological virtue ethics.  

My study is the first to empirically explore ecological virtue ethics. While results 

aligned well with theory (Sandler (2007; Sandler & Cafaro, 2005), additional research 
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could test the virtue-vice typology developed by Sandler and further defined in this study 

as summarized in Table 3-2. The effectiveness of utilizing the virtue-vice framework to 

nurture development of ecological virtues and moral reasoning to guide right action, and 

advance personal and ecological flourishing, warrants further investigation. Participants’ 

common sense perception of nature’s value did not make distinctions between sentient 

beings, life or organisms and non-sentient life as environmental philosophers have done 

in assigning inherent or intrinsic value or worth as the basis for moral standing. Future 

research could investigate more fully than was possible in this study understanding of 

inherent and intrinsic environmental value and worth concepts.  

I feel confident in making these recommendations because my exposure to 

ecological virtue ethics has transformed me. I am a better person through my exposure to 

its insights. I am a wiser environmental practitioner because of its influence on how I 

judge right action and how I relate to others. The triadic structure of the virtues is a tool I 

use more and more in thinking about particular situations and how I want to relate in the 

world. With N = 1, my subjective experience with virtue ethics tells me that there is a 

wisdom here relevant to the modern world. What more is there to say? I can think of only 

one thing to say here: thank you Aristotle.  
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Glossary  

Agency: the sense of personal empowerment, which involves both knowing and having 

what it takes to achieve one’s goals…a well-adapted agentic individual is the origin of his 

or her actions, has high aspirations, perseveres in the face of obstacles, sees more and 

varied options for action, learns from failures, and, overall, has a greater sense of well-

being (Little, et al., 2002, p. 390). See teleological. 

 

Aesthetic sensitivity: perception, Aldo Leopold: ‘our ability to perceive quality in nature 

begins…with the pretty, [and] expands through successive stages of the beautiful to 

[higher] values as yet uncaptured by language…to promote perception is the only truly 

creative part of recreation management’. This naturalizing of virtue is no mere literary 

conceit but, rather, the very foundation of Leopold’s land ethic (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, 

pp. 33-34); gratitude (indifference a vice), appreciation of beauty; humility, sensitivity. 

Many of the capacities of mind and heart that it presupposes may be ones that are also 

needed for an appreciation of other people: curiosity; a mind open to novelty; the ability 

to look at things from unfamiliar perspectives;, empathetic imagination; interest in 

details; variety, and order; emotional freedom from the immediate and the practical 

(Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, pp. 56-57).  The enjoyment of natural beauty as tending 

towards an ideal of oneness with nature or as leading to the disclosure of unity with 

nature; crosses to wonder (R. L. Walker & Ivanhoe, 2009, p. 161).  

 

Asceticism: principally a doctrine or way of life in which the enjoyment of bodily 

pleasures, comforts, and ease is forsworn for moral, spiritual or religious reasons. 
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Enjoyment of such pleasures and comforts may be held to tempt to sin; to prevent 

contemplation of or dedication to higher things; to tie one to the illusory world of matter 

and false goods; and so on (Honderich, 2005, p. 63). 

 

Altruism: considered a subset of prosocial behaviours that are “primarily
9
  motivated by the 

desire to benefit others” (Carlo, PytlikZillig, Roesch, & Dienstbier, 2009, p. 272). Prosocial 

behaviours can also be egoistic where actions are motivated by “self-enhancement desires - 

improve one’s self-image or to avoid guilt” (p. 273).  The authors’ claim that altruism happens in 

the absence of external awards, is voluntary (not coerced) and usually involves a cost to the self. 

As a personality characteristic, altruism correlates with the capacity for “perspective taking, 

empathy, sympathy, social responsibility, internalized values or principles, moral reasoning, and a 

strong prosocial or moral identity” (p. 274). 

 

Attentiveness: cross to apathy: default procedures typically harm the environment, 

whereas doing better takes work, especially initially (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 151). 

Cross to optimism and considerateness. To listen, to understand, to get it right; excess: 

                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9
 Italics in original 
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intrusiveness, compulsiveness; deficiency, sloppiness, carelessness, indifference, 

rudeness (Solomon, 1999, p. 75).  

 

Attitudes: refer to an individual’s overall evaluation of objects. Attitudes serve different 

needs: some attitudes reflect underlying values, others guide behaviour in ways important 

to reference groups. Attitudes can be derived from affective information (feelings about 

an object), cognitive information (e.g., beliefs associated with an object) and behaviour 

information (e.g., past experiences with an object). Attitudes can predict behaviour and 

attitudes can change (Haddock & Maio, 2006, p. 1). In social psychology, a relatively 

enduring and general evaluation of an object, person, group, issue, or concept or a scale 

ranging from negative to positive. (2) any subjective belief or evaluation associated with 

an object (American Psychological Association, 2007, p. 83). The real driving force of 

attitudes is emotion, or as social psychologists call it, affect….Affect and emotion engage 

the body as well as the mind…Attitudes differ from knowledge because they are driven 

by the love-hate, good-bad aspect of emotion (Heberlein, 2012, p. 16). Attitudes…are 

based on values and built on beliefs, some of which are knowledge and some of which 

contain an emotional component called evaluative beliefs and values on which they are 

based. They have varying degrees of consistency and rationality. Strong attitudes resist 

change because they are based on direct experience, identities, and many beliefs and 

values. Conceptual definition includes seven points: We cannot see attitudes; they must 

be inferred from something; Attitudes differ from behavior, which we can see; Attitudes 

have objects; Attitudes have cognitive (belief) and affective (emotion) components; 
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Attitudes have a direction – positive or negative; Attitudes are relatively enduring; 

Attitudes are related to but different from values and opinions (Heberlein, 2012). 

 

Attunement: …properly sensitive to the flow of nature through us and its bearing on our 

habits of life (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 62); cross to eco-justice. Attunement connotes a 

continuous monitoring and adapting to the changing situation, needs, moods, energy 

levels of other beings as well as systems (such as a bioregion). To a certain extent, 

attunement is receptivity of the mind…Attunement implies harmonizing with a changing 

reality…Cultivating an attitude of attunement is seen as essential if we are to interact 

fruitfully in a world we cannot completely control or comprehend (Wensveen, 2000, p. 

32).  

 

Beliefs: in the psychology of attitudes, an association of some characteristic or attitude, 

usually evaluative in nature. More generally, acceptance of the truth, reality or validity of 

something (American Psychological Association, 2007, p. 112). A belief need not be 

correct. It can be inconsistent with scientific knowledge or the knowledge of an authority, 

but if people believe it, then it is true for them. What makes a belief is the absence of 

emotion (Heberlein, 2012, p. 16). See evaluative belief. 

 

Bases of an Attitude: the types of information from which an attitude is derived. 

Traditionally, researchers have distinguished between three categories of basis: the 

affective basis refers to the emotions, feelings, and moods associated with the attitude 

object; the cognitive basis refers to beliefs about attributes associated with the attitude 
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object; and the behavioral basis refers to responses, such as past behavior and future 

intentions associated with the attitude object. Also called components of an attitude 

(American Psychological Association, 2007, p. 103). 

 

Benevolence: generosity, promotes empathy with the plight of less fortunate people. 

Frugal, appreciative and temperate people have the resources to be helpful and therefore 

the incentive to empathize with and help those less fortunate than themselves. The virtue 

of dedication can be used in projects of benevolence motivated by empathy. Dedicated, 

empathic people engaged in projects of benevolence avoid the twin vices of indifference 

and injustice. Empathy opposes indifference. Injustice often results from people taking 

advantage of others, directly or indirectly, knowingly or unknowingly as when we buy 

inexpensive clothing produced by child or slave labor. Frugal, appreciative, temperate 

consumers can make justice a condition of purchase (Peter Wenz) (Sandler & Cafaro, 

2005, pp. 208-209). Virtues of benevolence include compassion, friendliness, kindness 

and generosity; vices include jealousy, selfishness, greed, and profligacy – compete with 

the tendencies to promote the good of others. (p.123). Central features of a benevolent 

act: agent engages in an imaginative reconstruction of the life of the other (vices 

arrogance and chauvinism – focus on self-interest and preferences – cannot see intrinsic 

value in nature; jealousy and greed); agent attempts to determine what is in the best 

interest of the other (vices: laziness, sloth and lack of curiosity keep us from learning 

what is in the interest of the other) ; agent is motivated to act with the best interest of the 

other in mind(cynicism leads to perfectionist fallacy – solution is not final and complete 

so why bother p. 125 and p. 132). Expansion of sphere of concern to include nonhuman, 
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others first characteristic of environmental benevolence. – all and at species level and the 

land that supports them = expanded sense of the other (p.126). An environmentally 

benevolent life involves ‘an excellence or relationships among the parts of the self and 

with the outside world’ (p. 126).  Crosses to intellectual virtues perceptiveness, 

attentiveness (attention to detail). Crosses with capacity to interact with nature: 

persistence, patience, thoroughness, and continuous attentiveness make it more likely that 

a person will be able to learn what nature can teach. Cross to openness (heightens our 

sensitivity to the concerns, behaviors, subtle features and goal-directed activities of 

nonhuman entities) and humility (keeps us open to novelty and new experiences as we 

recognize that we can continually learn from the wild, that we do not have all the 

answers, and that our skills for learning from nature may require further refinement or 

polishing) (p.127). How to recognize: is there movement toward action? Does this person 

act consistently in ways that promote the well-being of other members of the biotic 

community as well as his or her own? We need to see actions of various kinds done over 

a period of time. Virtue requires that these acts be done on a regular basis as a reflection 

of a key ingredient of a person’s character. Actions vary to reflect the context of the 

action. Benevolence is a family of related virtues, compassion not enough (Geoffrey 

Frasz p. 121-133). Each person has a good of her own that there are strong reasons to 

care about, and this justifies virtues of passive benevolence, such as considerateness and 

nonmaleficence (requires not compromising the ecological conditions and goods on 

which other people depend for their well-being). Virtues of active benevolence, such as 

helpfulness, compassion, and charitableness, are justified…interpersonal benevolence – 

e.g., assisting people in need (helpfulness), attempting to reduce people’s suffering 
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(compassion), and sharing excess resources with others (charitableness)…a virtuous 

person will often prioritize securing environmental goods for some people over others. 

