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Environmental behaviours within ecological and social 
limits: integrating well-being with behavioural research 
for sustainability 
Tomas Chaigneau1 and Caroline Schill2,3   

There is a pressing need to reduce inequalities and bring 
everyone above a foundational level of well-being whilst 
simultaneously staying within planetary boundaries. Yet, there 
is a limited understanding of how moving into and maintaining 
such 'safe and just' spaces affect environmental behaviours. To 
fill this gap, we argue for integrating human well-being and 
behaviour research. In particular, to 1) implement social 
thresholds when investigating environmental behaviours; 2) 
investigate the impact of social inequalities on environmental 
behaviours directly and 3) incorporate well-being domains with 
controlled behavioural experiments. Such understandings will 
be crucial for anticipating the implications of realising safe and 
just spaces for people and the planet. 
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Introduction 
One of the core questions of the 2020s is how to move 
into a safe and just space for people and the planet [1••]. 
This involves reducing inequalities in society and 
bringing everyone above a foundational level of well- 
being whilst simultaneously reducing global pressure on 
natural resources to levels within planetary boundaries  
[2]. Significant efforts are underway to define and 

navigate towards this space [3••], for example, by de-
fining specific social and ecological limits and translating 
safe and just targets to actors across scales [1,4]. How-
ever, little is known as to how human behaviours im-
pacting the natural environment (environmental 
behaviours) might change when faced with changing 
inequalities and social and ecological limitsl. How, for 
example, will environmental behaviours of in-
dividuals and groups of people change when they are 
brought out of serious harm? Will this lead to heightened 
stewardship of nature, or the reverse? And what is the 
effect of looming ecological thresholds beyond which 
serious change might occur? How might different ex-
tents and types of inequalities shape how people interact 
and use the environment? And how will these inequal-
ities and social and ecological limits interact to shape 
environmental sustainability? 

We propose that an integration of human well-being and 
behaviour literature is needed to answer these urgent 
questions. Both research fields have grown thriving com-
munities that deeply engage with human actions vis-à-vis 
the environment, but have arguably rarely shared each 
other’s perspectives, tools and insights. For decades, be-
havioural research has been providing valuable insights into 
factors that can explain pro-environmental behaviours and 
under what conditions cooperation and sustainable natural 
resource use and consumption is achieved [5,15••,23,36]. 
This includes work on how knowledge and awareness of 
specific ecological thresholds can affect levels of coopera-
tion and the ways in which groups extract natural resources 
and impact the natural environment [6–8,50]. Simulta-
neously, well-being literature has made considerable 
headway into understanding human behaviours as the 
pursuit of well-being far beyond economic considerations 
only [9]. It has also considered how being below a social 
foundation and in multidimensional poverty can affect how 
individuals and communities can behave towards the en-
vironment [10•] by, for example, restricting capabilities and 
choice [11]. Integrating these two key research areas would 
further our understanding of feedbacks between well-being 
of people and their behaviours towards the natural en-
vironments on which they depend in light of both changing 
inequalities and social and ecological thresholds. 

Both well-being and behavioural research have limita-
tions that have been reviewed in the literature — for 
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example, with the former being criticised to assume that 
people make reasoned choices and to not pay attention 
to contextual factors [12,13] and the latter’s focus on the 
individual as driver of change argued to limit causal 
understanding and perpetuate rather than challenge the 
way that capacities and power are distributed in society  
[14–16]. However, rather than reviewing and summar-
ising these critiques, we highlight concrete and con-
structive spaces for improvement in both fields of 
research. We posit that well-being and behavioural re-
search provide complementary perspectives, tools and 
insights for understanding how environmental beha-
viours are affected by inequalities as well as ecological 
and social thresholds. For example, environmental be-
haviour research could be significantly advanced by ex-
plicitly considering different dimensions of well-being 
(e.g. subjective and objective) as well as social thresholds 
(e.g. a multidimensional poverty line or basic needs 
thresholds), which the well-being literature has high-
lighted to be of crucial importance for a more holistic and 
human-centred understanding of peoples’ needs and 
wants [17,18]. Conversely, there have been decades of 
behavioural research across disciplines, investigating 
human behaviours vis-à-vis the environment [19••]. 
Research tools and approaches (such as controlled be-
havioural experiments) and gained insights could be 
valuable to better understand how impacts on well-being 
and the pursuit of well-being can influence behaviours 
and ultimately environmental sustainability. 

