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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1.1 Research background, objectives and methodology 

Who Cares about the Environment? is a social research series that has been conducted every three 

years since 1994 to measure, and track changes in, the environmental knowledge, attitudes and 

behaviour of people in NSW.  

The 2009 Who Cares About the Environment? research program, conducted by the Ipsos-Eureka 

Social Research Institute, formed the sixth full round in the series.  It comprised an initial 

quantitative research phase followed by a smaller qualitative phase. This report presents the 

findings from the 2009 qualitative study. The findings from the quantitative phase, which consisted 

of a telephone survey conducted with 2,003 NSW residents aged 15 years and over in June-July, 

2009, are reported in full in a separate report1. Where the findings from the qualitative phase 

support, or diverge from, the quantitative findings, the relevant quantitative data has been 

included and discussed in this report. 

The objectives of the 2009 qualitative research were to:  

1. gain a richer understanding of the 2009 quantitative results, exploring in greater detail the 

reasons and motivations behind participants’ attitudes and behaviours; 

2. explore conceptualisations of ‘the environment’ and usage and understanding of key 

environmental terms and, where possible, how these have changed since the last round of 

qualitative research conducted in 2006; and 

3. enhance our understanding of the community segments derived from the 2009 survey that 

were based on participants’ self-reported pro-environmental behaviours, namely Reluctants 

(who tended to have a low score on both household-based and citizenship behaviours), 

Privates (high on household-based but low on citizenship behaviours) and Committeds (high 

on both types of behaviours). 

The 2009 qualitative research comprised seven group discussions conducted in metropolitan and 

regional NSW in early December 2009. The group discussions were structured according to 

segment membership. Two group discussions were conducted with members of each of the three 

segments, with a final group discussion consisting of a mix of Privates and Committeds. Group 

                                                
1 Who Cares about the Environment in 2009? DECCW 2010/56 Department of Environment Climate Change and Water, 
February 2010. Online at www.environment.nsw.gov.au/community/whocares2009.htm 
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discussion participants were recruited from the pool of individuals who had completed the 2009 

quantitative survey and had expressed an interest in participating in future qualitative research. 

1.2 Research findings 

Perceptions of ‘the environment’ and concerns about environmental 
problems 

Participants tended to conceptualise ‘the environment’ as everything around them; the natural 

environment, but also man-made elements, as well as the interaction between humans and the 

natural world. Some felt the term had broadened considerably over the last few years, to become 

virtually all-encompassing, perhaps due to the increased prominence of environmental issues in the 

media and increased awareness of how one’s own actions impact on the environment. Some felt 

that the term was coming to have negative associations as it is usually used in the context of 

environmental problems.  

Committeds were more likely than members of the other community segments2 to focus on the 

impact of humans on the environment and steps that can be taken to protect and repair the 

environment. Reluctants were most likely to make comments that suggested a negative reaction to 

the term ‘the environment’ and its use, some querying the implications of pro-environmental 

messages and what precisely environmental problems mean for them. 

 ‘Sustainability’, and even more so ‘sustainable living’, was perhaps the most frequently used and 

best understood of the environmental terms discussed. Comparisons between reactions to 

‘sustainability’ in 2009 versus 2006 provide some evidence that research participants were even 

more familiar with, and comfortable using, the term in 2009 compared with three years earlier. 

Many Committeds and, to a lesser extent, Privates took ownership of this issue, jumping quickly to 

steps they take or could take to live more sustainably themselves. 

In line with the quantitative research findings, concerns about specific environmental problems, or 

‘the environment’ more generally, tended to be secondary to other more pressing concerns 

affecting the state, such as health, education or transport infrastructure. Committeds were most 

likely to raise environmental concerns in such discussions. It also became clear that other concerns 

that they had (not overtly environmental) were often underpinned by concerns about the 

environment, reflecting their greater knowledge of environmental issues and the central 

importance of the environment in their considerations. Yet concerns about the environment more 

often resonated at a personal level, being something that had been a priority to them and their 

families, rather than being something they necessarily saw as a key challenge affecting the state. 

Environmental issues were less often ‘top of mind’ and clearly less pressing for Privates compared 

with Committeds. Their fears were often quite ill-defined, centring on the idea that something bad 

may happen in the future, but lacking detail on what that thing might be or what would have 

caused it.  

                                                
2 Community segments are detailed in Ch 2.2, p.8 of this report 
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Most Reluctants felt that environmental problems were less important than other issues affecting 

them. They were more likely than either Privates or Committeds to think that environmental issues 

were not affecting them personally and, questioning whether environmental problems were as 

serious as the media would have us believe, were less likely to think that environmental problems 

would affect them in their lifetimes.  

There was an almost unanimous view that awareness of environmental problems was increasing in 

the community. Several pointed to strong media focus on environmental issues particularly energy 

use, water conservation (in relation to the drought) and recycling. Most suspected, however, that 

this increase in awareness is not necessarily associated with increased concern about 

environmental problems. 

Some perceived that the environment was becoming more of a priority for the government, 

evidenced by such things as ongoing negotiations around the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme, 

Australia’s attendance at Copenhagen, and the availability of various government rebates and 

incentives. Some expressed the view that the momentum was “bottom up” – government action 

driven by demand from citizens. 

Awareness and understanding of environmental issues 

The Committeds tended to be aware of a wide variety of environmental issues and have some 

knowledge of details such as the causes of environmental problems. Discussions of the issues 

tended to naturally progress to discussions of the possible solutions to those issues. In contrast, 

Reluctants tended not to be able to speak at length about many if any environmental issues. Issues 

mentioned tended to be limited to ‘headline’ issues, such as climate change, greenhouse gases and 

the ozone layer, and these issues were not well understood. Others focused on environmental 

issues that are very apparent or easy to see, such as air pollution. Reluctants tended to lack 

interest in issues they felt did not directly affect them. 

Climate change was infrequently spontaneously mentioned by research participants from any 

community segment, either in the context of issues affecting the state, personal priorities, or 

environmental issues that are likely to become bigger in the future. Although clearly a familiar term 

for most if not all those participating in the group discussions, familiarity with the term ‘climate 

change’ did not always equate with knowledge about the issue. Some either explicitly stated, or 

implied, that they are not comfortable using the term ‘climate change’ as they did not fully 

understand it. 

On the topic of emerging environmental issues, most participants were hazy. The majority of 

concerns mentioned centred on Australia’s growing population and included such things as 

insufficient food production, increased air pollution with more cars on the road and running out of 

fresh water. Interestingly, ‘climate change’ tended not to be mentioned in this context, perhaps 

because of the confusion surrounding when it will occur, how its impact will be felt over time and 

what exactly it is.  
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Awareness and understanding of solutions to environmental problems 

Several Committeds expressed the view that all individuals should take responsibility for their 

impact on the environment, making sure they are informed and doing their bit to help. Some felt 

quite passionately about this, expressing some variant of the view that humans have a 

fundamental responsibility to look after the planet. While some recognised that individuals acting in 

isolation, or even Australia as a whole, will not be able to achieve global environmental 

improvement, people can make a difference in their “own little part of the world”, and this is seen 

as a worthy aspiration. Further, individuals can lead by example, influencing those around them, 

starting to create momentum and starting to put pressure on government and industry. Most 

Committeds could easily provide multiple examples of actions that can be taken by individuals.  

Privates also tended to agree with the notion that everyone has a responsibility to help protect the 

environment. This view was put less strongly by Privates than by the Committeds. Consistent with 

the segment membership (strong on household-based pro-environmental behaviours, but not on 

‘citizenship’ behaviours), Privates tended to focus on individual actions they can take, rather than 

on influencing others. Many Privates demonstrated a narrow approach to helping the environment, 

limited to the more well known and obvious actions. While supportive of such things as growing 

one’s own food or recycling, fewer discussed the broader picture of environmental protection and 

sustainability (for example, renewable energy). 

As with participants from the other community segments, Reluctants had to concede that there are 

things individuals can do to protect the environment, and doing something to help is better than 

doing nothing. They were more likely to express the view that individual actions constitute 

essentially ‘fiddling around the edges’, and were more likely to be dismissive of behaviours they 

could themselves adopt. Many had justifications for their inaction and Reluctants were most likely 

to self-exempt from behaviours to help the environment. Reluctants tended to focus more than the 

other segments on the role of government, industry, big business and even scientists to solve 

environmental problems, the implication being that the common person was already doing enough. 

Saving money was revealed as a key motivator for pro-environmental behaviours across all three 

community segments. Often ‘helping the environment’ was reported as a bonus rather than the key 

motivator for adopting pro-environmental behaviours. 

Committeds tended to have a better idea, than either Privates or Reluctants, of what could be done 

to help the environment. They had clearly put more thought and planning into their behaviours and 

tended to be much more pro-active. Committeds were more likely, than either Privates or 

Reluctants, to report willingly going beyond easy behaviours with tangible personal benefits, to 

behaviours that negatively impact on lifestyle or affect the hip-pocket. In terms of citizenship 

behaviours, such as being involved in Landcare, or writing letters to their member of parliament, 

many Committeds reported that it had been a natural step for them to become involved in a hands 

on way in issues about which they are passionate.  

At the other end of the spectrum, Reluctants were most likely to think they were doing enough for 

the environment already by putting their recycling into the correct bin or trying to sometimes walk 

and leave the car behind. While comfortable making these small contributions, they were not 

interested in actions that required greater effort or commitment.  
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Upfront cost was reported by some participants in all three community segments to be a barrier to 

engaging in pro-environmental behaviours. Further incentives or rebates would help many, 

particularly the Committeds, to make even greater pro-environmental investments.  

Lack of information about what behaviours they could adopt, and the reasons why they could be 

adopting these behaviours, was a particular barrier for Privates. It was also apparent that Privates 

tended to feel more strongly than Committeds that they should be rewarded for engaging in pro-

environmental behaviours, with some pointing to the lack of personal incentive to help in a 

community setting, as a barrier to moving into citizenship behaviours. 

Many Reluctants participating in the group discussions expressed a strong resistance to engaging in 

any further (or indeed any) pro-environmental behaviours. In contrast to Committeds and Privates, 

Reluctants lacked awareness of what could be done to help the environment, with many struggling 

to name any additional things they could be doing over and above what they were already doing, 

with some also lacking awareness of the benefits – both environmental and personal – of pro-

environmental behaviours, and of the link between their actions and environmental consequences. 

Of course, in the absence of interest in helping the environment, increased knowledge of such 

things will not necessarily lead to positive behaviour change. 

Information sources 

Many of the Committeds attending the group discussions had a long standing interest in, and 

concern, for the environment. Many simply assumed that there were things that they could do to 

help the environment so went looking for information on what those things could be. Several had 

been members of bushwalking groups or been involved in environmental activism in the past.  

Some had read an inspirational book that had changed their outlook. These Committeds tended to 

seek out information from relevant bodies, proactively engage in their own research, and be critical 

of information they received. 

The Privates, in general, had less of a thirst for knowledge about environmental issues. They were 

less likely than Committeds to actively seek out information. Some said that they would like to (or 

feel they probably should) know more about environmental issues, but admitted that they had not 

got around to doing such research.  

Reluctants often expressed the view that they had received too much information on environmental 

issues, issues that were of little or no interest to them. For those sceptical about the veracity of 

environmental concerns, a great deal of time was spent discussing the danger of obtaining 

information “second hand” from sources that have already “spun it” for their own purposes. For 

many of these Reluctants, divergent opinions were those that had not been “spun” and so were 

more reliable, with many of these opinions conveniently reinforcing their own divergent views 

about environmental problems (particularly climate change). While some Reluctants were poorly 

informed about environmental problems and their solutions, others were quite well informed about 

these issues, but were simply disinterested or unconcerned or sceptical of what is generally 

accepted as the facts of the situation. 
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1.3 Conclusions 

The community segments derived from the 2009 survey were based solely on self-reported 

behaviours. The results of the qualitative research re-enforce the importance of avoiding over-

generalising differences between the community segments. 

For example, it would be wrong to assume that all Reluctants are unaware of environmental issues. 

The results of the qualitative research suggest both that environmental issues are not often high 

priority for Reluctants and that there is a fair amount of scepticism, not limited to climate change, 

among this segment. The qualitative research findings provide some evidence that increased 

involvement with community-based pro-environmental activities and interaction with the natural 

environmental tends to change individuals’ mindsets in relation to the environment. 