Interpersonal benevolence increases the robustness of virtues of environmental activism 

and virtues of sustainability (Sandler, 2007a, pp. 53-55). Consistent concern for the 

happiness, flourishing, health, interests, or well-being of both human and nonhuman 

others (p. 125); necessary to stewardship, attunement, humility. Excess: giving away the 

store; deficiency: miserliness; generosity too often thought to be overcoming 

miserliness…wrestling with one’s more selfish impulses. But…the less wrestling one 

does, the more generous one is: generosity is exemplary among the virtues in that the 

more it is a cultivated, even ‘unthinking’ habit, the more virtuous it may be (Solomon, 

1999, pp. 87-88). 

 

Care Ethics: the ethics of care is a distinct moral theory or approach to moral 

theorizing…focus is on relationships rather than on the dispositions of individuals…both 

a practice, or cluster of practices, and a value, or cluster of values (p. 4). The central 

focus is on the compelling moral salience of attending to and meeting the needs of the 

particular others for whom we take responsibility…values emotions…rejects that abstract 

reasoning avoids bias and arbitrariness, or achieves impartiality; …reconceptualises 

notions about public and private…separating home life from public life (Held, 2006, pp. 

9-13). 

 

Caring: useful to self: empathy-satisfaction, winning trust and loyalty; useful to others: 

being cared for, security; excess: paternalism, intrusiveness, mawkishness; deficiency: 
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indifference, callousness…a fundamental attitude; that attitude is one of mutual affection 

and a corresponding sense of obligation. This does not mean mawkish sentiment…caring 

without being moved to action is not caring but mere emotional voyeurism. To care for 

someone is itself a course of action, not merely a feeling. It ultimately means to help 

others grow and actualize themselves (Solomon, 1999, pp. 77-78). Care is not the same as 

benevolence…since it is more the characterization of a social relation than the description 

of an individual disposition, and social relations are not reducible to individual states. 

Caring relations ought to be cultivated, between persons in their personal lives and 

between the members of caring societies. Such relations are often reciprocal over time if 

not at given times. The values of caring are especially exemplified in caring relations, 

rather than in persons as individuals (Held, 2006, p. 42).  

 

Character: the totality of an individual’s attributes and personality traits, particularly his 

or her characteristic moral, social, and religious attitudes. Character is often used 

synonymously with personality (R.VandenBos, 2007, p. 163). Character is a person’s 

moral nature. Moral philosophy after the rejection of Aristotelianism concentrated on 

discrete acts, not on the character of moral agents. Since the recent revival of interest in 

the virtues by Anscombe and others, character has re-emerged. Cultivation of good 

character is seen as pivotal to moral life, and an understanding of character provides a 

standpoint for ethical criticism of yourself and others…The virtues of character are stable 

dispositions to feel and to act at the right time, towards the right people, etc., (this is 

Aristotle’s’ doctrine of the mean). A virtuous character develops out of the reflective 

performance of virtuous acts (Honderich, 2005, p. 135). 
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 Character Traits: If character is “the totality of an individual’s attributes and personality 

traits, particularly his or her characteristic moral, social, and religious attitudes ” 

(R.VandenBos, 2007, p. 163), traits for purposes of this study measured moral attitudes. 

See Appendix A for the 20-item character trait scale used in this study. Factor analysis 

showed a 7-factor solution. Character traits were one measure of ethical orientation used 

in this study. They were: Factor 1: respectful, sensitive, caring, and humble; Factor 2: 

influential, results-oriented, effective, and winner; Factor 3: law-abiding and loyal; Factor 

4: trustworthy and dependable; Factor 5: generous and principled; Factor 6: responsive; 

and Factor 7: frugal and resourceful. 

 

Commitment: dedication stands between self-development and overconsumption. People 

who go quickly from one activity to another without the dedication needed for a 

reasonable chance of improvement or success may become major consumers of 

equipment, books, materials and training (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 208). 

 

Cognition: all forms of knowing and awareness such as perceiving, concerning, 

remembering, reasoning, judging, imagining, and problem solving (American 

Psychological Association, 2007, p. 187). 

 

Cognitive Dissonance Theory: a theory proposing that people have a fundamental 

motivation to maintain consistency among elements in their cognitive systems. When 

inconsistency occurs, people experience an unpleasant psychological state that motivates 
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them to reduce dissonance in a variety of ways (American Psychological Association, 

2007, p. 189). See dissonance reduction. 

 

Compassion: a compassionate person is appropriately disposed with regard to the 

suffering of others. A person fails to be compassionate if she is not disposed to help 

people who are suffering when she is well positioned to do so with little cost to herself 

(not well disposed in regard to actions), if she helps in such situations only because she 

wants others to feel indebted to her (not well disposed in regard to desires and reasons), 

or is she is contemptuous and resentful of those she helps (not well disposed with regard 

to emotions (Sandler, 2007a, p. 21). The basis of responsiveness for compassion is the 

suffering of others, and the forms of responsiveness are concern for others, desiring to 

assist others, and acting to diminish the suffering of others (p.41). To be disposed to not 

impeding flourishing, which for sentient animals includes not causing them pain, than 

(more narrowly) toward reducing pain: Evaluative, conative, practical, and affective 

dispositions against causing nonhuman animals to suffer unnecessarily or excessively by 

either harming them directly or compromising their habitat are strongly justified, whereas 

dispositions to actively and assertively reduce any and all suffering of sentient animals 

are not well justified. Compassion toward nonhuman animals more closely resembles 

restraint and nonmaleficence than it does the active compassion commonly believed to be 

appropriate toward other people (Sandler, 2007a, p. 75). Because compassion involves 

making a connection with the suffering of others, it is true that one can only be 

compassionate toward those natural entities that can suffer…benevolence is not 

equivalent to compassion. Benevolence involves a family of related virtues, each of 
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which involves a concern with the lives and condition of others…this concern need not 

be limited to a condition of suffering. Concern for the wellbeing of another also includes 

elements of friendship, kindness and respect, which can focus on the health, integrity, or 

overall well-being of an entity that is not sentient (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, pp. 128-129). 

Useful to self: others will reciprocate, sense of solidarity; useful to others: sympathetic, 

helpful; excess: sentimentality, mawkishness, ineffectiveness; deficiency: callousness, 

cruelty, indifference to the plight of others; compassion literally means ‘feeling with’ and 

is often confused with ‘empathy’ or ‘putting yourself in the other person’s 

shoes’…compassion simply requires paying attention to the plight of other people. 

Compassion is the felt need to do something about it, or, at least, to stick by others in 

their time of need (Solomon, 1999, pp. 78-79). 

 

Conscience: an individual`s sense of right and wrong. In psychoanalysis, conscience is 

the superego or ethical component of personality which acts as judge and critic of one`s 

actions and attitudes (American Psychological Association, 2007, p. 218). 

 

Conscientiousness: the tendency to be organized, responsible, and hardworking, 

construed as one end of a dimension or individual differences (conscientiousness versus 

lack of direction) in the Big Five personality model. It is also a dimension in the five-

factor personality model (American Psychological Association, 2007). 

 

Considerateness: (vice, arrogance: an overevaluation of ourselves and an underevaluation 

of others (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 144). 
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Cooperativeness: useful to self: more and better results than one could produce alone; 

useful to others: more and better results than one could produce alone; excess: loss of 

autonomy; deficiency: competitiveness, creation of mutual obstacles (Solomon, 1999, p. 

82). 

 

Courage: well-disposed in actions, reasons, and emotions with regard to physical and 

psychological dangers. A person who sacrifices herself or exposes herself to risks for bad 

reasons or for ends or by means that are not justifiable, or desires to do so, is poorly 

disposed …(Sandler, 2007a, p. 21). Ability to channel our fears and aggressive impulses 

into helpful, supporting paths; courage that symbolizes excellence in all protective human 

responses, the courage portrayed as a constructive response the possibility of 

environmental destruction (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 185). Useful to self: maintains 

one’s integrity, avoids shame and guilt; useful to others: an inspiration, as example, 

someone who will do what others won’t (but want to); excess: recklessness, foolishness, 

self-righteousness; deficiency: cowardice…without moral courage many of the other 

virtues are no more than good intentions (Solomon, 1999, pp. 82-83). Courage is 

moderation in the tendencies to feel fear and boldness or confidence. Excess in the 

propensity to fear combined with deficiency in the propensity to be confident constitutes 

cowardice. Deficiency of fear and excess of confidence produce rashness or foolhardiness 

(Robinson, 1995, p. 71). 
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Consequentialism-utilitarianism orientation : Defined for purposes of this study as “an 

approach to morality that treats pleasure or desire-satisfaction as the sole element in 

human good and that regards the morality of actions as entirely dependent on the 

consequences or results for human (or sentient) well-being” (R.VandenBos, 2007, p. 

936), particularly relating to economic consequences. I was interested in the effect 

consequentialist-utilitarian thinking had on self-determination and moral attentiveness. 

This measure was explored through moral reasoning and moral reasons indicators and 

narrative analysis (particularly participant definitions of a life well-lived from an 

environmental perspective). Indicators of consequentialism-utilitarianism also included 

egoistic traits like being influential, results-oriented or a winner, and a calculating 

reasoning style measured through vignettes (assessment of personal gains or losses or 

social gains or losses with a economic impact emphasis). Where these consequentialist-

utility dimensions were present in the narrative data, they were coded as calculating. 

 

Creativity: useful to self: to exercise one’s best faculties, to be free beyond the fullness of 

the present, to go where no one has gone before; useful to others: inspiration, innovation, 

creation of the new; excess: excessive fantasy, lack of relevance or realism; deficiency: 

stuck in the mire…of particular importance if moral imagination, not taking ethical 

problems or solutions at face value but rather seeing beyond them, perhaps into new 

moral territory not  considered before (Solomon, 1999, pp. 83-84).  

