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The most recent United Nations report highlighted the 
dire threat of climate change and the urgent need for 
action (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 
2018). Climate change is already increasing the risks of 
extreme weather events. More frequent and harsher hur-
ricanes, heat waves, droughts, and wildfires have been 
observed across the world, destroying lives and altering 
ecosystems. Climate change and environmental problems 
are rooted in human activities across the globe, and thus 
the solutions must lie in successful revision of human 
actions toward sustainability in all parts of the world.

Psychological science is perfectly positioned to make 
a significant contribution in this regard by providing a 
psychological understanding of proenvironmental 
action and policy support (Stern, 2011). Indeed, an 
increasing volume of psychological research has pro-
vided empirical findings and theoretical frameworks for 
a better understanding of the psychological processes 
related to proenvironmental support (see Gifford, 2014, 

for a review). Yet most of this research has been focused 
on individual-level processes, with scarce consideration 
of systematic diversity of the processes across socio-
cultural contexts (see Clayton et  al., 2016; Pearson, 
Schuldt, & Romero-Canyas, 2016, for discussions; see 
Milfont & Schultz, 2016; Tam & Chan, 2017, for recent 
exceptions), limiting a full understanding of the psy-
chology of proenvironmental action and the implemen-
tation of effective and culturally informed interventions 
and policies.
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Abstract
We review research that provides a sociocultural perspective on proenvironmental support. Despite the increasing 
volume of psychological research on proenvironmental action, there has been a relative dearth of consideration 
of sociocultural contexts, which poses critical theoretical and practical limitations to understanding and fostering 
proenvironmental actions across diverse populations. The sociocultural perspective posits that the primary motives 
driving action are context dependent. Building on this perspective, our research examines significant divergence 
in key determinants of proenvironmental support, focusing on several sociocultural variables, including national 
culture (individualism-collectivism), socioeconomic status, and religion. This program of research shows that personal 
environmental beliefs more directly lead to proenvironmental support in sociocultural contexts that prioritize personal 
motives over social motives. In contrast, in contexts that prioritize social motives, social influence becomes a more 
important predictor of proenvironmental support. Solving environmental challenges requires leveraging psychological 
diversity to motivate people across the globe.
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Abundant empirical evidence demonstrates that 
sociocultural contexts influence why and how humans 
make judgments and act in systematic ways (D. Cohen 
& Kitayama, 2019). This perspective underscores poten-
tially critical theoretical and practical limitations of the 
current literature, which does not fully incorporate 
sociocultural factors. In our recent research, we have 
sought to understand sociocultural variation in primary 
motives instigating support for proenvironmental 
actions. The specific focus of our research has been on 
the role of environmental beliefs (i.e., individuals’ envi-
ronmental attitudes, environmental concerns, and cli-
mate-change beliefs) as precursors of support for 
proenvironmental action. Through a series of research 
projects, we found that diverse forms of sociocultural 
variables predictably moderate how strongly individu-
als’ proenvironmental support is driven by personal 
beliefs and social influence.

In our research, we have focused on three dimensions 
of sociocultural contexts: cultural values of individualism-
collectivism, socioeconomic status, and religion. Each 
dimension has been well documented as a powerful 
source of cultural influence in psychology (A. B. Cohen, 
2009). These different forms of culture, although highly 
divergent in their characteristics, similarly affect how 
people prioritize personal versus social motives. They 
do so by fostering or hindering the worldview that 
individuals either could (e.g., on the basis of more or 
less resources) or should (e.g., on the basis of different 
cultural values or high or low religious conviction) have 
freedom and control to act on their personal volition. 
This sense of control, in turn, influences the psychologi-
cal bases of behavior (Kim & Lawrie, 2019). When con-
texts afford a sense of personal agency and control, 
individuals are highly motivated to express their own 
attitudes, values, and emotions, and thus these internal 
attributes become central determinants of decision 
making and action. In contrast, when contexts empha-
size the need for interdependence and social coordina-
tion, people are strongly motivated to fit in with social 
expectations and demands. Consequently, factors such 
as social norms are central determinants of decision 
making and action (Kim & Lawrie, 2019). Our analysis 
offers insight into why changes in attitudes, beliefs, and 
knowledge about environmental problems do not nec-
essarily lead to behavioral change as well as how to 
design culturally informed policies and interventions 
for diverse populations.