Privates’ focus mainly on household behaviours can partly be explained by their lower knowledge 

about, and concern for, the environment, but personality factors (such as pro-activity, self-efficacy, 

feelings of responsibility, personal interest, etcetera) are also a key. It seems clear that some 

Privates will never become activists or voluntarily to go beyond easy or inexpensive pro-

environmental behaviours. 

The concept of ‘climate change’ sours communications for many Reluctants (with climate change 

sceptics particularly swaying those with high awareness but low knowledge of climate change), but 

can even be a communications obstacle for Committeds. Even the term ‘the environment’ produces 

negativity in some (who perceive it to be a loaded word, and not sufficiently focused). 

In terms of pro-environmental behaviours, even Committeds are in large part motivated by 

personal benefits, such as cost savings and lifestyle benefits. It would therefore seem important to 

stress the personal benefits of pro-environmental behaviours in all communications, even those 

targeted specifically at Committeds. Communications should make clear the desired actions by 

individuals and the benefits of such actions. While many Committeds have a thirst for knowledge 

when it comes to environmental topics, it seems likely that Privates would be open to information 

made very easily available to them, that clearly outlined environmental problems or issues, and 

their potential solutions.  

Of course, changing behaviour does not necessarily require a prior change in knowledge or 

attitudes. There is a role for legislation and regulation in social change or social norming, and 

repositioning specific behaviours as things that citizens simply do, rather than as ‘environmental’ 

behaviours. Visible equity of participation in solutions is also crucially important, with legislation 

and regulation again important in this regard. 
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RESEARCH CONTEXT 

2.1 Background 

Who Cares about the Environment? is a social research series that has been conducted every three 

years since 1994 to measure, and track changes in, the environmental knowledge, attitudes and 

behaviour of people in NSW. The findings of this survey are not only an important source of data 

for the Department of Environment, Climate Change and Water (DECCW), but they are also widely 

used by other government agencies, non-government organisations and industry to identify 

priorities and implement, evaluate policies, programs and other initiatives. 

The 2009 Who Cares About the Environment? research program, the sixth full round in the series, 

comprised an initial quantitative research phase followed by a smaller qualitative phase. This report 

presents the findings from the 2009 qualitative study. The findings from the quantitative phase, 

which consisted of a telephone survey conducted with 2,003 NSW residents aged 15 years and 

over in June-July, 2009, are reported in full in a separate report3. Where the findings from the 

qualitative phase support, or diverge from, the quantitative findings, the relevant quantitative data 

has been included and discussed in this report.  

The 2009 qualitative research was conducted five months after the quantitative survey. It is 

important to consider the events and issues that were attracting the community’s attention, in the 

intervening period, which may have impacted on the qualitative findings. These changes may 

explain, at least in part, any divergences between the quantitative and qualitative findings and 

moderate our ability to use the qualitative findings to add to our understanding of the survey 

results, even as they add to our current understanding of public knowledge, attitudes and 

behaviour. These events included: 

� Tony Abbott replaced Malcolm Turnbull as the leader of the Liberal party the day before 

commencement of the qualitative fieldwork and, as his first act as opposition leader, reversed 

the Coalition’s position on the government’s proposed Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme 

(CPRS), with opposition and crossbench senators voting down legislation introducing the CPRS 

for a second time on 30th November 2009;  

� in late October, e-mails between some of the world's leading climate scientists were ‘stolen’ by 

hackers from the University of East Anglia and leaked to the Internet – sceptics said the e-

                                                
3
 Who Cares about the Environment in 2009? DECCW 2010/56 Department of Environment Climate Change and Water, 

February 2010. Online at www.environment.nsw.gov.au/community/whocares2009.htm 

2 
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mails were proof that scientists had hidden evidence showing that the case for human-induced 

climate change was not as strong as generally believed; and 

� the 2009 United Nations Climate Change Conference (the ‘Copenhagen Summit’, held 6th - 18th 

December) was widely reported on in the media, commencing during the second week of 

qualitative fieldwork. 

2.2 Research objectives 

The objectives of the 2009 qualitative research were to: 

1. gain a richer understanding of the 2009 quantitative results, exploring in greater detail the 

reasons and motivations behind participants’ attitudes and behaviours, and attempting to 

explain any more surprising quantitative findings; 

2. explore conceptualisations of ‘the environment’, and usage and understanding of key 

environmental terms (‘biodiversity’, ‘ecosystems’, ‘landscapes’, ‘sustainability’ and 

‘sustainable living’) and, where possible, how these have changed since the last round of 

qualitative research conducted in 2006; and 

3. enhance our understanding of the community segments derived from the 2009 survey 

(outlined below). 

Three community segments emerged from analysis of the 2009 quantitative survey findings of 

participants’ self-reported pro-environmental behaviours. These segments represent naturally 

forming groups of people who exhibit similar behavioural patterns regarding the environment4 and 

include: 

1. Reluctants (21% of the survey sample): This group tends to have a low score on both 

indices, but is more likely to engage in household-based behaviours than citizenship 

behaviours.  

2. Privates (32% of the survey sample): This group is very high on environmentally friendly 

purchasing and household-based behaviours (which are all captured within the household-

based index), but tends not to engage in any citizenship behaviours. 

3. Committeds (38% of the sample): This group has a high score on both types of behaviours, 

but is more likely to engage in household-based behaviours than citizenship behaviours. 

The segments identified from the survey are distinctly different from one another, not only in the 

environmentally friendly behaviours they adopt, and how often they engage in them (the basis of 

the segmentation), but also in terms of their knowledge and concern. Generally: 

� those who fall into the Committeds behaviour segment are more likely to exhibit a greater 

level of concern about environmental problems and to be less likely to display a low level of 

environmental knowledge; 

                                                
4 Nine percent of the survey sample answered that they did not know or were not sure about one or more of the 
environmental behaviours. This group was not able to be included in the segmentation. 
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� those who fall into the Reluctants segment are more likely to display low or no concern about 

environmental problems, but are no different from others in terms of their level of 

environmental knowledge; and  

� Privates display a more intermediate level of environmental concern between Committeds and 

Reluctants but are no different from others in terms of their environmental knowledge.  

Differences observed between segments may, at least in part, be a factor of differences in the 

demographic profile of each segment. For example, Committeds are more likely than others to be 

university graduates and live in rural areas, Privates are more likely to be retirees (aged 65 years 

or older), have children and not have completed secondary schooling, and Reluctants are more 

likely to be young (aged 15-24 years), not have children, and live in Sydney. 

The research program undertaken to meet the research objectives and explore these issues of 

interest is outlined in the following section. 

2.3 Research method 

Group discussions were the methodology chosen for the qualitative research. The group discussion 

environment allows for interaction between participants. Issues can be developed and followed up 

as they arise, in an interactive and flexible manner, and an atmosphere created in which people 

can be made to feel comfortable and, therefore, willing to air their views freely and openly.  

Each discussion was structured around a guide that set out the broad topics to be covered and the 

general order in which they would be raised. A copy of the discussion guide used is included in this 

report as Appendix A. Brief written exercises preceded the introduction of key topics into the 

discussion, allowing group participants to record their opinions, thoughts and feelings privately 

before the discussion was opened up to the group. This was important in reducing any group leader 

effects that could have otherwise swamped the contribution of less confident participants, and also 

provided a solid record of each individual’s viewpoints for later analysis. 

Seven group discussions were conducted in metropolitan and regional NSW in early December, 

2009. A key aim of the qualitative research was to gain understanding of the community segments 

derived from the 2009 survey. To be able to explore this, participants were recruited from the pool 

of individuals who had completed the 2009 quantitative survey and at the end of the survey had 

expressed an interest in participating in future qualitative research (roughly half of the survey 

sample) and the groups were structured according to segment membership. Two groups for each 

of the three segments, with a final group discussion comprising a mix of Privates and Committeds. 

The sample structure and fieldwork dates for the group discussions are outlined in Table 1. 

Group discussion participants were recruited from the pool of individuals who had completed the 

2009 quantitative survey and had, when prompted at the end of the survey, expressed an interest 

in participating in future qualitative research (roughly half of the survey sample). The 

segment/location combinations were selected on a practical basis, to ensure a sufficiently large 

sample was available from which to recruit. Orange was selected to ensure that participants from 

genuinely rural areas, and west of the Great Dividing Range, were included in the research, but 

with a small pool of potential participants from the survey, the group included a mix of segments. 
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Unfortunately, none of the recruited Reluctants attended on the day (as Reluctants are more likely 

to live in Sydney, recruitment of regional Reluctants also more difficult).  

Table 1: Sample structure 

Location Sydney CBD Harris Park Charlestown Lismore Orange 

Recruited from Inner Sydney Outer Sydney Hunter Richmond-
Tweed 

Central West 

Reluctants 7th December 3rd December    

Privates  3rd December 2nd December   

Committeds 7th December   7th December  

Segment 

Mixed      8th December 

Each group discussion included between four participants (Orange) and 10 participants (Lismore), 

with a total of 54 participants. Each group discussion included a mix of males and females, and 

participants of different ages. Rough age and gender quotas were set to ensure the demographic 

composition of the group discussions mirrored the demographic profile of that particular community 

segment (for example, a male skew amongst Reluctants and an older age-profile for Privates).  

Each group discussion lasted approximately two hours and participants were paid a cash incentive 

to encourage participation and cover any travel-related expenses. This incentive was $80 for all 

groups except for the Central West group for which the incentive was $120 to reflect the greater 

distances participants had to travel to attend the group discussion in Orange. 

2.4 Sample characteristics  

While the 2009 quantitative survey results indicate that the behavioural segments share other 

differences, for example in level of concern about the environment it is important to note that the 

community segments were far from homogenous in regards to such things as concern about the 

environment. While the quantitative survey results show Committeds are more likely to be 

concerned ‘a great deal’ about environmental problems, (38% of Committeds, compared to 25% 

overall), only 62% of those who were concerned ‘a great deal’ about environmental problems were 

Committeds.  This suggests that for almost two in five, a high level of concern for the environment 

was not associated with the increased likelihood of engaging in the range of pro-environmental 

behaviours that would have placed them within the Committeds segment. Indeed almost a quarter 

of Privates (24%) and 6% of Reluctants expressed ‘a great deal’ of concern for the environment 

while, just over one in 10 Committeds (12%) indicated that they were not concerned at all about 

environmental problems. 

Table 2 summarises group discussion participants’ responses to three key questions from the 

quantitative survey – most important issues for attention by state government, most important 
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environmental issues, and level of concern about environmental problems. This indicates the 

spread within segments. 

Table 2: Sample characteristics – responses to key survey questions* 

Behavioural segment 

Survey topic 
Committeds 

(21 participants) 
Privates  

(15 participants) 
Reluctants 

(18 participants) 

Two most important 
issues for attention 
by NSW government 
 
(environment-related 
topics in italics and 
highlighted in green) 

Main issues: 
Health 
Transport / roads 

Mid-level issues: 
Environment 
Public infrastructure 
Public transport 
Water conservation 

Other issues: 
Climate change 
Coastal overdevelopment 
Energy 
Landcare funding 
State finances 
Unemployment 
Waterways 
Whaling 

Mid-level issues: 

Health 
Transport / roads 
Education 
Public transport 

Other issues: 

the Arts 
Crime 
Economy 
Energy costs 
Environment 
Internet 
Public housing 
Solar energy 
Unemployment 
Water conservation 

Main issue: 

Health 

Mid-level issues: 
Public transport 
Education 
Public infrastructure 
Transport / roads 

Other issues: 

Economy 
Homelessness 
Security 
State budget 
Taxation 

Unemployment 

 

Two most important 
environmental issues 

Mid-level issues: 
Climate change 
Energy sources 
River systems 
Water conservation 
Carbon emissions 
Pollution 

Other issues: 

Waste management 
Biodiversity 
Energy conservation 
Overdevelopment 
Salinity 
Soil erosion 
Sustainability of agriculture 

Mid-level issues: 
Water conservation 
Energy sources 
Pollution 

Other issues: 

Agriculture 
Beach erosions 
Carbon emissions 
Climate change 
Energy conservation 
Mining 
National parks 
River systems 
Waste management 
Whaling 

Main issue: 
Water conservation 

Mid-level issues: 
Climate change 
Air quality / air pollution 
Energy sources 

Other issues: 
Bushfires 
Waste management 
Water quality 
Recycling 
Roads 
 
 

Level of concern 
about environmental 
problems 

12 concerned ‘a great deal’ 
6 concerned ‘a fair amount’ 
1 concerned ‘a little’ 
2 not concerned at all 

3 concerned ‘a great deal’ 
7 concerned ‘a fair amount’ 
2 concerned ‘a little’ 
3 not concerned at all 

1 concerned ‘a great deal’ 
6 concerned ‘a fair amount’ 
4 concerned ‘a little’ 
7 not concerned at all 

*  Main issues were mentioned by large proportion of participants, mid-level issues were mentioned by moderate 
number, other issues were mentioned by only a few. Note some issues listed do not appear in the these questions 
in the main report as they were detailed level issues, particular to the individuals in these groups. 