There are a number of studies that evaluate and assess 
the repercussions and impacts of programmes that 
bundle poverty reduction and environment goals across 
scales. At a more global scale — these show that whilst 
the world has come closer to eradicating poverty, this has 
come at the expense of the environment [4,20]. At more 
local scales, whilst some case studies highlight that 
poverty reduction can go hand in hand with environ-
mental conservation (such as reducing deforestation), 
many have highlighted that there are tensions between 
achieving environmental and poverty-reduction goals as 
epitomised in the payments for ecosystem-service lit-
erature [21]. In more recent years, it has become clear 
that the relationship between poverty reduction and 
environmental behaviours is complex, yet these argu-
ments are mostly based on theoretical rather than em-
pirical grounds [22•]. Further, much of the empirical 
research on this issue focuses on economic dimensions 
only, suffers from problems of endogeneity [21] and 
considerations of social and ecological limits are nearly 
absent. Combining well-being and behavioural ap-
proaches may shed light on whether meeting basic needs 
(rather than a sole focus on income) or reducing in-
equalities affects individuals’ pro-environmental action 
by focusing on multiple dimensions of well-being or 
poverty and having the tools to explore the causal re-
lationships between them and behaviours. Conversely, it 

may also explain in which contexts actions carried out to 
meet individual 'wants' are detrimental for the environ-
ment and how strongly (i.e. whether or not ecological 
limits are likely to be crossed). Such insights could be 
pivotal for achieving long-term sustainability objectives 
by anticipating how behaviours might change in re-
sponse to bringing people out of serious harm andre-
ducing inequalities whilst remaining within 
environmental limits. The purpose of the paper is two-
fold: 1) to synthesise our understanding of how en-
vironmental behaviours are affected by inequalities as 
well as social and ecological thresholds, and 2) to suggest 
concrete future research directions to advance our un-
derstanding of the environmental implications of 
bringing everyone above a foundational level of well- 
being and reducing inequalities whilst staying within 
planetary boundaries. 

Understanding environmental behaviours: 
insights from behavioural research 
There is a growing body of work, spanning across dif-
ferent research fields and disciplines (such as psy-
chology, behavioural economics, collective action and 
commons literature), that investigates human behaviours 
vis-à-vis the environment [19••]. This work plays a key 
role in addressing both causes and consequences of 
global environmental change and can identify ways to 
realise and maintain safe and just spaces from a beha-
vioural point of view [6,15••,23]. For example, beha-
vioural research helps us to understand why societies 
struggle to act in the face of the ever-greater threats of 
climate change, biodiversity loss or disease outbreaks 
(e.g. [24–26]). In most cases, it is not about having the 
‘right’ information but because changing lifestyles and 
behaviours can be difficult, undesirable or simply not an 
option. Numerous psychological barriers for behavioural 
change have been identified (e.g. status-quo bias, cli-
mate-change beliefs or extinction of experi-
ence [27–30]), as well as reasons for why environmental- 
policy tools (such as payments for ecosystem services or 
food and cash-transfer programmes) might not work as 
intended (e.g. because of crowding out of pre-existing 
intrinsic motivation to cooperate or protect the en-
vironment, see e.g. [31,32]). Such knowledge has been 
proven valuable to design more effective policies (e.g.  
[15••,33,34]). Moreover, no individual or nation has the 
incentive to take an action on their own, even though 
everyone involved would benefit from that action (such 
as drastically cutting emissions). This behavioural work 
on collective action and sustainable resource use around 
local-to-global commons (such as fisheries and the cli-
mate) is probably also one of the best-known beha-
vioural work for environmental-sustainability researchers  
[35–37]. It is of central importance since collective action 
will be indispensable to safeguard vital systems and re-
sources. Drawing on insights generated from decades of 
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observational studies in the field [38], controlled beha-
vioural experiments in the lab (with students as parti-
cipants) and in the field (with resource users as 
participants) have provided robust empirical evidence 
that, under enabling conditions (e.g. communication), 
people cooperate to maintain the shared resources on 
which they depend, and are not well-described by the-
ories of the rational economic agent [36,37,39–41]. In-
stead, human actions are characterised by reciprocity, 
trust and are shaped by social norms [36,41]. 