 

Deontological Orientation: For purposes of this study defined as an approach to morality 

“according to which certain acts must or must not be done, regardless to some extent of 
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the consequences of their performance or non-performance” (Honderich, 2005, p. 200). I 

was interested in the influence of an obligation orientation on self-determination and 

moral attentiveness. A person with a deontological orientation acts from obligation or 

duty, and tends to see a distinction between morally ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ behaviours and 

decisions. A deontological orientation could also emphasize reciprocal relations of rights 

and duties between individuals and justice dimensions of morality, overcoming internal 

desires, and reasoning about right action based on a small number of principles. This 

measure was explored through moral reasoning and moral reasons indicators and 

narrative analysis (particularly participant definitions of a life well-lived from an 

environmental perspective). Indicators of a deontological orientation included traits such 

as principled, law-abiding, dependability, honest, and trustworthy; obligation, rules and 

duty-based moral reasoning, and justice-oriented moral reasons. Where these deontology-

like dimensions were present in the narrative data they were coded as obligation. 

 

Dissonance Reduction: the process by which a person reduces the uncomfortable 

psychological state that results from inconsistency among elements of a cognitive system. 

Dissonance can be reduced by making one or more inconsistent elements consistent with 

other elements in the system, by decreasing the perceived importance of an inconsistent 

element, or by adding new consistent elements to the system. Finally, self-affirmation 

theory postulates that merely affirming some valued aspect of the self, even if it is not 

directly relevant to the inconsistency, can reduce dissonance (American Psychological 

Association, 2007, p. 291). See cognitive dissonance. 
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Disposition: see character 

 

Ecological Virtues: an environmentally responsive virtue is any virtue that involves 

responsiveness to some environmental entities – i.e., for which some environmental 

entities are morally considerable. An environmentally justified virtue is any virtue that is 

in part justified by environmental considerations (e.g., the worth of living organisms, 

beneficial relationships with environmental entities, or environmental resources). An 

environmentally productive virtue is any virtue that promotes or maintains environmental 

goods or values (e.g., ecological integrity or the flourishing of living organisms) (Sandler 

& Cafaro, 2005, p. 42).  

 

Ecological Sensitivity: See Humility 

 

Ethical Determinism: the position stated definitively by Greek philosopher Plato (427-

347 BCE) that one who knows the good will (necessarily) do the good. It is implied that a 

sense of obligation is the defining feature of knowledge and the good, and that this sense 

will be strong enough to compel, rather than merely suggest, action. This position 

assumes the essential rationality of human beings. Later modifications of the position 

have argued that a person will necessarily act in accordance with what he or she 

perceives to be good, whether or not it really is good, or that a person will act 

consistently with what he or she perceives to be good where what is good is what is in 

that person’s self-interest (American Psychological Association, 2007, p. 344). 
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Ethical Imperative: a principle or practice taken to be ethically required of one. The 

binding character of the principle on behavior may result from a perceived logical or 

rational necessity, as in the categorical imperative defined by German philosopher 

Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), or it may seem to arise from some set of empirical facts, for 

example, energy conservation may seem to be an ethical imperative given that one 

accepts the evidence of global warming (American Psychological Association, 2007, p. 

344). 

 

Ethical Judgment: a moral decision made by an individual, especially a difficult one 

made in the context of a real or hypothetical ethical dilemma. Such judgments often 

reveal the beliefs that an individual applies in discriminating between right and wrong 

and the attitudes that comprise his or her basic moral orientation (American 

Psychological Association, 2007, p. 344). 

 

Ethical Orientation: Defined for purposes of this study as a tendency toward moral 

thoughts and feelings that represent a “moral style” (Shulman, 2005, p. 504) consistent 

with a particular ethical theory or theories. These ethical differences could, for example, 

include a moral style more orientated toward calculation thinking about the consequences 

of one’s actions. Where a person perceives a net benefit based on their personal or social 

assessment, the right thing to do is to take that action or implement that policy. Or an 

ethical style could be oriented more toward moral thinking based on duty or obligation 

toward principled action. In this case, the principle may be that recycling is always the 

right thing to do without consideration of whether a net benefit calculation shows an 
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environmental gain. Other moral styles may emphasize character and context over 

principled action, or emphasize thinking about the potential effects of choices on 

relationships, whether with other people or the natural environment. Each of these moral 

dimensions will combine in difference ways: calculation; obligation, character, and 

relationship concerns will be present in all ethical thinking, but to the degree that one or 

more dimensions combine in consistent ways, it is possible to explore that moral style 

through an ethical theoretical lens that would include utilitarianism (calculating), 

deontology (obligation), virtue (character) or care (relational). 

 

Ethics and Morality: morality and ethics are terms often used as synonyms: an ethical 

issue just is a moral issue. Increasingly, however, the term ‘ethics’ applies to specialized 

areas of morality, such as medicine, business, the environment, and so on. Where 

professions are involved, a governing body will typically draw up a code of ethics for its 

members. ‘Ethics’ in this sense can be thought of as a subset of morality, being that 

aspect of morality concerned with the moral obligations pertaining to the practice of a 

profession. On the other hand, some philosophers, from Socrates to Bernard Williams, 

use ‘ethics’ in a broad sense to refer to reflective answers to the questions ‘How should I 

live?’. If we accept this broad sense of ‘ethics’ then morality becomes a subset of ethics, 

being that aspect of ethics concerned with obligation (Honderich, 2005, p. 271). For 

purposes of this study, ethics relates to questions regarding How should I live? 

Ethics: ethics is the study of moral values: it is reflection on how best to understand and 

to clarify, prioritize, and practice them…Ethics asks us to live mindfully…Ethics asks us 

to go beyond living out our values to thinking them through” (Weston, 2011, pp. 5-6). 
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Eudaimonia: happiness considered as criterion for what is moral and as a motivation for 

human action. Modern versions of eudaimonia, such as those found in psychology, have 

most often emphasized its individual interest and pleasure-seeking aspects; more ancient 

theories, particularly that of Greek philosopher Aristotle (384-322 BCE) have given even 

greater emphasis to the notion of one’s being drawn by nature toward a higher good or a 

“flourishing life” as the source of genuine happiness (American Psychological 

Association, 2007, p. 346). 

 

Eudaimonism: the position that happiness or eudaimonia is the ultimate ground of 

morality, so that what is good is what brings happiness. Debate then centers on whose 

happiness is achieved and whether certain means of achieving happiness are immoral. 

Utilitarianism is a eudaimonism. (2) The position that humans will naturally act in ways 

that bring them happiness. Psychoanalytic, behavioristic, and modern humanistic 

psychologies can all be seen as modern eudaimonisms. Debate centers on whether 

humans are compelled to act so as to maximize their happiness, as Hedonism would 

suggest, or whether the association between happiness and behavior is more subtle. Older 

versions of eudaimonism suggested that the motives for human action included some 

altruistic impulses, such that the achievement of the happiness of others or a greater good 

could also be the cause or source of behaviors (American Psychological Association, 

2007, p. 346). 
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Evaluative Belief: when you tie the belief to a value, you get a belief that says or implies 

something is better than something else. This is called an evaluative belief (Heberlein, 

2012, p. 16). 

 

Extrinsic Motivation: an external incentive to engage in a specific activity, especially 

motivation arising from the expectation of punishment or reward. An example of 

extrinsic motivation for studying is fear of failing an examination (American 

Psychological Association, 2007, p. 360). Extrinsically motivated behaviors, which are 

characterized by four types of regulation, fall along the self-determination continuum 

between Amotivation and intrinsic motivation. External regulation is the least 

autonomous form of extrinsic motivation and includes the classic instance of being 

motivated to obtain rewards or avoid punishments….external regulation is in evidence 

when one`s reason for doing a behavior is to satisfy an external demand or a socially 

constructed contingency. External regulation has an external perceived locus of causality, 

is the type of regulation that is central to operant theory (e.g., Skinner, 

1953)…Introjected regulation involves an external regulation having been internalized 

but not, in a much deeper sense, truly accepted as one`s own. It is a type of extrinsic 

motivation that, having been partially internalized, is within the person but is not 

considered part of the integrated self. Introjection is a form of internalized regulation that 

is theorized to be quite controlling. Introjection-based behaviors are performed to avoid 

guilt and shape or to attain ego enhancements and feelings of worth…this type of 

regulation is based on contingent self-esteem. Regulation through identification is a more 

self-determined form of extrinsic motivation, for it involves a conscious valuing of a 
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behavioral goal or regulation, an acceptance of the behavior as personally important. 

Identification represents an important aspect of the process of transforming external 

regulation into true self-regulation….That is, identifications tend to have a relatively 

internal perceived locus of causality…SDT (self-determination theory) suggests that 

some identifications can be relatively compartmentalized or separated from one`s other 

beliefs and values, in which case they may not reflect the person`s overarching values in 

a given situation….Integrated regulation provides the basis for the most autonomous 

form of extrinsically motivated behavior. It results when identifications have been 

evaluated and brought into congruence with the personally endorsed values, goals, and 

needs that are already part of the self….Integrated extrinsic motivation also shares many 

qualities with intrinsic motivation. Nevertheless, although behaviors governed by 

integrated regulations are performed volitionally, they are still considered extrinsic 

because they are done to attain personally important outcomes rather than for their 

inherent interest and enjoyment. In other words, they are instrumental to a separable 

outcome whose value is well integrated with the self (Deci & Ryan, 2002b, pp. 17-18). 

 

Flourishing: a condition denoting good mental and physical health: the state of being free 

from illness and distress, but more important, of being filled with vitality and functioning 

well in one’s personal and social life (R.VandenBos, 2007, p. 380).  From an Aristotelian 

perspective, flourishing relates to happiness, or eudaimonia. While in modern culture, 

happiness is closely associated with feelings of pleasure, Aristotle used the term 

eudaimonia to describe a thriving, active life, lived to the fullest of an individual’s 

potential…happiness is not ultimately dependent on material possession or external 
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influences; it is the result of consciously living a life of virtue…performing a single 

virtuous act does not result in eudaimonia for the moral agent, since a certain sense of 

moral coherence, dependability, and predictability is indispensable for both the 

acquisition of virtues and the consequent attainment of eudaimonia…the concept is 

closely associated with the idea of moral integrity (Lindemann, 2008, p. 26).  