2.5 About this report 

In presenting the findings from the qualitative phase of the Who Cares About the Environment in 

2009? research, comparisons are made to the 2009 quantitative study, where relevant, to illustrate 

ways in which the qualitative findings either support or diverge from the quantitative findings. For 

the section dealing with conceptualisations of ‘the environment’ and usage and understanding of 

key environmental terms, comparisons are also made, where possible, to the findings from the 

2006 qualitative research.  
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Verbatim quotations from group discussion participants are included in this report to illustrate 

typical viewpoints and the style of language used. They are presented in quotations marks and, 

when outside the flow of a descriptive sentence, in italics. They have been taken from de-identified 

transcripts produced from audio-visual recordings taken of the group discussions, with permission 

from participants. Quotations include information on the location, gender, age and segment 

membership of the participant to whom the quotation is attributed. 

Throughout the report, participants are referred to as ‘Committeds’, ‘Privates’ or ‘Reluctants’ to 

reflect the particular community segment they represented. While findings are mainly presented 

across all groups, where appropriate the report focuses on detailing the views and responses of 

these segments. 
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RESEARCH FINDINGS 

3.1 Perceptions of the environment 

Conceptualisation of ‘the Environment’ 

Participants were asked what the term ‘environment’ meant to them.  Prior to discussion in the 

group, participants were asked to write down the words that came to mind when they heard the 

term, and the sorts of things that they would include under the heading ‘the environment’.  

Figure 1 includes the words most commonly written down by participants during this ‘mind-

mapping’ exercise with the relative frequency of mention indicated by the font size. Water was by 

far the most commonly recorded term. The next most common term was air, followed by pollution 

and then global warming and sustainability (the latter two mentioned equally as frequently). 

Figure 1: Tag cloud showing concepts commonly associated with ‘the environment’ 
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The ensuing group discussion suggested that many participants conceptualised ‘the environment’ 

as everything around them; the natural environment, but also man-made elements, as well as the 

interaction between humans and the natural world.  

When asked whether they thought the use of the term had changed over the last few years, or 

whether people look upon ‘the environment’ differently now, some felt the term had broadened 

considerably, to become virtually all-encompassing. ‘The environment’ was no longer limited to 

one’s immediate surroundings, and environmental issues no longer limited to more traditional 

concerns such as land degradation. Some felt that this change in usage was due to the increased 

prominence of environmental issues in the media and increased awareness of how one’s own 

actions impacts on the environment. 

“So for me, the environment has changed in the last ten years because we can think 

about it in terms of every aspect of our lives and how we can have our own affect on it. 

And I think that comes through a lot more with the media and discussions like mine I 

have with family and everybody” (Inner Sydney Committed, Female 30-34 years) 

In comparing the 2009 comments and discussion to the 2006 qualitative research it was found that 

in both years, research participants spoke of ‘the environment’ as being a broad, “umbrella” term 

encapsulating the tangible elements of one’s own personal environment, but also broader 

environmental issues, and it included both natural and manmade elements and the interactions 

between the two. In both years, discussion often progressed to discussions of the impacts – often 

negative – that humans have on the natural environment, with many pointing to the increased 

awareness, in recent years, of the impact that humans do have on their surroundings.   

In 2009, however, some explicitly stated that ‘the environment’ was a very familiar term indeed, 

and one that, in their opinion, was potentially over used, being a “heart string” word, used to “tug” 

on people’s emotions. That no such comments were made in 2006 suggests that there may have 

been an increased and changed focus on ‘the environment’ in the media or other information 

sources in the intervening three years leading some to conclude the term was becoming over-used, 

and had gained some negative connotations.  

Some felt that the term was coming to have negative associations as it is usually used in the 

context of environmental problems.  

“Since you hear the word environment, people throw the negative aspect of the 

environment which is degradation or waste or pollution or whatever else… the 

environment as a word should be something that should be rejoiced and celebrated. 

It’s like hearing… a school student hearing the word exam. You hear the word 

environment now and it’s arrggh, there’s a problem somewhere.” (Richmond Tweed 

Committed, Male, 40-44 years) 

Others associated ‘the environment’ with ‘environmentalists’, and through this linkage the former 

had negative connotations. 

 “That’s the first thing I always think of whenever anyone ever mentions environment, 

it’s always the greenies… they’re voicing the extreme end of people wanting, people 

saying something’s got to be done to fix the mess we’re in.” (Inner Sydney Reluctant, 

Male, 55-59 years) 
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There were differences between the community segments, Committeds were more likely than 

members of the other two community segments to focus on the impact of humans on the 

environment and steps that can be taken to protect and repair the environment.  

By contrast, Reluctants were most likely to make comments that suggested a negative reaction to 

the term ‘the environment’ and its use. Some queried the implications of pro-environmental 

messages and what precisely environmental problems mean for them. 

Confusion, in regards to the government, and what everyone… I mean ultimately, what 

does this all mean to us if sustainable environment and things like that, moving to the 

future, global warming… what does it all mean to us? (Outer Sydney Reluctant, Male 

35-39 years) 

I think it’s been used as a scare tactic… it’s been misused by people to serve their own 

ends … it’s like a cult, a cult of the environment. Like we’ve got to do everything to 

save the environment. We’ve got to save the whales too I suppose! (Outer Sydney 

Reluctant, Male 60 years+) 

Usage and understanding of key environmental terms 

Five environmental terms were discussed: ‘biodiversity’, ‘ecosystems’, ‘landscapes’, ‘sustainability’ 

and ‘sustainable living’. The order in which they were discussed was rotated systematically across 

the group discussions to minimise order effects. Four of the terms – all except ’ecosystems’ – were 

similarly discussed as part of the 2006 qualitative research. Similarities and differences in reaction 

to the terms in the two waves of research are discussed below. 

Overall, in 2009, few differences were observed between Committeds and Privates in participants’ 

familiarity with the terms and understanding of the underlying concepts. In contrast to Committeds 

and Privates,  Reluctants tended to have a more limited understanding of the terms. 

Sustainability and sustainable living  

In 2009, ‘sustainability’, and even more so ‘sustainable living’ was perhaps the best understood of 

the terms discussed. It was also used spontaneously by participants at other times during the 

group discussions, suggesting it was a term they were comfortable using. As illustrated in Figure 1, 

it was one of the most common terms written down in the word association task relating to ‘the 

environment’. While there was some recognition that ‘sustainability’ could apply to any number of 

things (for example, not spending more than your budget), it was easily recognised in an 

environmental context. 

Comparisons between reactions to ‘sustainability’ in 2009 versus 2006, provide some evidence that 

research participants were even more familiar with, and comfortable using, the term in 2009 

compared with three years earlier. Some indicated that ‘sustainability’ is a term frequently heard in 

the media (including talkback radio) and has also made its way into marketing vernacular. 

Comparing earlier research on sustainability done for the Department prior to 2004, it seems clear 

that the term is both increasing in familiarity and usage and that it is becoming a powerful and 

positive term in the pro-environmental lexicon.5 It is no longer poorly understood, or off-putting, 

                                                
5 For the earlier research, see McLoughlin, L. (2004). Is sustainability a breakfast cereal? Public program based 
research into community understandings of sustainability. Australian Journal of Environmental Education, 20, 91-103.   
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quite the reverse. While the use of the term has clear communications potential, it is not clear 

whether this increased understanding of the term has yet led to a greater propensity to contribute 

to sustainability goals.   

In 2006, participants tended to be able to provide quite good operational definitions of 

‘sustainability’, such as “keep resources going”, “not depleting” and “achieving some sort of 

balance”. Some felt it was “thrown around” a bit in the media, making it a term that was fairly 

familiar. Similar definitions for ‘sustainability’ were provided in 2009 (“ongoing”, “self-replace and 

endure”, “being able to adapt to change and survive”, “to use and retain use with limited impact”).  

Interestingly, some appeared to almost take it for granted that others in the group knew what was 

meant by sustainability. Many participants by-passed discussion of sustainability almost entirely 

and started talking, straight away, about sustainable practices (for example, “protection and 

planning”) and how one can live sustainably. This was most true of Committeds, but also true of 

Privates and to a lesser extent Reluctants.  

In 2006 there was some recognition from Strongs that sustainability was a far cry from the current 

status quo in many spheres of life, and that living sustainably will require us, for example, “having 

less luxury”. The more prevalent view then was that sustainable living could be achieved through 

minor changes of lifestyle only, such as recycling or being more conscious of power use. In 2009, 

participants were less optimistic about the ease with which one could transition to a sustainable 

lifestyle. Ddiscussions focused more strongly on the idea of substantial compromises and more 

dramatic changes in lifestyle.  

In 2009, several differences between the community segments were observed in the reaction to, 

and use of, the terms ‘sustainability’ and ‘sustainable living’. 

Committeds and Privates were able to provide good operational definitions of ‘sustainability’, with 

Committeds tending to provide more complex answers. Most Committeds and Privates had at least 

some knowledge of sustainability issues and were able to provide examples to illustrate sustainable 

versus unsustainable practices. Many participants took ownership of this issue, jumping quickly to 

steps they take or could take to themselves live more sustainably.  

“The ownership of doing something positive for the planet earth. And that includes 

being aware of the environment you live in, adopting ideas like renewable energy, 

being water-wise, not being so much of a throw-away society.” (Central West 
Committed, Male, 25-29 years) 

Some had the view that modern society is greedy, consumerist and focused too much on 

convenience. This was a view particularly held by those in regional areas where there is, as 

discussed elsewhere, perhaps increased focus on the environment (particularly in farming 

communities) and awareness of changes to the environment.  

“ I have to say, I’m a bit of a greenie, because any aluminium cans I find, I pick up, 

and I’ve now got three years of aluminium cans crushed in a wool bale, I have my tank 

for washing the car, I recycle anything I can. I think people’s expectations of 

convenience are far too great, and they’ve got to be more self-serving, and if you have 

the capacity to do it, even if it’s only growing a vegetable in a pot plant, because 

you’ve got to put something back into society. If 50% of the homes out there were 
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more self-sustaining with water, recycling or vegetables, or re-using plastic bags, that 

slows down the consumption. If you slow down the consumption you slow down the 

pollution.” [Hunter Private, Male, 40-44 years] 

Privates tended to think about sustainability on a more micro level than Committeds, focusing on 

household-based behaviours and their local area. Fewer Privates than Committeds considered the 

broader picture (e.g. sustainable electricity generation, increasing public transport, sustainability of 

river systems). 

Reluctants were generally able to provide fairly accurate dictionary-type definitions, but tended to 

have lower awareness of sustainability issues and be less able to discuss these issues in depth. 

Some saw sustainability and sustainable living as largely common sense, reflecting a need to 

maintain a balance and not waste things. Sustainability was not necessarily seen as something to 

aspire to, as it could be seen as at odds with economic growth, for example, To some Reluctants, 

‘sustainable living’ is an antagonistic concept and seen as a criticism of their own lifestyles. 

“Because sustainable living to me, the way it’s used, tends to more be an attack on the 

way we live now, and it tends to… it always tends to come across as being… it’s just 

the way the term is used, as a way of saying, we shouldn’t be living the way we’re 

living and in a negative way.” (Inner Sydney Reluctant, Male 45-49) 

Landscapes 

‘Landscapes’ was a familiar term to research participants in both the 2006 and 2009 qualitative 

research. It was, however, one that many participants struggled to provide an actual definition for, 

it being quite difficult to describe. 

In both years, the term was mostly associated with gardening or art, and essentially considered 

“what you see when you look out the window”. Many either explicitly mentioned or made 

comments that implied that the term brings to mind images of natural landscapes (parks and open 

fields; Australia’s beautiful beach and desert landscapes), with man-made structures or impacts 

(for example open-cut mines or even just buildings) scarring the natural landscape. 

In 2009, where both ‘landscapes’ and ‘ecosystems’ were discussed, there was some recognition 

that landscapes tend to align with ecosystems, in so far as landscape concepts are used to break 

the environment into ecosystems. 