Behavioural work has also highlighted how profoundly 
behaviour is shaped by the social groups people identify 
with, as well as the sociocultural and ecological contexts 
individuals are embedded in [19••,40,42,43]. These in-
tersecting contexts and groups shape, for example, 
people’s cognitive processes [14,44,45•] and what moves 
people to action in the first place [46,47]. This work 
provides key insights for designing policies and sus-
tainability interventions beyond more ‘conventional’ 
tools, which typically do not regard the context de-
pendency of human behaviour [15,19••,45,48]. 

Whereas the focus of behavioural work is indeed the 
individual and groups of individuals, there are perspec-
tives emerging in the behavioural-sustainability litera-
ture that do not only highlight the just-mentioned role of 
broader, more durable contexts in shaping human be-
haviour, but also how human behaviour continuously co- 
evolves with these changing contexts [19••]. Such per-
spectives allow to consider both individual agency and 
structural constraints, as well as social practices [15,19••] 
h,h, hence, moving away from placing the onus on in-
dividuals’ need to change their lifestyles for a sustain-
able future to a focus on the types of contexts that can 
enable larger-scale behaviour change in favour of sus-
tainability [19••]. This describes a critical research 
frontier to which well-being research can significantly 
contribute by emphasising how a consideration of rela-
tional well-being, which emphasises the dynamic and 
coevolving relations of humans with their environments, 
can lead to transformative change [10•,49,84]. 

Behavioural research has started to investigate how en-
vironmental behaviours may be impacted in contexts 
where people are confronted with ecological limits. 
There is an emerging body of experimental work that is 
concerned with individual and collective behaviours in 
the face of catastrophic thresholds in ecosystems and the 
climate (e.g. [7,8,50–53]). Once such thresholds are 
crossed, they can have devastating impacts on human 
well-being [54]. In the absence of large uncertainties 
about the magnitude or location of critical thresholds, 
and provided that participants can coordinate their ac-
tions (allowed communication), the results are hopeful 
because people are likely to avoid crossing critical 
thresholds [55,56]. A certain or very likely ecological 

threshold can stimulate collective action by providing a 
reference point around which to coordinate actions [7,8]. 
However, if there are large uncertainties about the 
magnitude or location of critical thresholds, prospects 
might be bleaker, as such, conditions are likely to lead to 
a breakdown of cooperation [50,52,55]. This is not the 
case in the face of uncertainties regarding the existence 
of critical thresholds, given enabling institutions [53,57]. 
It is important to be aware that most of these insights — 
such as the majority of behavioural evidence — are 
based on lab experiments with students from ‘WEIRD’ 
(Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Demo-
cratic) countries [58]. Hence, it is imperative to conduct 
more behavioural studies across different social groups 
and contexts, which certainly also differ in well- 
being [15••]. 

