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Does environmental knowledge determines pro-environmental behavior?

Humanity is currently facing various global environmental problems including climate change, ecosystem destruction, loss of biodiversity, 
soil erosion, decreased natural food resources, and a limited availability of energy and fresh water, among others (Diamond, 2011). In our 
opinion, the ultimate goal of environmental education is to achieve pro-environmental behavior of the population, i.e. environmentally friendly 
behavior. It is often believed that increased environmental knowledge leads to pro-environmental behavior, i.e. environmentally friendly 
behavior. For instance, Plotnikoff et al. (2008) suggest that the mass media should provide more information to encourage the population 
to make changes in their environmental behavior. Indeed, widespread publicity campaigns have been dedicated to environmental topics in 
various mass communication media, documentary films, and magazines with the objective of creating environmental awareness throughout 
society, in hopes that everyone would learn about these issues and take positive environmental actions.

The opinion that increased environmental knowledge leads to pro-environmental behavior is disputed. For example, in their seminal paper 
in the field of environmental education, Hungerford and Volk (1990) demonstrated that knowledge does not lead to behavior change in 
the environmental dimension. Heimlich (2010) came to the same conclusion. In particular, Kellstedt et al. (2008) showed that the more 
informed one is about global warming, the less one feels personally responsible for the problem and becomes concerned about global 
warming. In other words, the research shows that the more actively the media publicizes the problem and the more informed people are, 
the less concerned about it individuals become. Similarly, Tal (2010) demonstrated that environmental education improved the knowledge 
of university students; however, there were few behavior changes with respect to the environment. On the other hand, several other studies 
have found weak relationships between environmental knowledge and behavior. The amount of behavioral variance that can be explained by 
environmental knowledge varies between 6% and 18% (Barazarte et al., in press, Frick et al., 2004, Geiger et al., in press). 

Integral environmental education

Some researchers emphasized that altruistic, egoistic and biospheric values influence pro-environmental behavior (for instance, Clark et al., 
2003). Specifically, it is assumed that altruistic, egoistic and biospheric values influence pro-environmental beliefs (or considerations), which 
in turn influence pro-environmental intentions and behavior (de Groot & Steg, 2009). There are also empirical finding that prosociality, i.e. 
sensitive dealing with others, is highly related to pro-environmental behavior (Kaiser & Byrka, 2011). Similarly, it is demonstrated that egoistic 
environmental concerns, i.e. concerns to the self in relation to the environment, are related to our egoistic relationship to each other (Isaac et 
al., 2012, Laitman & Ulianov, 2012). The latter authors consider that we cannot really try to correct our dealings with the environment while 
ignoring our dealings with each other. They suggest that we must educate people to become sensitive toward others, which in turn will make 
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them being responsible in their approach to the environment. In our opinion, such an approach could be called “integral environmental 
education”. 

From “saving the environment” to “humans are an integral part of nature”

It is important to analyze the current focus of our environmental education programs and to suggest a possible new focus. Environmental 
education programs often divide the world between “humans” and “environment”. This division makes us think that the environment is 
a supplement to humanity. Most likely, this disconnection with nature is the cause of inefficiency of informal environmental education. 
Therefore, it is important to understand principles of natural systems and focus our environmental programs according to these principles. 

Perhaps the most important principle of natural systems is interconnectedness and interdependence of all their parts. Many researchers 
emphasize the importance of this principle in natural systems (for instance, Harman & Sahtouris, 1998, Sahtouris & Lovelock, 2000). The 
human body is an example of such an interconnected and interdependent system. Within our bodies, the homeostasis among all cells and 
organs enable the body to maintain proper health. To remain healthy, each cell and organ operates according to the interests of the entire 
organism. Social scientists also recognize the principle of interconnectedness (for instance, Christakis & Fowler, 2010). In consequence, we 
should change the focus of our environmental education programs. The focus on “saving the environment” should be replaced with a focus 
on “humans are an integral part of nature”. 
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