“In art, of course, it’s a two-dimensional representation of what you see with your eyes 

out in the wilds but scientists and others use that concept for ground, middle ground, 

background, mountains, river, to break up the ecology into ecosystems.” (Richmond 

Tweed Committed, Male, 50-54 years) 

Ecosystems 

A fair proportion of Committeds and Privates could provide a reasonable definition of ‘ecosystems’ 

with accompanying examples of types of ecosystems (for example, a rainforest ecosystem). In 

contrast, Reluctants were more likely to provide an example of a type of ecosystem without being 
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able to articulate precisely what an ecosystem is. Some confusion was apparent between 

‘ecosystem’ and other terms with an ‘eco’ prefix (e.g. ecological).  

Some participants – primarily Reluctants – expressed the view that the concept of ecosystems is a 

somewhat outdated one given that current, prominent environmental concerns (most notably 

climate change) are less to do with defined areas. Indeed, some seemed to relate ecosystems 

almost exclusively to small, defined areas (for example, the ecosystem that exists in the roots of a 

tree), with a parallel between ecosystems and landscapes drawn in one group where the latter 

terms was introduced prior to ‘ecosystems’. 

“The landscape aspect is applied to ecosystems and we talk about rainforest 

ecosystems, we talk about arid ecosystems.” (Richmond Tweed Committed, Male, 50-

54 years) 

Considerable confusion was apparent between ‘ecosystems’ and ‘biodiversity’ in 2009. Some felt 

the two concepts were linked. Some could articulate the link quite well, for example one participant 

mentioned the Prickly Pear destroying biodiversity in Queensland and thereby affecting 

ecosystems.  Others struggled to articulate this link, for example talking about biodiversity being 

used to “protect” ecosystems. 

Although the term ‘ecosystem’ was not specifically discussed during the 2006 qualitative research, 

some descriptions of ‘biodiversity’ in 2006 could, certainly, almost have been associations with 

‘ecosystem’. These included “living in harmony”, “maintaining balance” and the “domino effect” 

caused by changes in one part of the environment impacting on other aspects of the environment. 

Biodiversity 

‘Biodiversity’ was perhaps the least well understood of the terms. While some had an excellent 

working knowledge of biodiversity, overall, it tended to be poorly understood by members of all 

community segments. Most (but not all) had heard previously heard the term, but had little idea of 

what it meant. Considerable confusion was expressed between ‘biodiversity’ and other terms with 

the ‘bio’ prefix, such as biofuels, biosphere and biological. Biodiversity was perhaps most 

commonly understood to be used in the context of growing food and the diversification of crops. 

Comparing the 2009 responses to ‘biodiversity’ with the responses in 2006, understanding of the 

term does not appear to have increased over this period. In 2006, many participants’ 

understanding of the term was inferred from its two component parts – ‘bio’ (living things) and 

‘diversity’ (various or different). While it was seen as a term used by the media, it was not used in 

everyday conversation. As in 2009, those who had some understanding of the term spoke of the 

“variety of life”, species living in harmony or balance, and the threat to biodiversity posed by 

overdevelopment, agriculture and introduced species. 

In both years, there was some focus on political sensitivities surrounding the concept, the need to 

retain biodiversity being a goal that is an impediment to development and thus needing to be 

worked around. Some felt biodiversity was paid lip service to by industry and developers. 

“It’s like that word environment, it’s getting a negative spin on it. Used by 

professionals to justify their disasters that they are creating, things like that. The word 
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biodiversity in there it seems to get a tick on the checklist somewhere.” (Richmond 

Tweed Committed, Male, 40-44 years) 

“I haven’t quite thought it through yet but I was going to say something along the lines 

of it’s the word I always hear on the news. Some scientist saying that this area is so 

biodiverse. It’s one of those words that they use before the area kind of gets flattened 

and turned into a car park.” (2006 participant – Sydney ‘Strong’) 

3.2 Concerns about the environment 

The environment in the hierarchy of concerns 

At the beginning of each group discussion, participants were asked what they felt were the biggest 

challenges affecting the state in 2009. The purpose of this question was to see where 

environmental issues fell within the hierarchy of challenges, and to provide context to subsequent 

discussions.  

Participants’ responses to this question closely mirrored the findings from the 2009 quantitative 

survey (Question 1a: What would you say are the two most important issues for attention by the 

State Government at Present?). The most commonly mentioned challenges included health, 

education, transport (including roads and rail) and general infrastructure planning.  

Concerns about the state’s water supply were also commonly articulated, with this concern more 

dominant among group discussion participants than the quantitative findings would have predicted 

(only three percent of survey participants mentioned water supply, water conservation or the 

drought in Question 1a).  

Other specific environmental issues, or the environment more broadly, were mentioned far less 

often than health, education or transport infrastructure in discussions of key challenges facing the 

state. 

Very few participants mentioned any challenges posed by the Global Financial Crisis or its after-

effects, suggesting that concerns about job security, economic management or any downturn in 

the economy had abated by the time of the qualitative research, freeing the community to focus on 

either new or more persistent challenges.  

In the quantitative survey, one in 10 Committeds nominated ‘the Environment’ as one of the two 

most important issues for NSW Government attention now, a significantly higher proportion than 

the seven percent of total survey participants nominating ‘the Environment’. In the groups, 

although environmental issues were raised as a challenge by members of all three community 

segments, Committeds were more likely than other segments to raise such issues in the group 

discussions. The qualitative research results suggest, however, that the difference between 

Committeds and the other community segments may be larger than suggested by the survey 

results. For many Committeds, concerns about the environment either underpinned, or were 

interwoven with, other concerns that they had, reflecting their greater knowledge of environmental 

issues and the central importance of the environment in their considerations. For example, on 

probing, concerns surrounding housing developments were revealed to actually be concerns about 

the environmental impacts of large housing developments or developments in sensitive areas, 
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while issues surrounding the growing population were revealed to be concerns about sustainability 

issues, and broader questions relating to decisions about land use. 

“I was thinking about [development] as well but more about the planning of it and how 

to achieve sustainability and how resources are going to match growth. If the centre of 

the city is going to grow or if the region is going to expand, use of land, those types of 

issues.” (Inner Sydney Committed, Female, 30-34 years) 

“Personally I think the Murray-Darling Basin issue is really the overriding issue 

affecting long term sustainability in NSW. I don’t think we are going anywhere until 

that is seriously addressed in a big way… The complete degradation of our food 

producing area and hand in hand with that goes the building of houses all over this 

area which could be a food-producing area but ultimately won’t be.” (Richmond Tweed 

Committed, Female, 45-49 years) 

It also seems likely that greater differences between Committeds and the other community 

segments would have been revealed in the quantitative survey if a slightly different question was 

asked, one tapping into personal concerns, rather than views on the most important issues for the 

state as a whole. At least for Committeds, concerns about the environment more often resonated 

at a personal level, as something that was a priority to them and their families, rather than being 

something they necessarily saw as a key challenge affecting the state. 

Although concerns about environmental issues were more often raised by Committeds than by 

members of the other community segments, it is important to note that Committeds’ concerns are 

not exclusively environmental. Other issues were frequently seen by Committeds participants as 

equally if not more important and urgent. This was the case even for participants who were very 

passionate about the environment and who frequently act pro-environmentally.  

“I think it’s about number four in the priority lists of NSW. Health is a disaster in NSW 

and everyday you listen to the problems they have in the hospitals. Education, there’s 

still not much real progress in education, and then transport and infrastructure come in 

third and the environment at number four.” (Inner Sydney Committed, Male, 60-64 

years). 

Personal concern and reasons for concern 

After a discussion of general issues of concern, participants were specifically asked how important 

environmental issues were compared with other non-environmental issues, and how concerned 

they were, personally, about environmental problems. Responses varied fairly systematically 

according to community segment. 

Committeds frequently expressed the view – in one form or another – that it does not make sense 

to think of ‘the environment’ as a stand-alone issue, given that the majority of issues have an 

environmental component. Some stated quite unequivocally that the environment is fundamental 

to life.  

“The environment has to be linked in with so many other things… It can’t really stand 

alone as an issue.” (Inner Sydney Committed, Female, 45-49 years) 

“If you have a triangle like the food pyramid, the environment would be the bottom 

layer and would build up on everything, whether it is as far away from environmental 
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issues as possible, I think you still need the environment as we define the word.” 

(Central West Committed, Male, 25-29 years) 

Committeds expressed concern not only about their day-to-day quality of life and their local area 

(being impacted by environmental degradation e.g. air and water pollution), but also about the 

environment at a global level. They were most likely to believe that the earth is precious and 

deserves to be protected irrespective of any impacts on humans. 

Those in regional areas were particularly likely to feel passionately about the environment. Some 

mentioned that, having been brought up “in the country”, the environment was very much a part 

of their everyday life and something about which that they frequently thought. 

“Day-to-day quality of our own lives, you know? Impacted by environmental 

degradation” (Richmond Tweed Committed, Male, 55-59 years) 

“I suppose because I was brought up as part of a farming family, that… the 

environment around us was always so important to our livelihood… while it’s new to 

you, it’s not new to us… we were always consciously aware that the environment was 

an important part of our life. Because we had to care for it.” (Central West Committed, 

Female, 70 years +)  

“You need to listen to farmers. I came here in 1970 I think, in the 1970s when people 

emigrated from the cities. People who have good education, some of them, just turn 

their back on it and they came and they lived close to nature and tried to be self-

sustainable… there’s that sustainable word. In other words, grow your food, milk your 

own cow, chop your own weeds down, chop your wood, whatever. And that is a really 

good way of working out what’s going on and farmers do that all the time. They know 

their land, they know what they’re managing and you know, they might be pretty 

cynical about people who carry on about wearing fur or leather shoes or even 

vegetarianism, but they really know the natural world. You know, I think they are great 

ambassadors for the environment.” (Richmond Tweed Committed, Male, 50-54 years) 

Compared to Committeds, environmental issues were less often ‘top of mind’ for Privates. They 

were less pressing and mostly spoken about with less passion or conviction.  Privates were less 

likely to be concerned about the environment now, consistent with the quantitative findings. 

Although concern for future generations was paramount across community segments, Privates 

were more likely to be concerned exclusively for future generations. Their fears were often quite ill-

defined, focusing on the idea that something bad may happen in the future, but lacking detail on 

what it might be or its causes. Privates tended to focus on how environmental damage would affect 

them, such as breathing in carcinogens from air pollution or sunburn from the hole in the ozone 

layer. 

“I don’t know that much of what’s going on but like just seeing all the ads and like the 

signs just in Orange saying what level we’re on with water restrictions, just little things 

like that. You know, like simple as hosing your garden is impossible at the moment 

now.” (Central West Private, Female, 15-19 years) 

“Looking at the future, if we don’t look after the land, if we don’t look after other 

people, what’s going to happen?” (Outer Sydney Private, Male, 70 years +) 

Some Reluctants said that they were not at all concerned about environmental problems. Others 

expressed concern but in a fairly disconnected fashion. In one participant’s words, they were 

concerned about the environment, but in “a fuzzy sort of way”.  
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Most Reluctants felt that environmental problems were less important than other issues affecting 

them. They were more likely than either Privates or Committeds to think that environmental issues 

were not affecting them personally and, questioning whether environmental problems were as 

serious as the media would have us believe, were less likely to think that environmental problems 

would affect them in their lifetimes.  

“We’ve got beautiful plants here, we’ve got a pool. You know, the world that you live in 

isn’t really that bad, it’s only what we’re told to be worried about the whole life. You 

know ‘breathe that air and you’ll die!’” (Outer Sydney Reluctant, Female, 35-39 years) 

Reluctants appeared to often equate environmental issues with climate change and this appeared 

to colour their feelings towards ‘the environment’ generally. 

Perceived concern within the community 

There was an almost unanimous view among those participating in the group discussions that 

awareness of environmental problems was increasing in the community. Several pointed to strong 

media focus on environmental issues particularly energy use, water conservation (in relation to the 

drought) and recycling. 

Most suspected, however, that this increase in awareness was not necessarily associated with 

increased concern about environmental problems. They claimed that while they heard a lot about 

certain environmental issues, it appeared that nothing much was ever done to address the 

problems; nothing was ever achieved. Others perceived environmental problems to have no 

immediate personal relevance to them (not posing an immediate danger to them or requiring them 

to act), and so they simply did not want to have to worry about them. 