With regard to how environmental behaviours may re-
spond to social thresholds, behavioural work about the 
effects of bringing people above a minimal level of well- 
being is, to our knowledge, completely lacking. However, 
there is a considerable body of behavioural work about the 
relationship between inequality (within groups), coopera-
tion, and the environment dating back to the early 2000s 
(e.g. [59,60]). Whereas in some contexts inequality inhibits 
cooperation around environmental commons, in others, it 
does not, highlighting the complex relationships between 
inequality and collective action [59]. Experimental studies 
have shown that 1) inequality might have a negative effect 
on cooperation only when it is observable by everyone in 
the group [61]; 2) face-to-face communication can drasti-
cally improve the negative effects of inequality [56] and 3) 
real-life wealth distributions might play a role, so it matters 
who is part of the group [60]. These studies focus on the 
effect of inequality on cooperation, with the implicit as-
sumption that cooperation inevitably leads to sustainable 
use of the commons or higher environmental quality [62•]. 
Yet, behavioural work has also shown that cooperative 
groups are not necessarily managing their resources sus-
tainably [7,63]. T The direct effect of inequality on pro- 
environmental behaviour has been seldom investigated 
(with the exception of [60]). This is why work is needed 
on how inequalities affect environmental behaviours di-
rectly, including investigations on how inequalities in re-
lation to being above a certain level of well-being (e.g. a 
poverty line) influence environmental behaviours. More-
over, we are not aware of any behavioural work in the 
sustainability domain explicitly focusing on ‘subjective’ or 
perceived inequalities (as opposed to ‘objective’ economic 
indicators, such as wealth distributions). Recent work 
shows that it is not inequality per se but rather how in-
equalities are perceived (e.g. as fair or unfair) what shapes 
behaviour [64–66]. 

Most of the empirically grounded understanding in the 
behavioural literature is based on controlled behavioural 
experiments. It is important to be aware of the 
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advantages and limitations of this particular research 
approach, in particular when integrating perspectives 
and insights from different research fields, as we attempt 
here. Controlled behavioural experiments allow re-
searchers to explore and test hypotheses about human 
behaviour in different situations (e.g. [67]), which can be 
purely of theoretical nature as well as having emerged 
from field research. Participants are randomly assigned to 
different groups (called treatments), which only differ 
with regard to the specific condition the experimenter 
would like to test. This ‘control’ over the different si-
tuations allows the researcher to establish a causal re-
lationship between the observed behaviour and the 
specific condition [67,68•]. In sustainability research, 
inspired by social–ecological system thinking, controlled 
behavioural experiments have been mostly used to 
identify factors associated with effective collective ac-
tion around critical natural resources [68•]. Most of these 
experiments are done in the lab, but this is rapidly 
changing. Owing to the complex and intertwined nature 
of sustainability problems, researchers are typically in-
terested in context-sensitive understandings. Hence, 
field experiments have become more popular. Another 
development is that more and more experiments are 
designed to test the effect of specific ecosystem features 
and dynamics, such as path dependency, ecological 
thresholds or spatial heterogeneity (e.g. [7,69]). This 
‘new generation’ of experiments [39] is particularly re-
levant for gaining understanding about environmental 
behaviours in changing social–ecological contexts. 

When used well, controlled behavioural experiments are 
powerful in their capacity to establish causal relation-
ships and to systematically investigate complex decision- 
making processes. However, on their own, they fall short 
in providing us with the understanding needed to 
identify and inform sustainability interventions. Many 
experimentalists complement this method with e.g. 
post-experimental questionnaires or interviews to better 
understand e.g. the underlying behavioural drivers and 
motivations [68•,70]. However, to gain context-sensitive 
understandings, there is significant but largely untapped 
potential in teaming up with other social scientists 
versed in engaging deeply with research participants and 
specific contexts. Moreover, researchers who apply ex-
perimental methods are typically trained to use them 
within a narrow frame strongly embedded within an 
established discipline, such as experimental economics 
or psychology [71]. As a result, variables of interest 
usually remain within the realm of the specific dis-
cipline. This can explain the strong focus on economic 
inequalities or ‘objective’ measures in behavioural ex-
periments following the experimental economics tradi-
tion (a major share of experimental studies in the 
sustainability-science domain [68•]), as well as the pre-
dominant use of monetary performance-based (or task- 
related) incentives in order to make participants make 

decisions as they would in reality (although exceptions 
exist [72]). 