 

Frugality: morally disciplined production and consumption for the sake of the social and 

ecological common good: not to be confused with self-denial; although self-limiting, it is 

an enriching norm that delights in the less consumptive joys of the mind and the flesh 

(Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 177). Getting good value for every minute of your life 

energy and from everything you have the use of; to be frugal means to have a high joy-to-

stuff ratio; such frugality is closely allied with appreciation, the ability to appreciate and 

enjoy what you have (p. 207). Opposes consumption by avoiding frustration and anger 

characteristic of envy and live happily without the compulsive consumption inherent in 

consumerism (p. 208). Frugality is not the same as stinginess or asceticism. To be frugal 

means to be sparing in the use of resources – that is, thrifty without being pinchpenny. 

Frugality is the art of making as little as possible go as far as possible. The etymology of 

frugal: frugalior, which is derived from the Latin word for fruit and denotes ‘useful’ or 

‘worthy’…fits with ecological economics – usufruct, which is the use and enjoyment of 

property or resources without damaging or depleting their worth so that they remain 

permanently useful. Complement is fraternity (Ophuls, 2011, pp. 186-187). 
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Gratitude: Moral affect with the capacity for empathy as its foundation. Gratitude is a felt 

sense of wonder, thankfulness, and appreciation for life (R. A. Emmons & Shelton, 2005, 

pp. 461-462). Cross to aesthetic appreciation; more than proper humility: finding beauty 

in nature, and feeling gratitude to it for, not only its beauty, but its abundance, are 

emotional reactions that are consistent with proper humility but which rescue one from 

the proper humility’s being crushing or dispiriting (R. L. Walker & Ivanhoe, 2009, p. 

161). The basis of responsiveness for gratitude is being benefited by another, and the 

forms of responsiveness are recognition of the benefit, a desire to acknowledge it, and 

actions that acknowledge it (Sandler, 2007a, p. 41).Virtues that emerge from theistic 

philosophy include the virtue of feeling gratitude in response to seeing nature as a gift, 

the virtue of caring for creation as a gift out of respect and gratitude, and the virtue of 

acting in solidarity with the good (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 163). 

 

Guilt: self-conscious emotion characterized by a painful sense of having done (or 

thought) something that is wrong and often by a readiness to take action designed to undo 

or mitigate this wrong (American Psychological Association, 2007, p. 424). 

 

Honesty: excess: honest to a fault, telling the truth even when it is hurtful, to the wrong 

person, oblivious to the larger context; deficiency, liar liar (Solomon, 1999, p. 90). 

 

Humility: traditionally opposed to the vice of arrogance, the undue assumption of dignity, 

authority, power, or knowledge…we must abandon our undue assumption of dignity, 

authority, power and knowledge – our arrogance in short - in relation to nature 
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(Hursthouse, 2009, p. 157). Learning to value things for their own sake, and to count 

what affects them important aside from their utility, is not the same as judging them to 

have some intuited objective property, but is necessary to the development of humility 

and seems likely to take place in experiences with nonsentient nature as well as with 

people and animals. If a person views all nonsentient nature merely as a resource, then it 

seems unlikely that he has developed the capacity needed to overcome self-

importance…another aspect of proper humility is self-acceptance…as human beings are 

part of nature, living, growing, declining, and dying by natural laws similar to those 

governing other living beings; despite our awesomely distinctive human powers, we 

share many of the needs, limits, and liabilities of animals and plants…those that fully 

accept themselves as part of the natural world lack the common drive to disassociate 

themselves from nature by replacing natural environments with artificial ones… (Sandler 

& Cafaro, 2005, pp. 54-56). Basic concern: not to think too highly of yourself, to give 

proper credit to others where credit is due; useful to self: realistic expectations of self, a 

rewarding sense of gratitude; useful to others: sharing, less threatening, credit where 

credit is due; excess: self-mortification, humiliation; deficiency: arrogance, false pride, 

overbearingness; often contrasted with pride but can be a realistic assessment of one’s 

own contribution and the recognition of the contribution of others, along with luck and 

fortune, that made one’s own success possible. Humility, is a version of gratitude 

(Solomon, 1999, p. 94).  

 

Intellectual and Moral Virtues: The intellectual, or epistemic, virtues are those character 

traits of an agent that are conducive to the agent forming true beliefs and, thereby gaining 
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knowledge (Honderich, 2005, p. 948). In Aristotle’s description of human cognitive and 

non-cognitive faculties, the intellectual virtues relate to theoretical capacities 

(intelligence, science, wisdom) and deliberative, action focused capacities (productive, 

craft knowledge and prudence or practical reason-wisdom applied to the exercise of 

moral virtue); this definition from class notes Ron Weed. 

 

Intrinsic Motivation: an incentive to engage in a specific activity that derives from the 

activity itself (e.g. a genuine interest in a subject studied) rather than because of any 

external benefits that might be obtained (e.g. course credits) (American Psychological 

Association, 2007, p. 498).  Intrinsic motivation is the state of doing an activity out of 

interest and inherent satisfaction. It is the prototype of autonomous or self-determined 

behavior (Deci & Ryan, 2002b, p. 17). 

 

Justice: traditionally understood as ensuring a balance of well-being in the world; 

predisposed to care about the needs of organisms outside his/her own group. Cross to 

temperance (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, pp. 183-184). Ecological definition of justice 

bigger than due process, extends in time and space: we have received the past as a 

patrimony that it holds in entail for future generations…to waste and consume without 

regard to posterity is vandalism (Ophuls, 2011, p. 41). Restitutive justice requires actively 

promoting those conditions and goods (ecological goods on which people depend) they 

have been wrongfully compromised (Sandler, 2007a, p. 53). Context: any situation where 

there are goods or punishments to be distributed: to be treated fairly; excess: justice 

eclipses compassion and utility; deficiency, injustice, favoritism, greed, 



432 

 

 

vengefulness…Aristotle lists as one of his basic virtues – indeed, he sometimes suggests 

(as did Plato) that it is the basic virtue – but he has in mind the idea of justice not as an 

abstract scheme but rather as a personal virtue. The good person has the right ‘sense’ of 

justice; sees what is just and fair…it has recently been suggested that what is missing 

from the standard views of justice is an adequate sense of care and compassion…justice 

is, first of all, a sense of compassion (Solomon, 1999, pp. 97-99). 

 

Loyalty: enables us to stand by our commitments in the face of challenges. Sense of 

belonging; sense of trust and affection, superseding self-interest; excess: blind loyalty, 

fanaticism; deficiency: disloyalty, treachery, betrayal…loyalty is a set of affections that 

makes people care about what they are doing and for whom they are doing it. (Solomon, 

1999, p. 101). 

 

Love: to love it (nature/species) because of the kind of good it is, and not simply because 

it is our own good end (R. L. Walker & Ivanhoe, 2009, p. 180). When the experience of 

love is powerful enough, it has the effect of gathering and focusing our energy, which 

otherwise would flow in many directions. As a result of this dynamic, we create such 

richness in one area of our lives that we feel virtually untouched by problems in others 

areas of our lives. Moreover, this richness may spill over into a desire to accept and 

embrace what would normally make us cringe and run. The experience of love, then, 

effectively changes our experience of fear. This enables us to pursue justice calmly and 

happily, even in situations that would ordinarily inspire great fear (Wensveen, 2000, pp. 

140-141). 
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Moral Awareness-Moral Sensitivity: moral awareness is an individual’s determination 

that a situation is a moral situation and moral sensitivity is the individual’s ability to 

achieve moral awareness (Reynolds, 2008, p. 1027). 

 

Moral Attentiveness: involves “two dimensions of attention: a perceptual aspect in which 

information is automatically colored as it is encountered and a more intentional reflective 

aspect by which the individual uses morality to reflect on and examine experience 

(Reynolds, 2008, p. 1028).  

 

Moral Identity: a self-regulatory mechanism that sets parameters for individual behavior 

and motivates specific action that is moral. Moral identity, in turn, is motivational 

through “the consistency principle, which states that an identity creates a need for the 

individual to be true to himself or herself, and therefore, the need to act consistently with 

his or her identity (Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007, p. 1611). 

 

Moral Judgment: For purposes of this study defined as moral reasoning (vignettes) and 

moral reasons as part of an overlapping process covering moral attentiveness (awareness 

and reflection) and intrinsic motivation (including self-conscious emotions like guilt, see 

Figure 3-1 and Figure…).   

 

Moral Motivation: motivation to do what one (believes one) morally ought to do or what 

one (believes one) has moral reasons to do (Honderich, 2005, p. 622). See values. 
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Moral Reasoning: Reasoning is thinking in which logical processes of an inductive or 

deductive character are used to draw conclusions from facts or premises (American 

Psychological Association, 2007, p. 774). Moral reasoning, then, is abstract reasoning 

about moral situations. It was measured for purposes of this study using four vignettes. 

Factor analysis of 24 sub-items (6 per vignette) showed an 8-factor solution. See 

Appendix A the moral reasoning vignettes. The 8 factors were named to simplify 

reporting of the results. The naming protocol was as follows: Factor 1: Obligation-

Character-Traffic (In principle, it’s better to press the light, and then cross; One should 

obey all traffic laws; We should be patient and wait for the light; When we act 

impatiently we model inappropriate behaviour others will follow.); Factor 2: Obligation-

Character-Job (Deception is risky; you can get into serious trouble if it is discovered; 

One should always be honest; I should be truthful and present myself as I am; Lying is 

dishonest.); Factor 3: Calculating-Policy (Ending clear cutting will do more harm to 

workers and communities than it will benefit forests; If we do not clear cut, the cost of 

forest products will go up negatively affecting the economy.); Factor 4: Character-

Recycling (Persevere and find alternatives like recycling somewhere else; Not give up 

too easily; find creative solutions to avoid environmental harm.);  Factor 5: Obligation-

Recycling (Follow condominium rules because I owe it to my neighbours; Do what my 

neighbours are doing as a good member of the condominium community.); Factor 6: 

Calculating-Job (You need the job to pay the rent, and your skills benefit the company, so 

why not; Employers should be concerned only with how well an employee can do the 

job.); Factor 7: Character-Policy (We have to be attentive to the needs of forests and 
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people); Factor 8: Obligation-Policy (Owners have the right to choose what they will do 

with their property.). 