“I think we’re becoming less… we’re anaesthetized. That’s the word I’m trying to find. I 

think we’ve reached the stage, or I’ve reached the stage where I really turn off, tune 

off. … I’ve been bombarded by so much of it, I just tune out.” (Outer Sydney 

Reluctant, Male, 60 years +) 

Some Committeds expressed the view that people were becoming more concerned about the 

environment (perhaps reflecting some degree of wishful thinking as many of these people were 

themselves becoming more concerned), but failing to focus adequately on the issues due to an 

unwillingness to compromise their lifestyles, something that would be required to achieve 

substantial environmental improvement. 

“Everyone wanted an emissions trading scheme at the last election and then all of a 

sudden we have a GFC and so it went down in priority and then we had everyone 

saying we’re going to have to pay 200 or 400 bucks extra next year for electricity and 

we can’t have that… we like it conceptually until it starts hitting someone in the back 

pocket, and that idealistic attitude seems to pull away a bit.” (Inner Sydney 

Committed, Male, 35-39 years) 

“What we have to do is simplify our lifestyle and no one’s really prepared to do that” 

(Richmond Tweed Committed, Male, 50-54 years) 
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The environment as a priority for government 

Among the Committeds participants, there appeared to be a general perception that the 

environment was becoming more of a priority for the government. Most did not draw a distinction 

between state and federal government. Examples provided to illustrate this view included: 

� leaders speaking more often about environmental issues, particularly climate change and the 

Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme (often termed “the ETS”), and associated increased 

coverage in the media; 

� Australia’s attendance at Copenhagen; 

� a new (federal) government, with new priorities; 

� the availability of various government rebates and incentives (including solar, water tanks, 

insulation, and incentives for making farms more sustainable); and 

� the government “buying back part of the Murray”. 

Some expressed the view that the momentum was “bottom up” – government action driven by 

demand from citizens. 

Privates and Reluctants were more likely to be unsure about whether the environment was 

becoming more or less of a priority for government, and more likely to say that they had not 

noticed the government doing much to address environmental problems. This likely reflects 

Privates’ and Reluctants’ reduced interest in, or focus on, environmental issues, and hence reduced 

propensity to follow environmental issues and the government’s response to these in the media. 

3.3 Awareness and understanding of environmental issues 

Current environmental issues 

Headline issues and broad differences between the community segments 

The Committeds tended to be aware of a wide variety of environmental issues and were able to 

speak quite authoritatively on environmental subjects, knowing details such as the causes of 

environmental problems. Discussions of the issues tended to progress naturally to discussions of 

the possible solutions to those issues. They considered themselves knowledgeable on certain issues 

but recognised gaps in their knowledge that they would like to close. 

“Looking at fisheries, I think NSW is absolutely daft when it comes to over-fishing 

policies. If you go to Queensland for example, if you catch female crabs you’ll lose your 

boat, you’ll lose all your gear, but down here you can sell them as small as you’d like. 

So sustainability in terms of the crab population is outrageous. ” (Inner Sydney 

Committed, Male, 60-64 years) 

“There are initiatives, even if the famers want to sell their land… instead of growing 

cattle for ever and a day, or growing sheep forever and a day, there should be more 

investigation into how land can be used to produce a living rather than sticking to the 

traditional things and it’s absolutely no research or anything of that nature happening.” 

(Central West Committed, Female, 70 years +) 
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In contrast, Reluctants tended not to be able to speak at length about many, if any, environmental 

issues. Issues tended to be limited to ‘headline’ issues, such as climate change, greenhouse gases 

and the ozone layer, and these issues were not well understood. Others focused on environmental 

issues that are very apparent or easy to see, such as air pollution or high tension power lines. 

Reluctants tended to know something about issues directly affecting them, but little about broader 

issues. They also tended to lack interest in issues that they felt did not directly affect them. 

”We don’t really think you know what’s happening geographically, you know all over 

Australia, what is going on, we don’t understand, but what we understand is direct 

things we do see, like what is happening with the power and what is happening with 

water because you know, that’s what we use every day.” (Outer Sydney Reluctant, 

Male, 18-29 years) 

“But we all know we affect the environment, we can see it, we know… the whole global 

warming, it’s a logical extension of the damage we do now, and reducing the amount 

of it would make to me, makes perfect sense.” (Inner Sydney Reluctant, Male, 45-49 

years) 

Privates were split between comparatively low awareness and understanding of environmental 

issues (similar to Reluctants) and comparatively high awareness and understanding of such issues 

(similar to Committeds). 

Water 

The 2009 quantitative survey results showed a decrease, since 2006, in the proportion of people 

nominating water supply or water conservation issues as important environmental issues ‘in NSW 

today’, despite these issues remaining the most commonly nominated.  

During the qualitative research, in discussions of key challenges facing NSW (see Section 3.2, 

above) water security was frequently mentioned as a key challenge for NSW, irrespective of 

community segment membership. Few felt water was less of a concern than it had been three 

years ago, even if it was less top-of-mind. Some questioned whether the current drought was 

indeed lifting. Either way, people saw continuing water security a key problem particularly given 

the increasing population. 

“Where has it lifted? …75% of the state is in drought conditions.” (Central West 

Committed, Female, 50-54 years) 

“We’ve got more people that we’ve got to feed and more people showering, more 

people doing everything.” (Outer Sydney Private, Female, 50-54 years) 

Discussions on this topic revealed one possible explanation for the reduced mention of water in the 

context of environmental issues in NSW, namely a tendency for water-related issues not to be 

perceived as environmental, in part because environmental issues were seen as those which are 

contested, and water scarcity, now or in the future, is rarely contested as an issue.  

Reluctants were more likely, than either Committeds or Privates, to focus strictly on water 

restrictions, the most immediate impact on themselves and other NSW residents of inadequate 

water supply.  
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 “All I’ve done is buy a tank, a water tank. Actually two water tanks… just so that my 

wife would be able to water the garden, nothing else.” (Outer Sydney Reluctant, Male, 

60 years +) 

Privates and Committeds tended to have a greater understanding of the issues surrounding water 

supply, including competing demand for water, and potential environmental impacts of reduced 

supply. Concerns about water supply were most commonly raised, and attracted most discussion, 

in regional groups (Hunter, Richmond-Tweed and Central West). 

“Well it comes back to water. The problem with the Murray-Darling is that yes there’s a 

drought, but the biggest users of water from the Murray-Darling Basin are the cotton 

farmers... And all that cotton is grown on marginal agricultural land. It shouldn’t be 

used for anything. ” (Hunter Private, Male, 65-69 years) 

“The other thing concerned with water is the artesian base, and we also have an issue 

here with a very large gold mine who is only able to produce, and does affect the 

economy of the area. Gold without water is an impossibility and there has been some 

quite controversial discussions about these people - getting into the water table, our 

artesian water base. So there needs to be more concentration on protecting those 

artesian water bases.” (Central West Committed, Female, 70 years +) 

Waste 

In the quantitative survey in contrast to water supply/conservation, , mentions of ‘waste’ as an 

important environmental issue in NSW increased significantly between 2006 and 2009, (from 8% 

to 14%)The group discussions were used to explore possible reasons for the increased prominence 

of waste as an issue. 

Group discussion participants perceived three key issues in relation to waste and waste 

management: 

� Products are increasingly heavily packaged. Several participants mentioned that it was 

becoming increasingly difficult to purchase things not heavily packaged. Some mentioned that 

things were often packaged in Styrofoam and plastic, with products less often packaged in 

something more environmentally-friendly (such as paper). Several specifically mentioned the 

increase in “tamper-proof” packaging, and the heavy packaging of children’s toys. 

“Packaging has changed to you know… there’s been no control over how the packaging 

evolved. If you walk into a supermarket now… it’s very difficult to get anything that’s 

environmentally friendly in its packaging.” (Central West Committed, Female, 70 yrs +) 

� Not all recyclable goods are being recycled. 

� Landfill sites filling up. This concern was most commonly voiced in regional areas where the 

transport of waste to landfill sites with greater capacity was sometimes occurring. 

“The issue here is that Orange City Council, which is a small area around the actual 

city… they bought some land, it’s about 40km from Orange and… the concept is they’re 

going to truck all of Orange’s waste out to this… but then people had an issue with 

Orange taking their rubbish out there and dumping it.” (Central West Committed, 

Female, 50-54 years) 
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“At the moment, we actually dump all our waste in an old tin mine, in an old mine 

cellar, but what happens when that runs out? We’re going to have to transport it 

further out.” (Hunter Private, Male, 35-39 years) 

Committeds tended to have a more sophisticated understanding of some underlying issues 

associated with waste, for example, the increasing volume of electronic items being thrown away, 

potential seepage from landfill into the water table, and the extent to which goods taken away to 

be recycled are actually recycled (rather than ending up in landfill due to the lack of a market for 

them). 

Privates and Reluctants tended to have a more limited understanding of the issues and focused on 

rubbish collection and waste disposal arrangements in their local council area. For example, they 

expressed concern that their recycling bin was not emptied frequently enough, encouraging some 

to bin things that could otherwise go into recycling. Some also focused on the wastefulness of 

heavy packaging, as a problem in and of itself, rather than the potentially negative environmental 

impacts of the production and disposal of the packaging. 

There was some recognition, among group discussion participants, that systems of waste disposal 

are better now than they were in the past (for example, when councils did not provide recycling 

services or there was no sorting of recyclables from other waste at the tip). Comments suggested 

that participants were now comfortable with recycling arrangements, and, seeing the benefits of 

proper waste management, would like to see further improvements in this area. 

Climate change 

Climate change was infrequently spontaneously mentioned by research participants from any 

community segment, either in the context of issues affecting the state, personal priorities, or 

environmental issues that although not big now, are likely to become bigger in the future. The 

commentary below is largely based on prompted discussions of the issue. 

‘Climate change’ was clearly a familiar term for most if not all participants. Familiarity with the 

term, however, did not always equate with knowledge about the issue. Many for whom the term 

was familiar, still held mistaken views on the causes and consequences of climate change.  

“The ozone hole getting bigger, that’s my biggest issue out of the whole lot, because 

that just changes absolutely everything, the water, the trees, everything.” (Hunter 

Private, Female, 25-29 years) 

“I think it’s fluctuations. We had a couple of days last week that were so hot. I love the 

heat … today I was walking around the house with a pullover on.” (Hunter Private, 

Male, 40-44 years) 

“That’s why people are going on about the ice caps are melting, because with the hole 

that we have in the ozone layer at the moment, that’s what’s creating the searing 

temperatures rising and that’s what’s making the ice caps melt, the temperature, and 

hence why when you’re on an island, or a beach, when it’s high tide, you actually 

notice that it’s higher than it was 20 years ago.” (Outer Sydney Privates, Male, 20-24 

years) 

Some either explicitly stated, or else implied, that they were not comfortable using the term 

‘climate change’ as they did not fully understand it. 
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“I don’t use it because I think what does it really mean? What is the cause? So I don’t 

really want to use it because I don’t totally understand.” (Inner Sydney Committed, 

Female, 45-49 years)  

In line with the results from the quantitative survey, there was a great deal of disagreement, 

across all segments, over: whether or not the effects of climate change are already being felt; 

when most of the effects will be felt; and whether or not climate change can be halted, or the 

effects just lessened. The drought, dust storms, tsunamis, hotter days, and increased sun intensity 

(more likely to burn) were provided as examples of evidence that climate change effects were 

being felt. Perhaps the most common view, was that climate change will mainly affect future 

generations, rather than participants in their own lifetimes. 

Certain commonalities were observed between Committeds and Privates. Both groups tended to be 

concerned, at least to some extent, about climate change. With some exceptions, Committeds and 

Privates tended to be less concerned about climate change than about other environmental issues. 

Some stipulated that they were more aware of climate change than they were perhaps five years 

ago (due to its prominence in the media and the political focus on the “ETS”), but not necessarily 

more concerned. Few spoke about the issue in a manner that suggested they felt climate change to 

be an urgent or pressing concern for them. For some, this appeared to arise from feelings of lack of 

empowerment, the issue being one they felt was largely outside of their control.  

Several expressed concern about the lack of momentum on the issue, including lack of agreement 

and action among decision makers and insufficient concern in general among the NSW public. 

Some felt the tools to address climate change were largely there (for example, renewable energies 

to replace fossil fuels) but that these had not been adopted by governments, the clear view here 

being that the government (whether it be state or federal) had not acted decisively enough. For 

some of these research participants, while the issue had personal resonance, they were almost 

starting to give up worrying in the face of apparent apathy among others.  