Understanding environmental behaviours: 
insights from well-being research 
Whilst the origins of well-being thinking stem back to 
ancient Greece [73], research on the topic has also been 
growing in recent decades [74]. In particular, the concept 
has become prominent in discussions about sustainable 
development and environmental sustainability more 
specifically [75,76]. Well-being is now often considered a 
principal objective of sustainable development en-
deavours [77]. Equally however, the use of well-being as 
a concept for understanding environmental behaviours 
has not gone unnoticed [9,78••]. Not solely has it en-
abled a more holistic and multidimensional under-
standing of the quality of peoples’ lives in the face of 
environmental change and thus helping us understand 
well-being as an outcome, but it has also shed light on 
the pursuit of well-being as a process individuals go 
through to reach these outcomes [79]. If we frame what 
people do, and how they pursue their aspirations in 
terms of well-being, it broadens the range of motivating 
factors that become visible and help in understanding or 
predicting environmental behaviours [80]. Therefore, 
recognising well-being as a process — that people 
pursue well-being for themselves and their families [81] 
can be critical for understanding environmentally sus-
tainable behaviours. Despite this, whilst correlations 
have been made between behaviour and economic do-
mains, very few (if any) studies to date have empirically 
studied the relationship between well-being more 
broadly and environmental behaviours, such as the sus-
tainable use of natural resources. Behavioural research 
tools (such as controlled behavioural experiments) could 
help investigate this relationship, but it could also fur-
ther unpack the causal mechanisms at play that may 
explain this association. 

Not only can well-being research help in understanding 
environmental behaviours but it can also more specifi-
cally shed light on understanding what a safe and just 
operating space is and how reaching or maintaining such 
a space could influence environmental behaviours. It has 
helped shift the sustainability debate away from a 
narrow focus on objective dimensions of poverty, in 
particular income poverty, to the broader discussion of 
well-being, incorporating what people need to be able to 
have, to be able to do and to be able to feel in order to be 
well in society [82]. Clearly, it is still important to 
identify those with limited resources and those with 
critical deprivations. The multidimensional concept of 
well-being has helped paved the way for recent research 
into poverty, which no longer measures this solely by an 
absence of wealth or material good but through a more 
holistic assessment that incorporates both subjective and 
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objective dimensions [83]. Well-being research is also 
paying increasing attention to the fact that all individuals 
are embedded in a place, and that the natural environ-
ment, cultural contexts and social groups individuals 
belong to play a significant role in shaping individuals’ 
well-being [19••]. 

Conventional measures of poverty, especially if they are 
limited to income or material wealth, fail to recognise 
the multidimensional, relative and relational aspects of 
well-being and so may miss many people’s needs and 
desires. This risks stigmatising the poor as ‘hapless vic-
tims’ and focusing on their deficits, whereas well-being 
recognises them as active agents capable of change and 
considers their capabilities. This more holistic under-
standing of well-being can have important ramifications 
for environmental behaviours. A relational under-
standing of well-being for example, where progress and 
success consider human-nature connectedness (rather 
than solely individual gains) can facilitate transformative 
change [49,84]. Well-being is a broader concept that can 
be developed in context and with metrics that are sen-
sitive to local needs, customs and demands. Recent work 
has devised a methodology for calculating multi-
dimensional poverty thresholds [85], building on the 
Theory of Human Need [86] to identify if individuals 
meet a range of basic human needs. A human-needs 
approach can enable one to assess the extent and nature 
of multidimensional poverty based on locally grounded 
indicators of deprivation to a range of specific universal 
needs [85]. This is also critical for efforts to move within 
a safe and just space as it serves as a means to identify 
where and when individuals are above or below a social 
threshold that reflects multiple domains of life (not so-
lely economic). Crucially however, empirical investiga-
tions of the feedbacks between crossing such social 
thresholds and environmental behaviours are often 
confined to material wealth without consideration of 
multiple dimensions of poverty [87,88]. 