 

Moral Transgression: …capacity to distinguish between moral and conventional 

transgressions…explanations for why moral transgressions are wrong are given in terms 

of fairness and harm to victims, whereas the explanations for why conventional 

transgressions are wrong are given in terms of social acceptability...conventional rules, 

unlike moral rules, are viewed as dependent on authority (Nichols, 2002, p. 222).  

 

Moral Values: those values that give voice to the needs and legitimate expectations of 

others as well as ourselves (Weston, 2011, p. 6). 

 

Motivation: The impetus that gives purpose or direction to human or animal behaviour 

and operates at a conscious or unconscious level. Motives are frequently divided into (a) 

physiological, primary, or organic motives, such as hunger, thirst, and need for sleep, and 

(b) personal, social, or secondary motives, such as affiliation, competitions, and 

individual interests and goals. An important distinction must also be drawn between 

internal motivating forces and external factors, such as rewards or punishments, that can 

encourage and discourage certain behaviours (American Psychological Association, 

2007, p. 594).  

 

Norms: are behavioral regularities. When everybody does the same thing, we call it the 

norm. Behavioral regularities are called descriptive norm(s)…Norms come with 
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sanctions: rewards and punishments administered by others. They have an ought 

component: what we should do…called an injunctive norm. It`s what people say we 

should do, even if they don`t always do it….Social norms exist when the social group – 

whether as large as an entire society or as small as two friends – sanctions 

behaviours…Sanctions in small groups are usually informal…formal norms (laws) come 

with formal societal sanctions…social norms have psychological dimensions, which are 

represented by individuals` belief systems. These norms are a special kind of attitude 

because they have a behavioral referent (that is, the attitude object is often the behavior 

itself). Most important, they come with internal sanctions. If you follow the norm, you 

feel positive about yourself…we form our idea of the norm most often by watching the 

behavior of others…personal norms may not be the same as social norms…some people 

in society hold personal norms that differ and go against the currents of social norms. 

Conflicts between personal and social norms sow seeds for social change (Heberlein, 

2012). 

 

Objective: having actual experience in reality, based on observable phenomena; impartial 

or uninfluenced by personal feelings, interpretations, or prejudices; something that is to 

be obtained or worked toward as in an aim, goal (American Psychological Association, 

2007, p. 636). 

 

Perception: the process or result of becoming aware of objects, relationships, and events 

by means of the senses, which includes such activities as recognizing, observing, and 

discriminating. These activities enable organisms to organize and interpret the stimuli 
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received into meaningful knowledge (American Psychological Association, 2007, p. 

683). 

 

Persistence: continuance or repetition of a particular behaviour, process, or activity 

despite cessation of the initiating stimulus; the quality or state of maintaining a course of 

action or keeping at a task and finishing it despite the obstacles (such as opposition or 

discouragement) or the effort involved (R.VandenBos, 2007, p. 688). 

 

Positive Psychology:  the “study of positive subjective experiences, the study of positive 

individual traits, and the study of institutions that enable positive experiences and 

positive traits” (C. Peterson & M. Seligman, 2004, p. 5). A field of psychology theory 

and research that focuses on the psychological states (e.g. contentment, joy), individual 

traits or character strengths (intimacy, integrity, altruism, wisdom), and social institutions 

that make life most worth living. A manual, Character Strengths and Virtues: A 

Handbook and Classification serves this perspective in a manner parallel to the DSM-IV-

TR for the categorization of mental illness. (Term coined by Abraham Maslow and 

adapted by U.S. psychologist Martin P. Seligman (American Psychological Association, 

2007, p. 713).  

 

Practical Reason: argument, intelligence insight directed to a practical and especially 

moral outcome. Historically, a contrast has been often been made between theoretical and 

practical employments of reason. Aristotle’s ‘practical syllogism’ concludes in an action 

rather than in a proposition or a new belief: and phrōnesis is the ability to use intellect 
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practically. In discussions of motivation, furthermore, appeals to practical reason may 

seek to counter claims that only desire or inclination can ultimately prompt action. A 

measure of disengagement from personal wish and want, a readiness to appraise one’s 

acts by criteria which (rising above a person’s contingent desire) can be every rational 

moral agent’s criteria, marks a crucial point of insertion of reason into practice. To Kant, 

the bare notion of being subject to a moral law suffices to indicate how practical reason 

can operate. Considering any moral policy ask: Could it consistently function as universal 

law? The scope of practical reason, however, is much wider than this: practical reasoning 

must (for example) include the critical comparison and sifting of alleged human goods 

and ends, and the reflective establishing of their ranking and place in a life plan 

(Honderich, 2005, p. 746). 

 

Practice: The concept of practice connotes doing, but not just doing in and of itself. It is 

doing in a historical and social context that gives structure and meaning to what we do. In 

this sense, practice is always social practice. Such a concept of practice includes the 

explicit and the tacit….It includes the language, tools, documents, images, symbols, well-

defined roles, specified criteria, codified procedures, regulations, and contracts that 

various practices make explicit for a variety of purposes. But it also includes all the 

implicit relations, tacit conventions, subtle cues, untold rules of thumb, recognizable 

intuitions, specific perceptions, well-tuned sensitivities, embodied understandings, 

underlying assumptions, and shared world views…The process of engaging in practice 

always involves the whole person, both acting and knowing at once…practice as a source 

of coherence of a community (Wenger, 1999, pp. 47-48). 
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Prudence: Peterson and Seligman (2004) define prudence as a “cognitive orientation to 

the personal future, a form of practical reasoning and self-management that helps to 

achieve the individual’s long-term goals” (p.478). For purposes of this study, prudence 

was defined as ecological situation sensitivity given that “in an ecological age, a high 

degree of human ‘situation sensitivity’ is indispensable for the integrated flourishing of 

external and internal biological systems. The exercise of practical wisdom thus takes on 

an intensified form, which environmentalists tend to refer to as sensitivity. This 

environmental favourite can therefore be considered a synonym of practical wisdom…the 

more modest one’s sense of place, the more actively one will try to monitor and modify 

in order to respond fittingly to what is going on….the cultivation of practical wisdom has 

become integrally dependent on virtues such as humility, respect, and  

gratitude, all of which contribute to an agent’s modest sense of place, (Wensveen, 2005a, 

pp. 186-187). 

 

Practical Wisdom: For purposes of this study, practical wisdom was defined to include 

the capacity for prudence (situational sensitivity) as well as the capacity to exercise the 

virtues of humility, respect and gratitude (see Prudence). 

 

Self: At the core of self-determination theory...The self has been defined as the 

integrative center of the organism, the set of psychological processes that is attempting to 

make experience whole, to feel authentically behind its behaviors, and to grow. In the 

attempt to integrate and grow, the self engages in behaviors that if finds intrinsically 
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motivating – that is, behaviors that are fun, enjoyable, and valuable as ends in and of 

themselves…the self seeks out activities that it values…Hermans (1987) has also defined 

the process of valuing as a function of the self, emphasizing that by self he means the 

experiencing ‘I’ rather than the looking glass ‘Me’, a point that relates to Ryan’s (1995) 

characterization of the self of SDT as the ‘I’ and not the ‘Me’  (Kasser, 2002, p. 

125)…valuing emerges developmentally from the true self as a means of helping the 

young organism know what it likes and does not like, what will help it grow and what 

will not. Valuing can thus be understood as an evaluative function of the self which aids 

in its growth, in part by selecting which activities will be beneficial and which will not. 

From the perspective of SDT, the behaviors most likely to benefit the self are those that 

are intrinsically motivated – that is, those that are interesting, fun, and valued for their 

own sake (p. 126). 

 

Self-Conscious Emotions: See Guilt  

 

Self-Determination: For purposes of this study, self-determination means the self-

determination theory of motivation. Self-determination theory focuses on the dialectic 

between the active, growth-oriented human organism and social contexts that either 

support or undermine people’s attempts to master and integrate their experiences into a 

coherent sense of self. The concept of basic psychological needs for competence, 

autonomy, and relatedness serves to define those contextual factors that tend to support 

versus undermine motivation, performance and well-being. SDT was formulated in terms 

of four mini-theories that share the organismic-dialectical meta-theory and the concept of 
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basic needs…Cognitive evaluation theory addresses the effects of social contexts on 

intrinsic motivation; organismic integration theory addresses the concept of 

internalization especially with respect to the development of extrinsic motivation. 

Causality orientations theory describes individual differences in people’s tendencies 

toward self-determined behavior and toward orienting toward the environment in ways 

that support their self-determination. And basic needs theory elaborates the concept of 

basic needs and its relation to life goals and daily behaviors, specifying the essential role 

of needs to psychological health and well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2002b, p. 27). 

 

Self-Serving Bias: a defensive attributional tendency in which people take more 

responsibility for success than for failure (Deci & Ryan, 2002b, p. 95) 

 

Shame: quasi-virtue: excess: pathological guilt, withdrawal; deficiency: shamelessness, 

unscrupulousness; painful emotion but an essential ingredient in ethics…capacity for 

shame is essential to having a virtuous character. Shame is a distinctively social emotion; 

let down colleagues and others who trusted or depended on you; quite literally to fail 

yourself, but in the context of one’s larger, social self. Not feeling shame may be the 

most offensive evidence of unethical attitudes and the lack of virtue. Shame often 

confused with guilt…Guilt:  important moral emotion, but the capacity for guilt is not a 

virtue as the capacity for shame is. Guilt often inflated to legal guilt…guilt has acquired 

an intriguing connection with religion (especially in Judaism and Christianity). Guilt also 

tends to be a more individualistic emotion. Shame societies: collective as in Japan and 

Aristotle’s Athens. Shame refers to judgments of others, it is actually one’s own self-
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condemnation, reflecting the perceived or expected condemnation of others. Shame is 

self-conscious as well as social…shame remains first of all self-reflective, a form of self-

condemnation, and in this we recognize, as Aristotle did, its status as a ‘quasi-virtue’. 