“I’m all worried, but it’s not so much the extent of it’s going to happen more than 

what’s going on, what they’re doing. Because it’s out of my hands, I don’t have the big 

bucks to spend and say well fix this. It’s more, you need a whole movement to get 

anything done and I can’t do it myself.” (Richmond Tweed Committed, Male, 19 years) 

“I don’t feel more worried than I was say five years ago, but I’m worried that there 

aren’t many more people worried now than there were… you know, a lot of the 

decision-makers are still you know, here or there. They’re not getting swept along with 

all this mountain of evidence and knowledge and public opinion.” (Richmond Tweed 

Committed, Male, 55-59 years) 

“There’s a conflict of the information and it’s probably endemic of society today, we 

have access to so much information instantaneously, and therefore we’re bombarded 

with it, so what is fact and what is fiction?… When I was a schoolkid, I grew up in 

Blacktown. I still remember going home, many afternoons in a row, with the hot sun 

gleaming down, and the temperature was 100 degrees, and it stayed that way day 

after day after day. It was 100 degrees on the back veranda in a fibro cottage. And 

that’s what we’re getting now. And that was only 50 odd years ago. So is it a cycle?” 

(Hunter Private, Male, 65-69 years) 

“It’s hard when we’ve got all the answers, like solar power and everything, and nothing 

gets done.” (Hunter Private, Female, 20-24 years) 
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It should be noted that among the Committeds and Privates in the groups, there were some who 

did not ‘believe’ in climate change. This is consistent with the quantitative survey findings which 

showed that 15% of Privates and 13% of Committeds reported that they did not believe that 

climate change is happening or going to happen. Engaging in pro-environmental behaviours (and 

even being knowledgeable about environmental issues and having general concern for the 

environment) and being a climate change sceptic is not incompatible. Some argue that if the 

climate is changing, it may simply be part of a natural cycle. Others point to conflicting information 

in the media, the exaggeration of issues in the media, and the politicisation of the issue. For 

Committeds and Privates, however, whether or not climate change is a reality is perhaps of lesser 

importance than it is for Reluctants. Some explicitly pointed to scepticism about climate change not 

being a valid justification for not acting to improve environmental outcomes, arguing that we 

should be taking measures, reduction in carbon emissions, for reasons completely unconnected to 

climate change. 

“I think in a way the whole climate change debate is a bit of a red herring and I 

think people are focusing on that … and then you get caught up into the debate of is 

there climate change or not? And is it man made climate change? I mean the thing 

is, does it matter? Let’s be living with the factors that are at hand at the moment 

and that is that we’re not getting the rain we used to get and we’ve got more 

people.” (Central West Committed, Female, 50-55 years) 

Compared with either Privates or Reluctants, Committeds tended to demonstrate a better 

understanding of the causes, mechanisms and consequences of climate change – often mentioning 

these spontaneously – and to introduce more sophisticated concepts into climate change 

discussions. These participants were also the most likely to have an emotional connection with the 

issue of climate change. Some expressed feelings of shame that humans, through their greed, had 

contributed to such damage to the earth. They were also more likely to feel the community had 

been let down by decision makers who could have acted on climate change much earlier. 

Committeds were also most likely to recognise that stopping or slowing climate change will require 

dramatic changes to our lifestyle, including the community becoming less consumerist, reduce 

reliance on cars, make better land-use choices, and generally living more simply. 

“It’s not comfortable because what we have to do is simplify our lifestyle and no one’s 

really prepared to do that… we all like to hop in the car and go down to the shops and 

that’s the big thrill for the week is buying crap you know.” (Richmond Tweed 

Committed, Male, 50-54 years) 

Privates were less able than Committeds to think of things that they could do, themselves, to help 

stop or lessen the effects of climate change. They were even more likely than Committeds to 

express feelings of powerlessness. They were also more likely than Committeds to perceive there 

to be conflicting views and messages in the media about climate change and to feel confused. 

While some Reluctants expressed concern about climate change, unlike participants from the other 

two community segments, more reported that they are not concerned at all.  

Reluctants were less likely than Committeds or Privates to be able to discuss the causes of climate 

change. They were more likely think that if the climate is changing, that change is simply part of a 

natural cycle not necessarily caused by human actions. Many disputed the climate was changing at 
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all, with some older participants believing they had lived through hotter summers and longer 

droughts. Several mentioned visiting sceptics websites, considered to be more reliable than 

mainstream media as they did not regurgitate things that “everyone is telling you”. Many also 

mentioned information gained from popular media that reinforced their doubts.  

“I don’t doubt that there are changes in weather patterns. I don’t necessarily believe 

that it’s just a sudden thing that’s just occurred now. I just think that they’re 

bombarding the public with this concern.” (Outer Sydney Reluctant, Female, 35-39 

years) 

Rather than being confused about conflicting messages, many reported actively resenting being 

“bombarded with concerns” in what they saw as the absence of hard and fast fact about the causes 

and timing of climate change. Some indicated they lacked knowledge about what they could do to 

help, saying they would need more and better information and guidance before adopting any new 

behaviours. It seems doubtful whether providing such information would achieve anything. 

Behaviours suggested in the discussion tended to receive an unenthusiastic response with many 

clearly resentful of being asked to change their lifestyle in any significant way. 

In all group discussions, participants were asked how they, on being told that Australia is one of 

the biggest producers of greenhouse gases in the world, per head of population. Very few 

participants were surprised by this statistic. Indeed, one participant (a Reluctant) had even quoted 

this statistic, unprompted, earlier in their discussion. Subtle differences in reaction, however, were 

detected between Reluctants, and the other two community segments. 

Committeds and Privates were most likely to blame our consumerist, over-indulgent and wasteful 

society for this embarrassing statistic. In the words of one Committed “we want our lifestyle and 

don’t care about the consequences”. Reluctants were more likely to be unsure or confused about 

why this would be the case, while some sought to excuse or defend Australia’s position as a big 

polluter. Some felt it only made sense given our increased energy requirements due to our hot 

climate (requiring air conditioning) and size (it is energy consuming to get around). Others felt it 

made no difference given our small population size and comparatively small contribution to 

greenhouse gases overall. 

In a number of groups there was discussion around energy prices rising in a carbon-constrained 

economy. This was perhaps one of the few ways participants could see environmental problems 

directly impacting on them personally. While Committeds and Privates appeared to accept the 

reasons for increasing energy prices, Reluctants were far more resistant and resentful of the idea 

of such rises (questioning whether the reasons were environmental or related more to lack of 

investment by the government in power-related infrastructure). 

Issues of growing importance 

On the topic of emerging environmental issues, most participants were hazy. The majority of 

concerns centred on Australia’s growing population and included such things as insufficient food 

production (and having to rely on imports), increased air pollution with more cars on the road and 

running out of fresh water. Interestingly, ‘climate change’ tended not to be mentioned in this 

context, perhaps because of the confusion surrounding when it will occur, how its impact will be 

felt over time and what exactly it is.  
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3.4 Awareness and understanding of solutions to environmental 

problems, including perceptions of the role of the individual 

Several Committeds expressed the view that all individuals should take responsibility for their 

impact on the environment, making sure they were informed and doing their bit to help. Some felt 

quite passionately about this, expressing some variant of the view that humans have a 

fundamental responsibility to look after the planet.  

“It comes back to ownership doesn’t it? I mean, I know it’s a little bit off track but if 

you relate it to the health industry, people have a responsibility for their own individual 

health but part of the reason why the health industry is failing a little bit is because 

there’s so much reliance on that magic pill or taking away from your own knowledge, 

and I think that crosses over into environmental issues. You’ve got to have that 

knowledge and your own responsibility for your part that you own, whether it be a 

veggie patch, whether it be a recycling bin or compost out the back. I mean, you sort 

of change things slowly... You know, you have little groups or individuals influencing 

and continuing to influence more people.” (Central West Committed, Male, 25-29 

years) 

While some recognised that individuals acting in isolation, or even Australia as a whole (given our 

comparatively small population size), will not be able to achieve global environmental 

improvement, people can, nevertheless, make a difference in their “own little part of the world”, 

and this was seen as a worthy aspiration. Further, individuals can lead by example, influencing 

those around them, starting to create momentum by putting pressure on government and industry. 

Most Committeds could easily provide multiple examples of actions that can be taken by 

individuals.  

Privates also tended to agree with the notion that everyone has a responsibility to help protect the 

environment. This view was put less strongly by Privates than by the Committeds. Consistent with 

the segment membership (strong on household-based pro-environmental behaviours, but not on 

‘citizenship’ behaviours), Privates tended to focus on individual actions they can take, rather than 

on influencing others. Many Privates demonstrated a relatively narrow approach to helping the 

environment, limited to the more obvious and well known actions. While supportive of such things 

as growing one’s own food or recycling, fewer discussed the broader picture of environmental 

protection and sustainability (for example, renewable energy). 

As with participants from the other community segments, Reluctants conceded that there are 

things individuals can do to protect the environment, and doing something to help is better than 

doing nothing. They were more likely to express the view, however, that individual actions 

constitute essentially ‘fiddling around the edges’, and were more likely to be dismissive of 

behaviours they could themselves adopt. Many had justifications for their inaction, for example, 

querying whether or not ‘green’ energy globes were better for environment, or arguing that 

recycling aluminium uses more energy (and hence is more environmentally damaging) than 

creating new products from scratch. In line with their views on actions in relation to climate 

change, many felt strongly that they were being ‘dictated’ to, and were indignant about others 

trying to change their lifestyles. 
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“They haven’t given us a real alternative. They gave us plastic bags, costs nothing to 

us, and then gave us these other bags that then cost you $1. They’re not giving us a 

great alternative.” (Outer Sydney Reluctant, Male, 35-39 years) 

Reluctants were more likely than those in the other two community segments to self-exempt from 

behaviours to help the environment. Reluctants tended to focus more than the other segments on 

the role of government, industry, big business and even scientists to solve environmental 

problems, the implication being that the common person was already doing enough. 

“Incentives [have] got to come from the government, not from us.” (Outer Sydney 

Reluctant, Male, 35-39 years) 

“People choose that [i.e. science] as a career, they have to take more initiative, they 

have to make more research.” (Outer Sydney Reluctant, Male, 18-29 years) 

“I think that a lot of people know, like a lot about what they can do and I think there’s 

a lot people who do a lot of things, right. But I think that the government isn’t taking a 

strong enough stance on this, like not just at state level but at federal level as well.” 

(Inner Sydney Reluctant, Male, 15-19 years) 

3.5 Pro-environmental behaviours 

Typical behaviours  

Discussions of behaviours undertaken to help the environment tended to focus on measures to 

save water and save energy. Recycling was also frequently mentioned. 

Regarding water, the need to conserve was virtually incontestable. Discussions centred around the 

fact that in Australia there is a limited supply of water, exacerbated by recent drought conditions, 

and, therefore, water must not be wasted. The tangible benefit of pulling together and reducing 

water use is fewer periods of strict water restrictions. 

“Well look at the water thing, like everyone here had an issue with the water, and it 

was because the campaigns, well obviously because also when the dam’s down to that 

point. So it’s kind of almost becoming like that with the environment where they’re 

going ‘you know this is all happening.’ But we don’t have the evidence, because they 

can say here’s the dam and there’s no water, and I think it was easy for people to 

understand. And it impacted on everyone. Everyone stopped watering their cars.” 

(Outer Sydney Reluctants, Female, 35-39 years) 

Recycling also appears to have become part of the social norm. It almost appeared to no longer be 

considered a pro-environmental activity, a behaviour fairly willingly adopted by all segments 

including Reluctants with no interest or concern at all about the environment. Recycling is simply 

something citizens do. 

“I recycled most of my clothes and toys and all that for my kids… I basically felt like I 

shouldn’t be wasting in the sense like, I’ve come from a background where recycling is 

very common and it has to be done because someone else probably needs it.” (Outer 

Sydney Reluctant, Male, 35-39 years) 

“I work in a bar … we didn’t actually have any recycling, so all the cans and bottles just 

used to get chucked so we’ve got like a little recycling thing there now which is good I 
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suppose... it was just kind of getting frustrating seeing all the stuff getting chucked out 

when I was just sitting there thinking we really should recycle that.” (Inner Sydney 

Reluctant, Male, 20-24 years) 

Motivators for pro-environmental behaviours 

Saving money was revealed as a key motivator for pro-environmental behaviours across all three 

community segments, perhaps the most often mentioned reason for adopting these behaviours. 

For many, helping the environmental was a bonus, but not the key motivator for engaging in that 

behaviour. For example, some mentioned purchasing energy-efficient globes because they were 

more economical and did not need to be changed as frequently, growing their own food because 

they enjoyed being in the garden, and walking to work to foster personal health and wellbeing. This 

was true even of Committeds. 