Cultural Values of Individualism-
Collectivism

Individualism-collectivism is a cultural dimension that 
influences the relative value of personal versus social 
motives (Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, Asai, & Lucca, 

1988). In individualistic cultures, people are viewed as 
autonomous entities who freely express themselves and 
pursue their own goals. Therefore, there is a cultural 
emphasis on asserting one’s personal attitudes, beliefs, 
and emotions through actions (Kim & Sherman, 2007; 
Markus & Kitayama, 2003; Riemer, Shavitt, Koo, & Markus, 
2014). In contrast, collectivistic cultures encourage indi-
viduals to be good group members who contribute to 
collective goals and often yield their own volition to 
achieve group goals more efficiently (Morling, Kitayama, 
& Miyamoto, 2002). As a consequence, individuals’ 
actions are driven more strongly by the desire to fit in 
with social expectations and demands (Kim & Markus, 
1999).

Our research has found significant national variation 
in how strongly individuals’ concerns about environ-
mental crises predict their support for proenvironmen-
tal actions and policy (Eom, Kim, Sherman, & Ishii, 
2016; see also Tam & Chan, 2017, who found similar 
results using a different international data set). Specifi-
cally, through an analysis of data from 47 countries 
(using the World Value Survey Wave 5), we found that 
environmental concerns were associated more strongly 
with participants’ willingness to give part of their 
income to environmental causes in individualistic than 
in collectivistic cultures (Eom et al., 2016, Study 1; see 
Fig. 1). A follow-up study contrasting European Ameri-
cans and Japanese provided converging evidence in a 
proximate and personal domain of consumer decision 
making. Personally held concerns about the environ-
ment significantly predicted choices of proenvironmen-
tal products among European Americans (who are from 
a more individualistic culture) but not among Japanese 
(who are from a more collectivistic culture). In contrast, 
the choices of proenvironmental products among Japa-
nese were more in line with the perceived prevalence 
of proenvironmental behavior in their own society (Eom 
et al., 2016, Study 2). Together, these findings suggest 
that proenvironmental decision making in individualistic 
cultures is more dependent on environmental attitudes, 
whereas proenvironmental decision making in collec-
tivistic cultures may be more dependent on social 
expectations and norms.

Socioeconomic Status (SES)

The different level of resources available to high- versus 
low-SES people shapes the relative importance of their 
personal versus social motives. In higher SES contexts, 
individuals have greater social and economic resources 
and therefore more control over attaining personally 
desired outcomes. Therefore, direct expression of inter-
nal self-attributes through actions is more viable and 
common (Kraus & Stephens, 2012; Snibbe & Markus, 
2005). In contrast, in lower SES contexts, limited resources 
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reduce individual autonomy and control in people’s lives, 
and thus directly expressing internal aspects of the self is 
less viable and common. Rather, collaboration and coor-
dination with other people (especially in-group mem-
bers) is crucial to survive and thrive (Kraus & Stephens, 
2012; Na, McDonough, Chan, & Park, 2016; Stephens, 
Markus, & Townsend, 2007).