Shame is an emotion that presupposes a sense of responsibility. It also presupposes the 

importance of the group and assumes the validity of corporate community values. Thus 

Aristotle rightly recognized its essential importance in any ethical community or 

corporation  (Solomon, 1999, pp. 104-106).  

 

Simplicity: not a matter of bleak living but, rather, of rejoicing in the discovery that less is 

more (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 177); Simplicity: limited use of external goods, 

combined with a focus on the task at hand (Thoreau, p. 33).  

 

Subjective: taking place or existing within the mind; particular to a specific person and 

thus intrinsically inaccessible to the experience or observation of others; based on or 

influenced by personal feelings, interpretation, or prejudices (R.VandenBos, 2007, p. 

903) 

 

Temperance: moderating general desire; prevents the extremes of overactivity and 

underactivity; high degree of responsivity to incoming signals demanding upward or 

downward adjustment of activity. Consumer society cultivates greed (an excessive desire 

to acquire or possess more than what one needs or deserves, especially with respect to 

material wealth (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 147). Avarice, an inordinate desire for 

wealth, is implied by greed. Gluttony, immoderate consumerism, spawns overeating. 
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Envy the life of those with the product; pride in the ability to afford expensive or 

attractive goods and services; consumerism fosters intemperance, selfishness, and 

indifference. Intemperance: a lack of moderation or restraint; selfishness is insufficient 

regard for the welfare of others; indifference follows from selfishness (Sandler & Cafaro, 

2005, pp. 206-207). Opposes consumerism through sense of what is enough, they are 

more rational consumers. They have houses that are big enough but not so big as to waste 

space, money, and natural resources. Temperate consumers know when to stop eating, 

when they have enough clothing, and when a fancy wine is just too expensive.  Practicing 

frugality, appreciation and temperance creates opportunities to exercise self-development. 

Dedication is another traditional virtue that stands between self-development and 

overconsumption. Practicing sports and hobbies is much less expensive than acquiring 

material goods without sense or limit, especially when self-development is combined 

with frugality, appreciation and temperance (Sandler & Cafaro, 2005, p. 208)Crosses to 

gratitude (p. 143). Temperance is moderation in the desire for physical pleasures. An 

excess of desire is overindulgence. Deficiency has no common name, but may be labelled 

‘insensitivity’ (Robinson, 1995, p. 71) 

 

Thinking: cognitive behavior in which ideas, images, mental representations, or other 

hypothetical elements of thought are experienced or manipulated. In this sense thinking 

includes imagining, remembering, problem solving, day dreaming, free association, 

concept formation, and many other processes. Thinking may be said to have two defining 

processes. (a) It is covert, that is, it is not directly observable, but must be inferred from 

behavior or self-reports; and (b) it is symbolic, that is, it seems to involve operations or 
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mental symbols or representations, the nature of which remains obscure and controversial 

(American Psychological Association, 2007, p. 938). 

 

Traits: See Character Traits. 

 

Utilitarian Orientation: See Consequentialist-Utilitarian Orientation 

 

Values: a moral, social, or aesthetic principle accepted by an individual or society as a 

guide to what is good, desirable, or important; the worth, usefulness, or importance 

attached to something (American Psychological Association, 2007, p. 975). “Those 

things we care about; those things that matter to us, those goals or ideals to which we 

measure ourselves and others and our society,” (Weston, 2011, p. 6). 

Values…expressions of ideas circulating within society as cultural, ethical and political 

discourses and norms…for example, there is a broadly shared idea of what it means to 

live a low-carbon life”…values and practice are co-constructive; a person’s worldviews, 

ethics and beliefs simultaneously shape and are shaped by their performance of practices. 

(Hards, 2011, p. 26). A value has no particular object, whereas an attitude does 

(Heberlein, 2012, p. 15). Values or principles of life organize people’s attitudes, 

emotions, and behaviors, and typically endure across time and situations (Kasser, 2002, 

p. 123). See moral values. 

 

Virtue Orientation: For purposes of this study defined as an approach emphasizing 

character over rules and principles in deciding right action (Honderich, 2005, p. 947).  A 
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person with an ecological virtue orientation should demonstrate situational sensitivity, or 

prudence, in judging right action, as well as a disposition toward the virtues of humility, 

respect, and gratitude (at minimum) because these virtues are deemed necessary to the 

exercise of ecological prudence (Wensveen, 2005a). A person with an ecological virtue 

orientation would want to secure positive environmental outcomes with their actions, but 

within the overall context of contributing to the flourishing of practitioners, communities, 

and nature. A virtue orientation would also make reference to the importance of mentors, 

and role models  (Sandler, 2007a). This measure was explored through moral reasoning 

and moral reasons indicators and narrative analysis (particularly participant definitions of 

a life well-lived from an environmental perspective). Indicators of a virtue orientation 

included the traits humility, respectfulness, generosity, frugality, and loyalty. As noted, 

there was an expectation a virtue orientation would also exhibit care traits such as being 

caring, oriented toward seeing oneself as relational, attentiveness, and responsiveness. 

Moral reasoning that emphasized intellectual traits like perseverance, creativity, 

attentiveness, and patience, and moral traits like truthfulness and moral reasons like love-

respect for nature, would also be present. These indicators were explored through moral 

reasoning and moral reasons questions. Where these virtue-like dimensions were present 

in the narrative, they were coded as character. 

 

Wonder: crosses to openness, gratitude and delight. Wonder is a gateway to love, 

gratitude, appreciation, and care for that which is found to be wonderful (Sandler, 2007a, 

p. 51) 
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Worldview: a worldview is an interpretation of reality that provides an understanding of 

the world. Worldviews are constructed in response to the human being’s ultimate, 

penultimate, and immediate personal concerns. A worldview embraces knowledge, ideas, 

feelings, values, assumptions, and beliefs. A worldview may be manifested either in 

speech or action. Worldviews are given to us, handed over to us, when we are young, and 

later reformulated and constructed when we reflect on experience (McKenzie, 1991, pp. 

14-15).



 

 

 

Appendix 1:  Character Trait and Moral Reasoning Measures 

1. Please read the vignette (A, B, C and D below) about a moral dilemma. Following 

each vignette is a set of six statements, each of which represents a different way 

of thinking about the situation. Please rate each statement on a scale of 1 to 7 

indicating the extent to which it would fit your way of thinking about the 

situation. You can use the same number more than once. 

 

Here’s an example: A completed question would have a number for each 

option, and could look like this: 

 

a) ___4__No harm is done just to go ahead; it’s inconvenient to 

wait when there is little or no traffic. 

 

b) __4___In these matters one ought to be reasonable, not 

extreme; one ought to obey the spirit rather than the letter of 

the law. 

 

c) __3___It’s better to be safe than sorry. 

 

d) __5___One should obey all traffic laws. 

 

e) __6___We should be patient and wait for the light. 

 

f) __7___When we act impatiently we model behaviour others 

will follow. 

 

1 = Not at all like my way of thinking 

2 

3 

4 

5 



 

 

6 

7 = Very much like my way of thinking 

 

B. In front of the cafeteria on a major university campus is a busy two-lane road 

with a cross walk and a traffic light. There is no intersection, but the light can 

be controlled by a pedestrian button on each sidewalk. Where there is little 

traffic, a person could either press the button and wait for the light or just walk 

across without the light. You are a pedestrian at this cross walk, what should 

you do? 

 

g) _____No harm is done just to go ahead; it’s inconvenient to wait when there is 

little or no traffic. 

 

h) _____In these matters one ought to be reasonable, not extreme; one ought to 

obey the spirit rather than the letter of the law. 

 

i) _____In principle, it’s better to press the light, and then cross. 

 

j) _____One should obey all traffic laws. 

 

k) _____We should be patient and wait for the light. 

 

l) _____When we act impatiently we model inappropriate behaviour others will 

follow. 

 

C. You are a recently graduated young adult who has been out of work for nearly 

two months. You need a job to pay the rent. You have just been notified that 

you have a promising interview in three days with an environmental company 

for which you would very much like to work. Unfortunately, you are well 

aware that people with more experience are favored in today’s job market and 

you are afraid that your age might work against you. So, you are thinking of 

temporarily reporting your age as older than your true age. After all, you are 

mature for your age and competent… 

 

a) _____You need the job to pay the rent, and your skills benefit the 

company, so why not. 

 



 

 

b) _____Employers should be concerned only with how well an employee 

can do the job. 

 

c) _____Deception is risky; you can get into serious trouble if it is 

discovered. 

 

d) _____One should always be honest. 

 

e) _____I should be truthful and present myself as I am.  

 

f) _____Lying is dishonest.  

 

D. Your provincial government is considering options for managing private 

woodlots and crown land that will affect forest management and communities 

over the next 25 years. Some people think that clear cutting forests should be 

allowed; others think it should be prohibited.  Your view is… 

 

a) _____Ending clear cutting will do more harm to workers and communities 

than it will benefit forests. 

 

b) _____If we do not clear cut, the cost of forest products will go up 

negatively affecting the economy.  

 

c) _____Owners have the right to choose what they will do with their 

property. 

 

d) _____We need to follow the rules set by government.  

 

e) _____We need to be diligent so forests and communities thrive. That 

might mean no clear cutting in some locations and allowing it in others. 

 

f) _____We have to be attentive to the needs of forests and people.  

 

E. You live in a condominium that does not have recycling or composting 

services. You would do these things because you know they can benefit the 



 

 

environment but the infrastructure just is not there to support you. You 

should… 

 

a) _____Not worry about it, my contribution to the landfill is small. 

 

b) _____Consider the balance between the effort involved in finding 

alternatives and the benefit to the environment. 

 

c) _____Follow condominium rules because I owe it to my neighbours. 

 

d) _____Do what my neighbours are doing as a good member of the 

condominium community. 