Nevertheless, the reported adoption of pro-environmental behaviours primarily for environmental 

reasons (with saving money as a bonus) was most common among Committeds. Committeds were 

also more likely, than either Privates or Reluctants, to report willingly going beyond easy 

behaviours with tangible personal benefits, to behaviours that negatively impacted on lifestyle or 

affected the hip-pocket.  

“Catch the bus to work because it’s good for the environment, use energy light globes 

for the same reason but also because they’re economically efficient for me. I recycle 

my waste; it’s a pain in the butt but it’s good for the environment.” (Inner Sydney 

Committed, Male, 35-39 years) 

“My first was to install solar cells for my hot water system and pool heater and with the 

government rebate the capital costs were much lower and the operating costs in the 

future were much lower and so the need for growth in power stations in the future 

would be much lower. The second thing we did was to put the solar cells in with the 

power back into the grid, and again it was for the same reasons. It’s all going back in 

and you can actually see your meter going the other way so you get a credit.” (Inner 

Sydney Committed, Male, 60-64 years) 

Some expressly stated that they engaged in pro-environmental behaviours not only to feel good 

about doing something to help the environment, but to be a good role model and initiate change in 

others. 

“Why do I do that? Probably a couple of reasons, not so much financial but probably 

because it makes me feel good because I’m doing something on an individual level for 

the environment and to be a role model I think as well. To initiate change, because 

people ask me, ‘you walk to work, that’s a bit funny!’. It’s only 50m up the road.” 

(Central West Committed, Male, 25-29 years) 

Committeds tended to have a better idea, than either Privates or Reluctants, of what could be done 

to help the environment, had clearly put more thought and planning into their behaviours and 

tended to be much more pro-active. Their more sophisticated understanding of environmental 

problems allowed them to see the cause-effect and precise environmental benefits of behaviours, 

providing additional motivation, and allowed them to address specific environmental issues. 

Privates’ descriptions of their own pro-environmental behaviours suggested that many embraced 

simple, home-based activities such as ensuring taps aren’t dripping, turning off lights when not 

required, and trying to recycle more. Some were nostalgic about ‘simpler days’, speaking about the 
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merits of playing board games instead of watching TV (to save power) and buying re-usable drink 

bottles to avoid purchasing bottled water when out. Many focused heavily on tangible problems and 

solutions, often affecting their local area, for example, litter and the need to clean this up.  

Reluctants were more likely to think they were doing enough for the environment already by 

putting their recycling into the correct bin or trying to sometimes walk and leave the car behind. 

While comfortable making these small contributions, they either explicitly stated or implied that 

they were not interested in actions that required greater effort or commitment.  

“Look, I’d subscribe to that. I would make sure I didn’t use the dishwasher or the 

washing machine. But I’m buggered if I’m going to turn the air conditioner down, and 

leave it up any higher than I want. I’ve been paying taxes for 60 years, I’ve done 

enough for the environment and the government” (Outer Sydney Reluctant, Male, 60 

years +) 

Some stated that they only engaged in pro-environmental behaviours in which they were 

essentially forced to engage. 

“I recycled more paper and bottles. I did that because the council forced me to … well 

they said that ‘we’re going to start checking the rubbish bin and if you haven’t done 

the right thing you’ll …’ So that was the incentive to do that.” (Outer Sydney Reluctant, 

Male, 60 years +) 

Some Reluctants had a particular issue of concern. Their knowledge of that issue was often limited 

and their pro-environmental behaviours tended not to extend beyond that sphere. 

Barriers to pro-environmental behaviours 

Upfront cost was reported, by some participants in all three community segments, to be a barrier 

to engaging in pro-environmental behaviours. This was despite most recognising that upfront 

investment would likely result in longer term savings, including, for example, power savings in the 

case of energy efficient appliances or installation of solar panels connected to the electricity grid. 

While mostly considered a good idea and useful, some felt rebates were in many instances 

insufficient.  

“I’d put solar panels and put deep cycle batteries adapted in the shed somewhere… I 

think money’s the big one… the only hurdle.” (Central West Committed, Male, 25-29 

years) 

Further incentives or rebates would help Committeds make even greater pro-environmental 

investments. This appeared to particularly be the case in regional areas where some perceived 

there was considerable scope to live more sustainably if money was less of a barrier. 

“I think there should be more rebates for people living in rural areas. I think it’s 

outrageous that they focus rebates on people living in towns.” (Richmond Tweed 

Committed, Female, 45-49 years) 

Comments made by Committeds participants also suggested they would be motivated to do even 

more to help the environment if there was a clear path evident to them, that is, they knew what 

else they could do and knew that it would pay off for the environment. 
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Lack of information about what behaviours they could adopt, and the reasons why they should 

ideally be adopting these behaviours, tended, overall to be more of a barrier for Privates than for 

Committeds. Some Privates mentioned, for example, that while environmentally-friendly cleaning 

products have certain advantages for the consumer (including a better smell and less fumes) they 

were unaware of the benefits to the environment of buying environmentally-friendly cleaning 

products. The implication here is that if they aware of the environmental benefits, they may be 

more inclined to purchase such products. 

While some Privates participating in the group discussions would clearly benefit from more 

information on what they could do to help the environment and the reasons why they should do 

these things, it was also apparent that Privates tended to feel more strongly than Committeds that 

they should be rewarded for engaging in pro-environmental behaviours. 

Many Reluctants participating in the group discussions expressed a strong resistance to engaging in 

any further (or indeed any) pro-environmental behaviours. Various reasons were given for this lack 

of interest. Some argued that negative environmental impacts were a reality of modern day living 

– something that was not their fault and was largely beyond their control. Some were quite 

defensive of their own lifestyle choices. 

“You could wind back time and look back to when you guys were young and your mum 

went down and bought flour and sugar. Now everyone goes to work and our shopping 

centres are full of packets of things like, the environment is a product of the way 

lifestyle has changed too.” (Outer Sydney Reluctant, Female, 35-39 years) 

Others questioned the truth of environmental claims, for example, querying whether energy 

efficient light bulbs were really better for the environment. Many sought to apportion blame ton 

other parties and refute that responsibility for the protection of the environment should fall on 

average consumers. Some argued, for example, that green energy should actually be cheaper than 

energy produced through burning fossil fuel and that it is the government’s responsibility to ensure 

that green energy does become cheaper. Others argued that there was no point them switching off 

lights in their home when the lights in office building are left on all night. 

In contrast to Committeds and Privates, Reluctants lacked awareness of what could be done to help 

the environment, with many struggling to name any additional things they could be doing over and 

above what they were already doing. More so than Privates, Reluctants also lacked awareness of 

the benefits, both environmental and personal, of pro-environmental behaviours and of the link 

between their actions and environmental consequences. Of course, in the absence of interest in 

helping the environment, increased knowledge of such things will not necessarily of itself lead to 

positive behaviour change. 

The move from household-based to citizenship behaviours 

In terms of citizenship behaviours, such as being involved in Landcare, or writing letters to their 

member of parliament, many Committeds reported that it had been a natural step for them to 

become involved, in a hands on way, in issues about which they were passionate.  

“Mine’s all local: Wires and Bushcare because I care about the animals.” (Inner Sydney 

Committed, Female, 60-64 years) 
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“Help the national parks to monitor the beach... Bat count, done that. Fought the 

council to retain some old-growth trees… You know, I’m sort of a bit active in a lot of 

stuff.” (Richmond Tweed Committed, Female, 50-54 years) 

Committeds often considered their involvement quite minor, despite their involvement being 

comparatively major, and just something that they were happy to do. In a similar vein, some 

reasoned that they had the time and skills to help. However, ooking at what we know of those 

participating in the group discussions, it does not seem likely that a genuine difference in skill level 

and time availability explains the differences in level of commitment to pro-environmental 

behaviours observed between the different segments. 

For example, retirees (who could well have more time to devote to, for example, engaging in 

volunteer work for environmental causes) were not over-represented in Committeds group 

discussions.  Similarly, the Committeds were not in occupations that suggested they had skills 

more relevant, than those held by others, to engaging in either pro-environmental household or 

citizenship behaviours.   This suggests that interest in environmental issues and a desire to help 

are likely, in reality, to be more important drivers of citizenship behaviours than either time or 

particular skills. Certainly, some Committeds reported noticing, and lamenting, apathy among 

others. 

As previously noted, the Privates in the group discussions tended to be less passionate about 

environmental issues than the Committeds participants. Privates were also less motivated than 

Committeds, either in feeling they had a duty in regard to protecting the environment, or that 

something urgent needed to be done. 

Some Privates were engaged in citizenship behaviours, but many had become involved in these 

activities for reasons other than the environment. One father, for example, had become involved in 

wetlands rehabilitation when his children were younger as it had provided a pleasant morning out 

for the family. Some indicated that they didn’t know how to become involved in activities such as 

tree planting or joining a committee, although some had to admit that they had also not given 

these topics much thought. Some directly stated that they preferred to spend their spare time in 

other ways; and if they had time for voluntary work, they would prefer to do something completely 

different and unrelated to the environment.   

Consistent with the finding that Privates were more likely than Committeds to feel that they should 

be ‘rewarded’ for engaging in everyday pro-environmental behaviours, some pointed to the lack of 

personal incentive to help in a community setting as a barrier to moving into citizenship 

behaviours. 

Reluctants were more likely than Committeds or Privates, to simply state that they were 

disinterested in becoming involved in environmental causes. Other used excuses such as the 

politicisation of community organisations.  

“You’d like to get involved, by having been involved in lots of community sort of 

organisations, you get into the politics of it all… you spend more time backstabbing 

each other than anything.” (Inner Sydney Reluctant, Male, 35-39 years) 
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Some had been active in the community, for example, through their local council, on issues not 

related to the environment, with some active on environmental issues that quite directly affected 

them and their lifestyles (for example, in cleaning up the local beach). 

A period of time was set aside in each group discussion to talk about the aspirations individuals had 

for the communities in which they live. They were asked what they thought would be the likely 

environmental future for their community, and what sort of environment they wanted for 

themselves and their children in the future. 

For many, this was a difficult topic to discuss, being something about which not many had given 

thought. Those in metropolitan areas, in particular, made comments that suggested they did not 

have a strong sense of community where they live. Most commonly, participants focused on 

recycling arrangements in their council area, or expressed pessimism about over-development or 

poorly thought out developments. Reluctants, in particular, tended to focus on things in their local 

area that they could see, usually increases in housing density and trees being cut down. 

Committeds were more likely to have a more holistic view, mentioning such things as the need for 

greater green planning. Committeds living in more active communities (such as small communities 

near Byron Bay) tended to be happy with progress being made and feel optimistic about the 

environmental future of their community. 

3.6 Information sources – current and trusted sources, and appetite 

for further information 

Many of the Committeds attending the group discussions had a long standing interest in, and 

concern, for the environment. Many simply assumed that there were things that they could do to 

help the environment so went looking for information of what those things could be. Several had 

been members of bushwalking groups or been involved in environmental activism in the past. 

Some had read an inspirational book that had changed their outlook.  

“Look I started… as an active campaigner, I suppose in 1980 and that all started from 

a book that I read called ‘Turning up the Heat’.” (Richmond Tweed Committed, Male, 

40-44) 

These Committeds tended to seek out information from bodies such as the National Parks and 

Wildlife Service and were more likely to consume non-commercial media (for example, ABC’s 

Landline). They appeared to be critical of information they receive, and proactively engage in their 

own research. Committeds also wanted objective information from groups without an agenda. They 

expressed a desire for an environmental/scientific discussion of such issues in the media, rather 

than a political discussion. 

“[I] bought Al Gore’s book on global warming to try and get a more scientific 

perspective rather than just a political standpoint like you’d get in the news... What 

people really need to do is make an informed decision by weighing up the pros and 

cons… but at the moment it’s too politically orientated so people are just getting the 

spin doctor crap.” (Inner City Committed, Male, 35-39 years) 
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 “You know, you can trawl through different types of media, mainstream and alternate 

media and trust your intuition as to whether you believe it or you know, if you see 

back up information.” (Richmond Tweed Committed, Female, 45-49 years) 

“The more baggage they’ve got, the less you’re going to listen to them.” (Richmond 

Tweed Committed, Male 50-54 years) 

Committeds in regional areas pointed to the strong emphasis on community in the areas where 

they lived. They mentioned that they talk to other people about environmental issues and share 

information. Some of their knowledge about environmental problems came from personal 

experience, having observed these problems first-hand. 