Our research has found reliable differences between 
low- and high-SES groups in how strongly environmen-
tal beliefs are associated with support for proenviron-
mental action (Eom, Kim, & Sherman, 2018). Personal 
beliefs about climate change predicted proenvironmen-
tal support, such as support for proenvironmental poli-
cies and donation to a proenvironmental organization, 
more strongly among high- than low-SES individuals. 
This SES difference stems from the difference in a gen-
eral sense of control over life outcomes between high- 
and low-SES individuals. When participants were 
experimentally instructed to relive a past life event when 
they felt in control, the SES difference was eliminated; 
when control was psychologically activated, low-SES 
individuals showed increased willingness to perform 

proenvironmental behaviors consistent with their climate-
change beliefs to the same extent as high-SES individu-
als (Eom et al., 2018, Study 3). We also found that among 
college students from a lower SES family background, 
willingness to make donations to a local campus envi-
ronmental organization was significantly predicted by 
perceived prevalence of proenvironmental behavior 
among family and friends but not by personal climate-
change beliefs (Eom et al., 2018, Study 4). Thus, in a 
manner similar to collectivism, lower SES contexts seem 
to increase the psychological importance of perceived 
norms about environmental behavior in predicting pro-
environmental action.

Religion

Religion shapes psychological tendencies by providing 
a central foundation for moral judgment (see A. B. 
Cohen, 2015, for a review). One common message in 
many religions is that believers should not follow their 
own personal desires and interests. For example, the 
apostle Paul states in the Bible that after becoming a 
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Fig. 1.  Scatterplot (with best-fitting regression line) showing national variation in correlation between environmental concern and support for 
proenvironmental actions as a function of national-level individualism. Results reprinted from Eom, Kim, Sherman, and Ishii (2016, Study 1).
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believer, “I no longer live, but Christ lives in me” (Galatians 
2:20). The Buddha also teaches “First remove I, that’s ego, 
then remove want, there’s desire” as the way to find hap-
piness in life (Carus, 1997).

As exemplified above, self-expression of one’s per-
sonal attitudes and beliefs is not a prioritized goal in 
religious minds (Sasaki & Kim, 2011). This deemphasis 
on self-expression in religion influences what primarily 
drives action. Our research has found that how strongly 
environmental beliefs predict proenvironmental action 
depends on religiosity (Eom, Saad, & Kim, 2019). Using 
international data from 32 countries (International 
Social Survey Programme, 2010; ISSP Research Group, 
2019), we found that religiosity, both at the individual 
and national levels, moderated the association between 
personal awareness of environmental issues and pro-
environmental action. Environmental awareness pre-
dicted proenvironmental action less strongly among 
religious than less religious people on an individual 
level as well as a national level (i.e., nations consisting 
of higher religious individuals on average). A follow-up 
study shed light on an underlying psychological mecha-
nism; belief in an omnipotent (i.e., all-powerful) god 
explained the weaker association between environmen-
tal awareness and proenvironmental action among reli-
gious people. The idea that a supernatural agent, rather 
than the self, controls events in the world may decrease 
the motivation of individuals to have their personal 
beliefs guide proenvironmental action (cf. Kay, Whitson, 
Gaucher, & Galinsky, 2009).

As religious cultures accentuate a tightly bound com-
munity and parochialism (Graham & Haidt, 2010; 
Norenzayan & Shariff, 2008), religion may increase the 
importance of social motives in determining proenvi-
ronmental action. That is, it is possible that religious 
individuals are more sensitive to norms within their 
religious group in making decisions regarding their 
environmental behavior and policy support. Systematic 
empirical research is needed to examine this possibility. 
It is also important to note that social motives may not 
always involve other people. The effort to fulfill an 
almighty god’s orders and expectations may be a spe-
cific form of social influence from an external agent 
that motivates religious individuals. For example, the 
Christian belief in environmental stewardship—the 
belief that humans are responsible for the environment 
given by God—is particularly relevant in that regard, 
and research has indeed found stewardship to 
increase proenvironmental engagement (Sherkat & 
Ellison, 2007; Wardekker, Petersen, & van der Sluijs, 
2009). A sense of social responsibility (to God) seems 
to motivate strongly religious people to take care of 
the environment.