 

e) _____Persevere and find alternatives like recycling somewhere else. 

 

f) _____Not give up too easily; find creative solutions to avoid 

environmental harm.  

 

2. The words below describe different kinds of personal orientations. Indicate which 

ones you like to think you are on a scale of 1, not very important to me, to 7, 

very important to me. 

 

a) Resourceful  1___    2___    3___    4___    5___    6___    7___ 

 

b) Responsive  1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

c) Principled   1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

d) Generous   1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

e) Dependable  1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

f) Humble   1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 



 

 

g) Trustworthy  1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

h) Effective   1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

i) Sensitive   1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

j) Frugal   1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

k) Honest   1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

l) Influential   1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

m) Respectful   1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

n) Caring   1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

o) Results-oriented  1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

p) Attentive   1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

q) Loyal   1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

r) Law-abiding  1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

s) A winner   1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

t) Relational*  1___ 2___ 3___ 4___ 5___ 6___ 7___ 

 

*Relationships are important to you 

  



 

 

Appendix 2: Background to Research Preparation and Launch 

I had originally planned 75-100 semi-structured, in-depth interviews; each interview was 

to begin with participants completing a short questionnaire covering demographic and 

three closed-ended questions (a character trait scale, moral reasoning vignettes and an 

intrinsic motivation scale). The mixed-method approach was theoretically consistent 

throughout the study, but data collection evolved because the number of volunteers 

exceeded my target of 75 to 100 participants.  

Research Launch Preparation 

A pre-test of the ethical orientation and interest-enjoyment scales was conducted with 25 

undergraduate students enrolled in Environmental and Natural Resources Ethics and 

Communications (ENR 1001) at the University of New Brunswick on October 14, 2011.  

Five pre-test interviews were also completed prior to the official launch of the study 

(between October 13, 2011 and November 10, 2011). At the conclusion of each 

interview, feedback was sought on how the process had gone and what improvements 

might be made. Each transcript was typed and provided to the pre-test volunteer for 

review and comment. Results from the class survey and pre-test interviews were entered 



 

 

into SPSS to test scale validity (N = 29). Cronbach alpha (a measure of minimum 

probability that a scale measured what you think it did) for two moral dilemmas was 

.472; .818 for the traits; and .820 for the intrinsic motivation scale
10

.  

In response to the low alpha results for the two dilemmas, strong results for the 

character trait and the interest-enjoyment scales, and feedback from my advisory 

committee, the moral dilemma vignettes were increased to four from two and edited to 

strengthen ethical orientation language triggers. I did not re-test the modified vignettes 

and character trait scales before proceeding to the research phase, partly because of time 

constraints and partly because I was not planning to have a large group (originally 75 

interviews), it was not random, and I was not planning on generalizing to the population. 

I should have re-tested and with a larger sample than N = 29. That said, Cronbach alpha 

improved for all three scales based on research results for the 142 participants 

                                                 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10
 “Cronbach's alpha (Cronbach, 1951) is a measure of reliability…Alpha is a lower bound for the true 

reliability of the survey [scale]. Mathematically, reliability is defined as the proportion of the variability in 

the responses to the survey that is the result of differences in the respondents. That is, answers to a reliable 

survey [scale] will differ because respondents have different opinions, not because the survey is confusing 

or has multiple interpretations. The computation of Cronbach's alpha is based on the number of items on 

the survey (k) and the ratio of the average inter-item covariance to the average item variance,” quoted from 

SPSS Help.  
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constituting the primary sample (91 Green Consumer-Poll participants were secured for 

contrast, Chapter 9). I had not originally expected to include so many participants or to 

engage these additional participants via a survey. Nonetheless results were: moral 

vignettes increased to .617 from .472, n = 129; traits declined slightly to .789 from .818, 

n = 127; and the intrinsic motivation scale increased to .836 from .820, n = 136; (results 

mean a 61.76%, 83.6% chance or 83.6% chance each scales measured what was 

intended). As noted in Chapter 6 reporting on character traits and moral judgment results 

(moral vignettes reasoning) scale sub-items with the strongest Cronbach alpha results 

were used to analyse results. 

Procedure 

Notices announcing the opportunity to participate in university research were published 

or emailed from late October 2011 to February 2012. Advertisements and email 

solicitation were used to promote an opportunity to participate in university research. 

Notices were placed in electronic and print newsletters (e.g. published by the 

Conservation Council of New Brunswick – English and French, Atlantic Canadian 

Organic Regional Network, New Brunswick Environment Network; Permaculture 

Activist, and my personal Facebook account); distributed by email to 270 people in my 

own contact list; to people on the Masters of Environmental Education and 

Communication listserv managed by Royal Roads University; to members of the 

Conservation Council of Ontario; the Falls Brook Centre in New Brunswick; to students 

who had completed certification with the Permaculture Institute of Eastern Ontario and 

P3 Permaculture Design (located in Montreal and Nova Scotia); to individuals through 

referrals; or issued to a panel managed by a market research firm.  



 

 

Potential participants were asked if they had a story to tell about how their 

lifestyle had changed over time because of the way they thought about the environment 

or nature. The notice also explained that participants would be asked to answer some 

personal questions (demographics) and to make some choices about moral problems, to 

rate themselves against some character traits (described as ‘personality’ traits), and then 

to answer questions that examined lifestyle motivation, their perspective on 

environmental issues and the moral relationship between the two. For purposes of 

participant selection, environmentally influenced lifestyle was broadly defined to include 

any personal, social or professional actions participants undertook that they believed 

benefitted environment-nature.  

Interviews began in late November 2011 so research and scheduling were 

concurrent. It quickly became clear that notices were generating more volunteers than 

had been anticipated. In addition, I realized that I had underestimated the potential to 

engage my extensive environmental network in the research. I had two choices: adhere to 

the original study design, or adapt and take advantage of the opportunity to make this 

research project relevant to a broad community active in environment and nature issues in 

Canada. If I expanded the group to include environmental activists and professionals, and 

as many of the other volunteers as could be managed, the study’s theoretical and practical 

relevance would be enhanced. A larger sample also increased confidence in the statistics. 

By early February 2012, I had conducted 42 interviews. At that point a consistent 

pattern became apparent in how respondents answered the semi-structured questions. 

Based on interview flow, I developed a survey that integrated the demographic and 

original three quantitative questions with the interview questions (Appendix A). I also 



 

 

included in the survey two new questions to give respondents an opportunity to talk about 

environmental conscience, a point in the interviews generating difficulty for participants. 

The final survey comprised 33 questions and was translated into French for distribution 

in Quebec and New Brunswick. With the addition of the survey, I decided to complete 

fewer interviews than the original 75 to 100 anticipated. My pragmatic response to the 

needs of participants supported the exploratory process.    

The original study design also anticipated that two-thirds of the interviews would 

be with people characterized as the ‘environmentally supportive lifestyle (ESL) group’, 

with the remainder being participants characterized as ‘green consumers’ (GC). The ESL 

group would include, but would not be exclusive to, voluntary simplicity and 

permaculture practitioners, homesteaders, and people living in intentional communities 

and eco-villages. With the expansion of the sample, the more appropriate descriptor for 

the ESL group was Producers, indicating their inclination toward at-home production of 

some or most of their consumption needs. The GC group could include, but not be 

exclusive to, individuals participating in environment group or municipal-community 

initiatives.  

By February 2012, I had commitments to interviews and surveys for Producers (n 

= 34), Activists (n = 25) and Professionals (n = 64). Green Consumers were represented 

by people describing themselves as taking a mix of environmental choices (“combination 

of lowering consumption, buying green products, some links to work and my social life”) 

were also present (n = 19). While these 19 participants were green consumers, I had not 

secured participation in the study by people more inclined toward primarily purchasing of 

green products. Figure 1-1 summarizes the spectrum of participants under investigation.    



 

 

To secure a more inclusive group, and to allow for contrast analysis, I contracted 

the polling firm Research Now to purchase at least 90 completed surveys (91 were 

received) by people who first answered yes to the following questions: “I am not an 

environmental activist or professional; “I think about the environment at least sometimes 

when making purchases”, and “I am open to doing more with respect to the environment 

in the future.”  Just as ethical orientation variables are expected to overlap, I also 

expected as demonstrated in Figure 1-1, that environmental lifestyle categories would 

have some overlap. In the case of these 91 participants under discussion, I wanted with 

the gate-keeping questions to prime participation by people emphasizing green 

consumption, but that did not mean that there was no participant in this group of 91 that 

did not do more as part of their environmental practice. Once people responded positively 

to the gate keeping questions, participants continued completing surveys until at least 90 

surveys were secured broadly representative of census related variables such as gender, 

age, and rural/urban distribution. The Research Now poll was conducted in mid-March 

2012. Between February and March 2012, I completed the remaining 17 interviews, and 

received 83 surveys by email or mail. To differentiate poll participants from the 19 green 

consumer participants, I called the group of 91 participants Green Consumers-Poll. 

Analysis of the Producers, Activists, Professionals and Green Consumers (n = 19) was 

completed separately (Chapters 5, 6, and 7) before comparing participants from the four 

environmental lifestyle category to the Green Consumer-Poll participants (Chapter 9) to 

the other four environmental lifestyle categories. 



 

 

Green Consumers-Poll  

The Green Consumers-Poll targeted all provinces except Quebec as the cost of a French-

language survey was prohibitive. Research Now panelists are restricted to one survey in a 

three-month period, and there are restrictions on the total number of surveys any one 

panelist can complete. Panels can be as large as 300,000 people. The cost per survey 

increased with the amount of time taken to complete each survey; Research Now 

preferred a survey that would take no more than 30 minutes to complete. To achieve this 

target, four categorical questions were deleted which were covered adequately by other 

questions and so were simply dropped from the entire study. These questions did not 

affect validity tests for the Likert scale questions measuring traits, moral reasoning via 

the vignettes or the interest-enjoyment scale measuring intrinsic motivation: all 233 

participants completed these scales. 