“Well I live in a kind of more community-based society, and so people talk, you hear 

things, you learn things, and I also research and I get emails or I read the local paper 

or whatever.” (Richmond Tweed Committed, Female, 55-59 years) 

The Privates generally had less desire for knowledge about environmental issues and were less 

likely than Committeds to actively seek out information. Some said that they would like to (or feel 

they probably should) know more about environmental issues, but admitted that they had not got 

around to doing such research. Others were simply less interested, saying they found the situation 

“too depressing”. Privates were more particular about the sorts of individuals or groups from which 

they would like to receive information. Several expressed a preference for information from well-

informed figures who can speak in layman’s terms (Ian Kiernan, Tim Flannery, David Attenborough 

and David Suzuki all being suggested) or someone high profile and trustworthy from outside the 

environment sphere (e.g. Hugh Jackman). 

Privates tended to be influenced by others (children, housemates) more than for other segments. 

Reluctants often expressed the view that they had received too much information on environmental 

issues, issues that are certainly of little or no interest to them. Many were resistant to receiving 

more information on these topics, asserting that information would be there for those who chose to 

“look it up”. Some expressed particular aversion to receiving information that they perceived to be 

“contradictory”. For those sceptical about the veracity of environmental concerns, a great deal of 

time was spent discussing the danger of obtaining information “second hand” from sources that 

have already “spun it” for their own purposes. For many of these Reluctants, divergent opinions 

were those that had not been “spun” and so were more reliable, with many of these opinions 

conveniently reinforcing their own divergent views about environmental problems (particularly 

climate change).  

“I googled global warming sceptics, and found that a lot of that information that they 

present is altered to give the results that they want.” (Outer Sydney Reluctant, 

Female, 35-39 years) 

Most rejected the notion that they would be more concerned about the environment if they knew 

more about the issues, with some even maintaining that they would be less concerned, reflecting 

their strongly held opinion that concerns about the environment are overstated in many cases. As 

previously noted, while some Reluctants were poorly informed about environmental problems and 

their solutions, others were quite well informed about these issues, but were simply disinterested 

or unconcerned about them. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

4.1 Awareness and understanding of environmental issues 

The community segments derived from the 2009 survey were based solely on self-reported 

behaviours. The results of the qualitative research re-enforce the importance of avoiding over-

generalising differences between the community segments. 

While Committeds generally had the greatest levels of knowledge and awareness of environmental 

issues and Privates moderate levels and Reluctants the lowest, it would be wrong to assume that 

all Reluctants are unaware of environmental issues and unable to make an argument about the 

environment. The results of the qualitative research suggest both that environmental issues are 

not often high priority for Reluctants and that there is a fair amount of scepticism – not limited to 

climate change – among this segment, scepticism that is not always willingly articulated.  

The qualitative research findings also provide some evidence that increased involvement with 

community-based pro-environmental activities and interaction with the natural environmental 

tends to change individuals’ mindsets in relation to the environment. 

4.2 The shift into citizenship behaviours 

Many Committeds undertake a range of environmental behaviours, including citizenship behaviours 

outside the home, while most Reluctants undertake few. Privates’ focus mainly on household 

behaviours can partly be explained by their lower knowledge about, and concern for, the 

environment, but personal factors (such as levels of pro-activity, feelings of responsibility, personal 

interest) are also key.  Some Privates and many Reluctants are not likely to ever become activists 

or voluntarily go beyond easy or inexpensive pro-environmental behaviours, even if exposed to 

strong community education campaigns. 

4.3 Communication implications  

The concept of ‘climate change’ sours communications for many Reluctants (with climate change 

sceptics particularly swaying those with high awareness but low knowledge of climate change).  

This can also be a communications obstacle for Committeds. Even the term ‘the environment’ 

produces negativity in some (who perceive it to be a loaded word, and not sufficiently focused). 

4 
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In terms of pro-environmental behaviours all groups, including Committeds, are in large part 

motivated by personal benefits, such as cost savings and lifestyle benefits. It is therefore important 

to stress the personal benefits of pro-environmental behaviours in all communications, including 

those targeted specifically at Committeds.  

Communications need to make clear the desired actions by individuals (made to seem as easy as 

possible); and the benefits of such actions (preferably tangible and personal benefits). 

Communicating the need for action will be difficult, given some individuals’ perceptions of 

‘divergent opinion’, but certainly will have advantages for Committeds and Privates. Many 

Committeds have a thirst for knowledge when it comes to environmental topics, and it seems likely 

that Privates would be open to information made very easily available to them that clearly outlined 

environmental problems or issues, and their potential solutions.  

Social change, or social norming, involves repositioning behaviours as things that citizens simply 

do, rather than overtly ‘environmental’ behaviours. Changing behaviours does not necessarily 

require a prior change in environmental knowledge or attitudes. Such broad changes may be 

achieved by legislation and regulation, economic incentives or infrastructure provision with 

education and communication to support these other strategies. Visible equity of participation in 

solutions is also crucially important, with legislation and regulation also important in this regard. 
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APPENDIX A: DISCUSSION GUIDE 

� Thank for participating in our phone survey back in July and thank for coming along tonight 
� Introduction to social research / group discussions 
� Facilitator’s role: to raise topics and issues and then for you to tell me what you think 
� No right or wrong answers, your opinion that counts. Please be honest 
� Group rules: one person speaks at a time / feel free to disagree 
� Mirror (Sydney only), audio / video taping. Reassure confidentiality, anonymity. 
� Session will take up to two hours 
� Hand out incentives (sign and check contents of envelope) 
� Refreshments, toilet facilities, please turn off mobile phones 
� Participants introduce themselves – first name, interests, family situation (number and age of children) 
 
Current personal priorities, and where the environment falls within this hierarchy 

• What do you think are the biggest challenges facing NSW at the moment? 

� Why do you say that? Are things getting worse or better in this respect? 

� What other challenges is NSW facing? 

� What do you think are the biggest challenges facing regional NSW at the moment? 

• And how strongly do these challenges resonate at a personal level? What has been you and your 
family’s main priorities over the last year? 

� How often do you think about these broader issues we just mentioned? 

Notepad exercise:  
What is the first thing that comes to mind when you hear the term “the environment”. What sorts of 
things would you include under that heading? 

 

• What does the term “the environment” actually mean to you? Why is that? What other things do 
you think of when I say that phrase? What sorts of things would fall under the heading “the 
environment”? [Brain storm on white board / flip chart] 

• How has your use of the term “environment” changed over the past decade or so? Do people 
look upon it differently now? If so, in what way? 

Understanding of environmental concepts 

Notepad exercise:  

What do these terms mean to you? Next to each one, please jot down what comes to mind when you hear 
that word/phrase (biodiversity, sustainability, sustainable living, ecosystems, landscapes)  

 

A 
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Whiteboard exercise: brainstorm ideas for “biodiversity”, “sustainability”, “sustainable living”, “ecosystems” 
“landscapes” 

• Who has heard the term “biodiversity” before? How have you heard it used? What does it mean 
to you? Is this something you are concerned about? Why / why not? Does this word have 
positive or negative associations for you? Are there any other terms that you would use? Do you 
think the use of this term has changed over time? 

• What about sustainability? Sustainable living? Landscapes? [repeat] 

Awareness of environmental issues, and current environmental concerns 

• Thinking about the important issues in NSW, question we were discussing a few minutes ago, 
how important are environmental issues compared with the other issues affecting NSW? 

• What are some of the environmental issues you’ve been hearing?  

� Have these issues changed from say 5 years ago or 10 years ago? In what way? 

� Can you see these things becoming more or less of an issue in the coming years? Are there 
any issues that aren’t big now but you see as becoming bigger issues in the future? 

� Do you think the community is becoming more or less concerned about the environment? 
Why do you think that’s the case? [For young people ask: What about your friends – how 
concerned are they about the environment? Do you think the young generation is more 
concerned than older generations?] 

� Do you think the environment is more or less of a priority for the NSW government? Do 
you agree with this? What has the government focused on in recent years? What about the 
Australian Federal Government?  

� [If not mentioned above:] Do you think water supply conservation is a more or less 
important issue for NSW or for your community than it was 3 years ago? Why? 

� [If not mentioned above:] Do you thinks waste is a more important issue for NSW or for 
your community than it was 3 years ago? What aspects of waste? Why? 

• How concerned are you, personally, about the environment? 

� What things are you most concerned about? At home/as a parent, for your work, and in any 
other capacity or role you have. 

� How significant do you think these problems are?  

� Do these problems impact on you or will they in the future?  

� Why are you concerned? What is it that you’re worried about – what do you think might 
happen? (Probe: quality of life, future generations, maintaining ecosystems, economics, 
health effects of pollution, availability of resources. With ‘future generations’ particularly - is 
it concern for their children/grandchildren or is it concern about the future for 
themselves?) 

• How much do you feel you know about these issues in general? [Scoring exercise 0-10] 

� Where have you got your information about these issues? [Probe: From the media? From 
family or friends?]  

� Do you feel you can trust these sources? 

� Do you feel that you’d like more information on these issues?  
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� [Probe Reluctants only:] Do you think you might be more concerned about environmental 
issues if you knew more about those issues? Would you like to know more? Do you think 
you need to know more to know whether various environmental issues are getting better or 
worse?  

• What about solutions to some of these problems, how much do you feel you know about what 
can be done? 

• How important do you feel individuals are in helping with environmental problems? Is there 
much that people like you and I can do to help solve environmental problems? 

� Why, why not? 

� What sorts of things can individuals do? 

� Do you think individuals have a responsibility (as a citizen) to help look after the 
environment and reduce environmental problems? As a community, do you think we have a 
social responsibility? 

Climate change 

Whiteboard exercise: brainstorm ideas for “climate change” – what is the first thing that comes to mind? 

• Is “climate change” the term you would use? What other terms would you use? How have you 
heard it used? 

• How do you feel about climate change? What, if anything, concerns you about climate change? 

• Is climate change even a reality? [Probe if some expressing view that climate change is not a reality – likely 
Reluctants groups:]: 

�  Why do you get the impression that climate change may not be a reality? Who have you 
heard expressing that view?  

� Do you not believe that the climate is changing, or do you believe that these changes are 
natural, and not caused by humankind (there is nothing we can / should do). 

• Are you more worried about climate change than you were 5 years ago? Why / why not? 

• Do you feel that we are already feeling the effects of climate change? Why do you say that? [If 
not:] Are we going to feel the impacts soon? How soon are we going to feel the full impacts? 

• If I tell you that Australia is the one of the biggest producer of greenhouse gases in the world per 
head of population, how would does that make you feel? 

• Do you think people can make a difference to the progress of climate change? How? Do you 
want to be involved in this? 

Personal behaviour [35 minutes] 

Notepad exercise:  
On the left hand side of the page I’d like you to jot down some things you’ve done in recent months that were good for the 
environment. On the other half of the page I’d like you to list all the reasons why you did those things. Once you’ve listed 
them, I’d like you to rank them from the most important to the least important reason. So the reason that was most 
important, you’d give a one. 
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• “I’d like to go around the table and ask each person to mention something, or a couple of things, 
they’ve recently done which they consider would probably have helped the environment.”  

• What were the reasons you decided to do this? Did you do it primarily for environmental reasons 
or did you do it for other reasons? 

� How important are environmental considerations? 

� Are there other benefits that you need (for yourself, family or community) in order to do 
things that are good for the environment  

• Have you noticed any difference between what you do at work and at home or in other places?  

� If yes - what are they – why would this happen? 

� Have practices in one area of your life influenced what you do in another? How? 

• What else could you do? Why do you think you haven’t done these things? What do you think it 
the most important reason that you haven’t done these things? What might encourage you to? Is 
you doing more reliant on anything else happening? 

Aspirations for the Environment particularly in the community where you live 

• What are the environmental issues in your community where you live? [If not previously raised] 

• What do you think is the environmental future for your community? Are things going to get 
better or worse? What? Why? 

• What sort of environment do want you for the future for you and/or your children? 

• Are you involved in environmental issues in your community.  

� If so - How? what prompted you to become environmentally active in the public sphere, 
not just in your shopping or household activities? 

�  If not – would you like to be – do you want to help shape the environmental future in your 
community. How would you like to be involved in shaping that future? 

Final exercise – choose one or the other (note two options for second option): 

� Imagine you have unlimited money to spend on a new house. What would you spend it on 
to reduce the environmental impacts of your lifestyle? 

� Imagine you wanted to be politically active about climate change (based on whatever 
views/position you have now) OR a better local environment – what symbol would you 
have /choose for a campaign (draw one). 

Thank you.
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