Implications for Policymaking and 
Interventions

A Pew Research Center 2015 survey of 40 nations found 
that majorities of people in all nations around the world 
agreed that climate change is a serious problem (Wike, 
2016). And in the United States, across different cultural, 
socioeconomic, and political groups, people report that 
they believe climate change is occurring and poses a 
major threat (Howe, Mildenberger, Marlon, & Leiserowitz, 
2015; Van Boven, Ehret, & Sherman, 2018). Yet there is 
a persistent gap between people’s awareness and con-
cern about environmental problems and their proenvi-
ronmental actions. This presents a major challenge to 
making significant progress toward an environmentally 
sustainable society (Gifford, 2011).

Our research underscores the importance of socio-
cultural factors. Given the findings in this review, the 
limited effectiveness of the widely used information 
strategies targeting environmental attitudes and aware-
ness on behavioral change (Abrahamse, Steg, Vlek, & 
Rothengatter, 2005) may be in part due to the hetero-
geneity across groups. Targeting attitudes and awareness 
may be relatively more effective among groups prioritiz-
ing personal motives, such as individualistic, high-SES, 
and nonreligious groups. In contrast, approaches cen-
tered on social influence, including changing perceived 
and actual social norms regarding environmental behav-
ior, may be more effective among groups prioritizing 
social motives, such as collectivistic, low-SES, and reli-
gious groups. Little data are available about the vari-
ability in the effectiveness of these distinct strategies 
across sociocultural groups. The current review high-
lights the need for the field to pursue experimental 
examinations of the effectiveness of different strategies 
across populations. Such knowledge will offer a more 
realistic assessment of the utility of different approaches, 
informing the selection of interventions and policy tools.

Our framework contrasts distinct sociocultural 
groups and related primary precursors of environmental 
action (environmental beliefs vs. social norms). We urge 
caution, however, against overly essentialist thinking in 
the application of this framework. The relative forces 
of environmental beliefs and social norms in driving 
environmental action are situationally dynamic and 
malleable (e.g., as demonstrated in our experiment in 
which sense of control was manipulated; Eom et al., 
2018). Given that, it would be prudent not to simply 
select an informational strategy (as often done cur-
rently) or a social-norm strategy. Although in our 
research, people in individualistic cultures and those 
high in SES contexts did not base their own environ-
mental actions on their general perceptions of others’ 
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proenvironmental tendencies, the effectiveness of social 
norms has been well established as an intervention tool 
to change specific behaviors (Schultz, Nolan, Cialdini, 
Goldstein, & Griskevicius, 2007; see Eom et al., 2016, for 
a discussion). Thus, policymakers and activists are 
advised to use both informational and social-norm 
approaches in conjunction, perhaps with differential bal-
ances depending on the characteristics of communities.

We also note that although our discussion is centered 
on environmental issues, the current framework has 
broader implications. Our research shows that collectiv-
ism and religiosity moderate the link between feelings 
of disease vulnerability and xenophobic tendencies 
(Chuang, Eom, & Kim, 2019; Kim, Sherman, & Upde-
graff, 2016). Both the generalizability across different 
social issues and boundary conditions of the current 
framework should be examined in future research. For 
example, investigating whether the process is similar 
across different religious groups that vary in the impor-
tance of stewardship could be fruitful.

Policies and interventions are built on implicit 
assumptions about the ways in which behavior oper-
ates. It is an assumption that people act on their beliefs 
or that people act in their economic self-interest, and 
these assumptions determine how policymakers and 
practitioners endeavor to change behavior. The current 
review suggests that relevance of these assumptions 
depends on sociocultural contexts and context-
dependent goals and motives. When policies and inter-
ventions fail to capture the reality of how behavior 
operates, their effectiveness suffers. An understanding 
of cultural minds needs to inform how to design and 
implement policies and interventions to cope with the 
global problem of environmental crises. To solve this 
global problem, humanity needs to seek global answers 
informed by a cultural model of behavior.
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