My sample now included five environmental lifestyle groups: Activists, 

Professionals, Producers (primarily voluntary simplicity, homesteader and permaculture 

practitioners; small number of intentional community participants), Green Consumers, 

and Green Consumer-Poll participants. A lifestyle focus, rather than an individual 

behavior focus, was consistent with the holistic and practice perspective taken in this 

research. An environmental activist practices a mix of private and social environmental 

behaviours, just as an individual acts as consumer, member of an environmental group, or 

active citizen within their community. Lifestyle descriptors (affects all aspects of my life, 

affects my life moderately, I buy green products), appeared pejorative and were not used; 

the five environmental lifestyles satisfied study requirements. Environmental lifestyle 

was also not the only way ethical orientation was assessed. Gender, age, income, 



 

 

education, location, faith-spiritual, and permaculture affiliation were also used to explore 

ethical orientation. 

In summary, despite some staggering in terms of interviews and surveys, 20 

interviews were conducted while surveys were in field. As a result, it is reasonable to 

describe the study as concurrent and embedded-mixed method, given that all interviews 

also included quantitative scales; notation QUAL+QUAN (Creswell & Vicki Plano 

Clark, 2007). QUAL means qualitative, + means concurrently, and QUAN means 

quantitative. 

Limitations 

Significant adjustments were made to the study design throughout the data collection 

process. Great care was made to ensure consistency in the interview and survey formats. 

The Green Consumer-Poll data served as a contrast with the remainder of the group. 

Finally, participants were not randomly selected; results should not be generalized 

beyond this group.   
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University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, New Brunswick                                   2011 
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     Ethics and Communications 1001  
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development 

University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, New Brunswick                                  2010-2011 

Guest lecturer, Environmental Ethics 2206, 3233 

Prepared and presented lectures for class modules  

ADDITIONAL RESEARCH EXPERIENCE 

Sage Centre                                                                                                                      2005-2007 

Climate Impacts Research  

Research coordinator, with World Wildlife Fund of:  

   2 degrees is too much: Implications of global warming for  

  Canada’s water resources 

 

Sage Centre                                                                                                                      2005-2007 

Communications Research 

Research coordinator, focus group and polling research on Canadian  

attitudes and understanding of climate change 

 

Sage Centre 2005 

Research director, Policy-Technology-Economics of greenhouse   

gas reductions: National Climate Action Plan  

 

Climate Action Network 1997 

Research director, Policy-Technology-Economics of greenhouse   

   gas reductions: Rational Energy Plan  

EDUCATION 

University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, New Brunswick 2009-

 2014 

PhD Environmental Management  

Dissertation: Exploring ethical orientations of environmental lifestyles:  

   A mixed-method study 

 

Royal Roads University, Victoria, British Columbia                                   2008 

MA Environmental Education and Communication           

Thesis: Effects of framing on Ontarians perceived 

competence to act         on climate change  

University of Waterloo, Waterloo, Ontario                                                                1996 



 

 

Partial completion BA Environmental Studies: Geography  

Ecology, Atmosphere  

 

Centennial College, Toronto, Ontario 1982 

Diploma: Organizational Communications  

Honours 
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Joseph-Armand Bombardier Canada Graduate Scholarship:                                  2009-2012 

   Doctoral ($105,000) 

 

University of New Brunswick President’s Tuition Award ($15,000) 2009-2012 
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Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Medal for community service 2012 

 

Queen’s Golden Jubilee Medal for community service 2002 

 

Named by Maclean’s Magazine one of Canada’s 50 most          2003 
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Consultant, Iris Communications 2014 

Fredericton, New Brunswick 

Research and communications relating to energy literacy 
and energy-related behaviours, and ecological practice 
  

Policy Analyst, Ontario Climate Secretariat, 

Province of Ontario 

2009 

Toronto, Ontario 

Responsible for Privy Council Climate Change Secretariat coordination of 
climate policy relating to cap and trade carbon offsets and climate change 
adaptation; coordinated content and production of Ontario’s 2008 Climate 
Change Annual Report (Contract position pending start of PhD) updating 
Ontarians on progress toward implantation of the province’s climate action 
plan. Responsibilities required engaging with ministers and their political staff, 



 

 

as well as central agency and line department officials ranging from deputy 
ministers, assistant deputy ministers and directors to coordinate inter-
departmental contributions to climate mitigation and adaptation policy and 
the climate change annual report. I managed interdepartmental committees 
to establish provincial carbon offset policy and to secure input and approval of 
the climate change annual report. I was responsible for executing cabinet 
direction establishing a stakeholder committee to make recommendations on 
provincial carbon offset policy. I contributed to finalizing Secretariat and line 
department cabinet submissions as required. I managed all aspects of the 
interdepartmental contributions to the content, editing, design, production, 
budgeting and release of the climate change annual report.  

Executive Director Public Outreach and Strategic 

Engagement, Climate Change Secretariat 

Province of British Columbia  

      2007-2008 

Victoria, British Columbia 

Coordinated development of LiveSmart BC and Youth Alliance, including focus 
group and survey research to support program launch. Completed master’s 
thesis in period between ending this project and work at the Ontario 
Secretariat. The B.C. Climate Change Secretariat reported directly to Premier 
Gordon Campbell who chaired the Cabinet Climate Change Committee. The 
Secretariat coordinated line department submissions to cabinet on climate 
change and coordinated execution of cabinet related decisions relating to the 
province’s climate action plan. I presented to cabinet on public engagement 
related opportunities, coordinated development of early stage citizen 
engagement and behaviour change initiatives through inter-department 
engagement, coordination, and branding. Responsible for behaviour change 
research and non-governmental organization engagement. 

Director, Sage Climate Project, Sage Centre 2004-2007 

Ottawa, Ontario 

Developed evidence based climate change action plan for Canada that formed 
the basis of a federal advocacy campaign. Plan proposals positively received 
by Prime Minister Paul Martin and his team and were well represented in the 
2005 federal budget. Climate change action plan included measures definition 
to support micro and macro-economic analysis. I developed a similar plan in 
1997 in collaboration with the Climate Action Network (Rational Energy Plan). 
I also executed a climate change communications research program in 
support of Climate Action Network campaign execution that required 
significant and daily network coordination of non-government organizations, 
message development, management and execution and media background 
briefings. I facilitated international and domestic environment network co-



 

 

ordination and collaboration in the lead up to and participation in the United 
Nation’s Eleventh Conference of the Parties Meeting on Climate Change held 
in 2005 in Montreal, Quebec. Climate change impacts research included 
coordination of a study summarizing the implications of two degrees global 
warming on the Athabasca River watershed. During the period with the Sage 
Centre I also executed part-time management and research contracts with 
Fuel Cells Canada, the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives 
and the International Institute for Sustainable Development.   
 

Director, Centre for Sustainable Community Development;  

Policy Analyst and  

Director General, Policy, Advocacy, and Communications,  

Federation of Canadian Municipalities                                           1998-2004                                                           

Ottawa, Ontario 

Established the Federation of Canadian Municipalities (FCM) as a leader in 
sustainable community programming and as a leader on environmental and 
climate change policy, including on local level mitigation and adaptation. 
Environmental policy responsibilities included management of the 
Environmental Policy Committee comprised of municipal mayors and 
councillors, including keeping the committee apprised of emerging federal 
environmental issues affecting municipalities and communities, securing 
support for ratification of the Kyoto Protocol, annual approval and execution 
of the FCM environmental policy. Policy statements represented the annual 
work plan for staff. I coordinated environmental policy implementation with 
other FCM staff managing committees with policy and program overlap, 
particularly relating to municipal infrastructure. I was responsible for 
initiatives that saw the Partners for Climate Protection Program grow from 
two staff and a handful of participating municipalities to a program supporting 
more than 100 participants. I established the biannual Sustainable 
Communities Conference that now attracts hundreds of participants based on 
a philosophy of peer teaching and supporting municipal staff and political 
champions; each conference set out to expose local politicians and their staff 
to leading edge thinking on sustainability and to establishing networks for 
ongoing learning and support. I established the Sustainable Community 
Awards to recognize staff and political courage in bringing sustainability 
thinking to community programs and policies.  My team coordinated an 
annual Energy Mission to Europe to expose municipal politicians and staff to 
leading edge thinking, policy and projects relating to community energy 
systems and renewable energy. I raised funds from federal departments to 
execute these initiatives.  Program support was enhanced with the successful 
FCM campaign, that I helped coordinate, to secure funds to finance municipal 
feasibility studies and green infrastructure projects. Under my tutelage, the 



 

 

Green Municipal Fund grew from $125 million to $250 million; I participated 
in securing an additional $100 million to support brownfields development. 
The Green Municipal Fund (now valued at $550 million) recently celebrated its 
10th anniversary and continues to sustain itself as a revolving fund, to 
generate projects and to develop case studies to share learning across Canada 
and the world. As the first executive director of the Fund and the Centre for 
Sustainable Community Development that housed these initiatives, I take 
great pride in the fact these initiatives remain vibrant. At the Centre, I was 
responsible for 30 staff and $10 million operating budget. My work with FCM 
ended with service as Director General of Policy, a position requiring 
coordination of all policy development, coordination and execution. 

 

Campaign Director, Energy and Atmosphere,  

Sierra Club of Canada                                                                    1992-1998 

Ottawa, Ontario 

Established the Sierra Club of Canada’s Energy and Atmosphere campaign, 
coordinated establishment and operation of the Canadian Climate Action 
Network, and raised more than $1 million to fund program initiatives, 
including citizen engagement and education programs. I participated in 
international climate negotiations extending from the Earth Summit in 1992 to 
the Eleventh Conference of the Parties meeting in Montreal in 2005.  
Participation at these events included participation on the Canadian 
delegation negotiating the Kyoto Protocol. I also coordinated domestic and 
international policy development, advocacy and media engagement, and 
public education initiatives on climate change for the Sierra Club of Canada 
and the Canadian arm of the Climate Action Network. I was an active 
participant in the International Climate Action Network, including serving on 
the Board of Directors. Publications included Canada’s first climate action plan 
itemizing options for achieving Kyoto level greenhouse gas reduction targets; 
climate change primers and policy briefs. 
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