A holistic view of well-being can also help in uncovering 
different types of inequalities. Recent research has 
highlighted that inequality can be a potent driver of 
environmental behaviours [62•] either through one's as-
pirations, perceptions of fairness stemming from one's 
well-being in relation to others or through how in-
equalities can affect the ways in which people cooperate 
together when faced with shared resources such as 
common pool resources. Whilst economic inequalities 
have dominated most analyses past and present  
[89], there is now a call for a consideration of different 
forms of inequalities and how these can influence en-
vironmental behaviours. The well-being literature, 
which can consider objective and subjective criteria 
across material, relational and subjective domains [18], is 
well placed to identify the multiple different types of 

inequalities that can shape the way we behave in relation 
to the environment either individually or collectively. 

Well-being research has not provided specific insight as 
to how crossing ecological thresholds could influence 
people and their environmental behaviours. There is, 
however, a large and increasing body of work that has 
uncovered the many ways through which humans derive 
well-being from the natural environment [76,90], which 
could also prove useful in predicting how humans will 
respond to future environmental change. Whilst this 
does not explicitly investigate how behaviours are im-
pacted when specific ecological thresholds have been 
crossed, this work can give us an indication as to how 
individuals may respond with regard to such ecological 
limits. A number of studies, for example, have sought to 
understand how fishers may behave under different 
hypothetical situations where there has been a sig-
nificant and irreversible decline in catch [91–93]. Sur-
prisingly, fishers often remained in the fishery, despite 
the large negative economic ramifications for them and 
their household. It is only when looking at how adapting 
to such shocks can impact their well-being that these 
fishing behaviours can be more clearly understood. In 
many instances, strong attachment to fishing as a way of 
life prevented many from exiting the fishery, despite 
continued decreases in catches [94]. 

Well-being research can therefore help further our un-
derstanding of environmental behaviours by focusing on 
behaviours as the pursuit of well-being. Further, through 
an appreciation of multiple dimensions of well-being, 
new approaches have been developed to assess social 
thresholds or poverty lines that when crossed can push 
individuals or groups into harm. A focus on how crossing 
such thresholds can influence environmental behaviours 
will be key for sustainable development that seeks to 
operate within environmental and social limits. Finally, a 
holistic understanding of well-being and the differences 
in well-being between groups and individuals can un-
cover multiple forms of inequalities that are increasingly 
seen as being important predictors of environmental 
behaviours. 

Future research directions by integrating 
well-being with behavioural research 
Whilst it is clear that well-being and behavioural litera-
ture has and is continuing to contribute significantly to 
our understanding of environmental behaviours, there is 
an opportunity to reconcile these two bodies of work to 
see how they complement each through a combination 
of their different perspectives, tools and insights. This is 
particularly the case for gaining insights about environ-
mental behaviour in the light of both changing in-
equalities and social and ecological thresholds. Here, we 
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propose three future interrelated research directions 
pertinent for environmental-sustainability objectives. 

Implementing social thresholds when investigating 
environmental behaviours 
Recent behavioural work has investigated the role of 
critical thresholds in both ecosystems and the climate 
system in shaping environmental behaviours and co-
operation [6,8]. Depending on the circumstances, pro-
spects about cooperation and sustainable behaviours are 
more or less hopeful. Whilst these critical thresholds are 
frequently discussed by environmental-sustainability 
scholars (e.g. [54,95,96]) and recently applied in the field 
of behavioural economics, the notion of social thresholds 
has not yet been significantly explored in such a context. 
By implementing a social threshold in experimental 
work, such as a multidimensional poverty line, it will 
become possible to test, for example, under which 
conditions poverty alleviation and sustainable use of 
natural resources can go hand in hand. Other meth-
odologies associated with well-being research could also 
be employed, such as longitudinal ethnographies [97] to 
find out how individuals and groups of individuals in-
teracted with the natural environment when crossing in 
and out of poverty. Such methodologies are inductive 
and can be well placed for exploring the intended and 
unintended consequences of environmental or social 
change. This proposed research direction will allow us to 
investigate possible tensions between development and 
environmental agendas and the social feedbacks that 
arise by changes to well-being and poverty by under-
standing whether bringing people out of poverty — 
considering its multiple dimensions — leads to higher 
levels of pro-environmental behaviour (or not). 

