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 Complex 

o Interconnected 

o Aggregate effects 

o Conflicting reports on problems and solutions 

 Long-term / delay in visible consequences  

 Distance between action and consequence 

 Focus on degradation 

o Human created – we’re doing something  



 How do we frame environmental messages? 











 Altruism:  “feeling or acting on behalf of the welfare 
of others in cases where self-interest could not be 
involved” (Kaplan 2000) 

 

 Self-transcendence:  goals that “transcend the 
individual, and instead ‘promote the interests of 
other persons and the natural world’” (Schultz and 
Zelezny 2003; Schwartz 1994) 

 



 “Good” motives = “good” outcomes 

 Self-interest or self-enhancing values cannot 
promote “pro-environmental behavior” 

 Altruism and self-interest cannot both be present 

 



 “The requirement of receiving no benefit from 
one’s action and the inclination to enshrine 
sacrifice as a paradigmatic environmental virtue 
communicate a powerful, if unintended, message, 
namely that environmentally responsible behavior 
inherently leads to a reduction in quality of life” 
(Kaplan 2000:  494). 



 Associates “pro-environmental behavior” with 
sacrifice and a decrease in quality of life 
o Environmental action framed in terms of giving up X in 

order to solve environmental problem Y 

 

 Activates defense mechanisms 
o Denial, rational distancing, apathy, and delegation 

(Opotow and Weiss 2000) 

 



 Broad problems and information intensive  

 

 Implications 

o Sense of apathy and helplessness 

o Lack of empowerment  

o What difference can I really make? 



 Realization of increased quality of life? 

o Ecological systems support what we value 

 

 Empowerment? 

o Our actions can make a difference 

o We can create positive change nearby 
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Metropolitan Design Center 





Source:  Sustainable Landscape Series, University of Minnesota 



Source:  kidsgogreen.com 



Household Fertilizer Nitrogen 

Demographic factors 

Adult age 

Social psychological factors 

Social norms  
General evaluation  
Perceived capability 

Biophysical factors 

Year house built  

Nelson et al., in review, PNAS 











Source:  Washington State Water Quality Consortium 

 



Slaats 2011 



 99% of respondents have lawns 

 

 91% of respondents manage their lawns 

 

 78% of respondents normally fertilize their lawns 

 



 Respondents reported that they don’t know: 

o 49%, their grass type 

o 73%, the N:P:K ratio of their lawn fertilizer 

o 6%, the name of the closest water body to their house 

o 60%, the name of their watershed 



What features of your yard are most 
important to you? 



Describe your ideal lawn. 

Percentage of respondents (n=942) 
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What criteria guide your household’s 
vegetation choices? 

Percentage of Respondents 



 





 Do you think the neighbors on your street have an 
expectation or value for a neighborhood with well 
maintained lawns? 

o Yes=83%; No=8%; Don’t know=9% 

 



Water quality concerns? 



Values of nearby water bodies? 



Interest:     (check all that apply) n % 

  Exceptional lawn quality 343 54 

  Low input lawn care 442 70 

  Conversion of lawn 228 36 
n=667, 70% of all survey respondents 



 

 

Source:  Dahmus et al. 2012, Yard Care Choices Guide 
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“Types” of yards 



“Problems” identified 



 Participants described their yards and yard care  in 
relation to what their neighbors do 

 

 Social norms expressed 

o to “maintain” yards 

o to control “weeds” 



 How do residents understand their yards as part of 
the urban ecosystem? 



Key concept Scientific descriptions Colloquial descriptions 

1) Ecosystem     

     Structure 

Biotic and abiotic components 

  

Examples:  Species richness, 

abundance, and diversity; biomass; 

spatial heterogeneity; soil type 

What is in the yard? 

2) Ecosystem    

     Function 

Processes  

  

Examples:  Biogeochemical and 

hydrologic cycles; food webs; 

ecosystem services  

What is happening in the 

yard? 

3) Linkages Ecological and social systems 

  

Interactions of yard structure and 

function with ecological, biophysical, 

and social aspects of the urban area 

  

Flows of matter, energy, ideas, and 

norms across boundaries 

How is the yard 

connected to the city? 



49% 

27% 

11% 8% 
7% 2% 

25% 

What features of your yard are most 
important to you? 





 

 “Weeds” overtake lawns 

 

 

 
 

 “Pests” destroy vegetation 







 

 

 

art.com #10093777A UMN Extension, B. Mugaas 





 People sought to keep their yards in a steady state 
by managing dynamic biotic and abiotic 
interactions 

 

 People sought to limit linkages of their yards with 
the surrounding area by keeping things in or out of 
their yards 



Gaps:  Biodiversity 

ATTRACT 

KEEP OUT! 

MAKE USEFUL FOR 
What’s missing? 



 Example:  Nutrients from grass and other 
vegetation not thought of as contributing nutrients 
to water bodies  

 

 



 Inputs, not cycles  

 

 Gaps in biodiversity  

 

 Barriers, not interconnections 



 Move residents’ conceptualizations of inputs 
towards inputs within cycles 

 

 Fill key gaps in concepts of biodiversity 

 

 Expand awareness of ecological interconnections 

 





Steps: 
1. Identify a specific behavior 

2. Identify barriers and benefits to desired behavior 

3. Design a program to overcome barriers to selected 
behavior and emphasize benefits 

4. Pilot the program 

5. Evaluate it 

 

http://cbsm.com 



 Commitment strategies  

 Prompts 

 Norms 

 Skill development 

 Incentives 

 Feedback 



 Group one 

o Visited by a student employee who talked with residents 
about efficient water use 

o Given a water gauge and prompt 

o Signed commitment  

 

 Group two 

o Provided with information about water conservation only 



 Group one 

o decrease in lawn watering by 54% 

 

 Group two 

o increase in lawn watering by 15% 

 



 Develop your own program for behavior change 
using the community based social marketing 
approach. 

 

 Be sure to select a specific yard care behavior. 



 