Investigating the direct impact of different types and 
extents of inequality on environmental behaviours 
Growing inequalities and accelerating global environ-
mental change represent key challenges of our time [98]. 
We know today relatively well how both extreme events 
and gradual environmental change impact inequalities, 
but there is a massive research gap about how different 
types and extents of social inequalities influence en-
vironmental behaviours [62•,89]. Whilst there has been 
both theoretical and empirical work on the role of in-
equality in shaping social cohesion [84,85] and collective 
action around shared natural resources [99], this does not 
explore the impact of inequality on sustainable beha-
viours directly and only infers the impact of inequality on 
the environment. Using insights from both behavioural 
and well-being work could offer up an interesting re-
search avenue to investigate how inequalities affect en-
vironmental behaviours through perceptions of fairness, 
injustice or through competition driving individual as-
pirations. Such work would be able to answer what im-
pacts different types and levels of inequality have on 
environmental envbehaviours. 

Incorporating different domains of well-being with 
controlled behavioural experiments 
As discussed above, many controlled behavioural ex-
periments in the sustainability domain focus on objec-
tive and mostly monetary dimensions of well-being. 
Advances in multidimensional poverty and well-being 
research, however, highlight that multiple domains can 
shape behaviours above and beyond economic ones. We 
suggest therefore to develop innovative research designs 
that allow to investigate how different domains of well- 
being, for example, food security or health, and changes 
thereof, affect cooperation and environmental actions. 
This could be done by employing a range of research 
designs, varying in time and effort needed for their im-
plementation. A low-hanging fruit would be for experi-
mentalists to make use of the literature on 
multidimensional well-being by including questions 
about different well-being domains in post-experimental 
surveys or interviews. A much more resource-intensive 
but perhaps most promising approach would be to sys-
tematically compare environmental behaviours across 
people that are more or less well off in relation to dif-
ferent well-being criteria. Using controlled behavioural 
experiments to answer these questions has the ad-
vantage that rival explanations could be much more ef-
fectively eliminated in comparison with observational 
studies [100]. But as discussed above, their strength for 
sustainability research can only unfold in combination 
with context-sensitive approaches. 

Conclusion 
Whilst work into understanding environmental beha-
viours has developed significantly, what remains largely 
unexplored is to what extent people behave differently 
towards the environment when facing inequalities, eco-
logical and social thresholds. This is particularly im-
portant when considering sustainable development that 
strives for safeguarding the biosphere and, reducing in-
equality and eradicating poverty in all its forms [101]. To 
fill this gap, we posit here to integrate well-being with 
behavioural research. Concretely, we suggest three fu-
ture research directions for scholars working at the in-
terface of human behaviour and the environment: 1) 
implement social thresholds (such as a poverty line) 
when investigating environmental behaviours; 2) explore 
the impact of different types and extents of inequality 
on environmental behaviours directly and 3) incorporate 
well-being domains with controlled behavioural experi-
ments. Such understandings are crucial for informing 
interventions aiming for an environmental and poverty- 
alleviation win-win. Identifying where reductions in in-
equality and improvements to well-being can influence 
environmental action positively will be essential for 
identifying virtuous cycles that promote environmental 
sustainability. As such, it can challenge development 
organisations and policy-makers alike to anticipate the 
implications of reducing inequalities and bringing 
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everyone above a foundational level of well-being whilst 
staying within ecological and social limits. 
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