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a b s t r a c t

Much research has reported an attitude-behaviour gap in ecological behaviours. This research seeks to
contribute important insights to this literature through a study that uses construal level theory (CLT) to
understand the role and impact of psychological distance in explaining sustainable and recycling be-
haviours. Using a qualitative approach, the research found that consistency between mental construal
and all dimensions of psychological distance was pertinent to recycling and sustainable behaviours.
While theoretically CLT suggests there should be consistency across psychological distance dimensions
and mental construal, there is limited research that explores all distance dimensions. Further, highlighted
was the need for a near distance perspective to move individuals to behavioural action. Contrary to
previous research, this served to facilitate rather than inhibit behavioural action. Finally, the results
suggest that where sustainable behaviours are facilitated and/or required engagement in behaviour can
be increased. These findings are important for public policy by highlighting the need to represent
recycling behaviour in terms of temporal, spatial, social and hypothetical closeness.

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Research has consistently revealed widespread awareness and
concern for ecological issues in a consumer context (e.g., Kilbourne
& Beckmann, 1998; Polonsky, Vocino, Grau, Garma, & Ferdous,
2012; Rondinelli & Berry, 2000; Steger, 2000; Szekely & Knirsch,
2005; Van Wijk & Persoon, 2006). However, researchers are also
challenged by the gap between ecological attitudes and corre-
sponding behaviour (e.g., Carrigan & Attalla, 2001; Moraes,
Carrigan, & Szmigin, 2012; Papaoikonomou, Ryan, & Ginieis,
2011; Young, Hwang, McDonald, & Oates, 2010) across a range of
sustainable behaviours, including recycling (e.g., Kok & Siero, 1985;
Nigbur, Evanthia, & Uzzell, 2010).

Sustainability and recycling behaviour are interrelated, with
recycling viewed as a key issue in sustainability (Fuller, Allen, &
Glaser, 1996) and dominantly as a pro-environmental consumer
behaviour (e.g., Barr & Gilg, 2005; Steg & Vlek, 2009; Welfens,
Nordmann, & Seibt, 2015). As such, we understand recycling,
among others, as a behaviour that may offer one fruitful pathway to

a more sustainable consumer society. The Brundtland report de-
fines sustainability as “a development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs” (Brundtland Report, 1987, 1). Here we find a
discourse which seeks to motivate individuals’ consumption via
future-oriented arguments, where some present inconvenience is
associated with long-term benefits to others. Recycling is part of
this discourse. Recycling “involves systematically converting spe-
cific types of waste into useful resources by breaking down objects
into their constituent parts, which are then reused” (Brosius,
Fernandez, & Cherrier, 2013, 288). Engaging in recycling now
should have future benefits. Questioned, however, is the extent to
which this “future-for-others” (Brosius et al., 2013, 289) perspective
actually motivates individuals to move towards sustainability
(Prothero et al., 2011; Viswanathan, Jung, Venugopal, Minefee, &
Jung, 2014). Further, issues such as uncertainty of environmental
science, remoteness of environmental impacts and time lags
(Dilling, 2007) can mean the known impact of sustainable and
recycling behaviours remain distant. Specifically, in recycling, while
our physical distance from recycling has reduced via uplift collec-
tion schemes across much of the developed world, a move deemed
to increase recycling behaviour (e.g., Latif, Omar, Bidin, & Zainudin,
2012), the benefits of recycling in encouraging reduced resource
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consumption have been questioned (Catlin & Wang, 2013; Ebreo &
Vining, 2001). Such distance characteristics highlighted above
appear to resonate with the concept of psychological distance used
in the social cognition literature (e.g., Liberman & Trope, 2008).

While subject to growing interest in marketing (e.g., Chetty,
1999; White, MacDonnell, & Dahl, 2011; Williams, 1992), psycho-
logical distance is derived from social cognition (e.g., Liberman &
Trope, 2008). Construal Level Theory (CLT) posits that psychologi-
cal distance affects howwementally represent theworld around us
and theorises that objects or events that are psychologically distant
to us are perceived in terms of abstract construal and are, thus,
characterised by central, primary features. Conversely, when ob-
jects or events are psychologically proximal they are perceived in
terms of concrete construal, focusing on peripheral and secondary
features (e.g., Liberman & Trope, 2008; Trope & Liberman, 2010;
Trope, Liberman, & Wakslak, 2007). Consider, for example, recy-
cling. A concrete construal of this behaviour might include such
details as the nature of waste, the colours of the waste and the
frequency of waste collections. In contrast, an abstract construal of
this behaviour might be preserving the environment for future
generations. Four dimensions of psychological distance are pro-
posed, namely, temporal (later rather than now), spatial (elsewhere
rather than here), hypothetical (possible rather than uncertain) and
social (others rather than me) (Pahl & Bauer, 2011).

While research on CLT gives rich insights by manipulating dis-
tance experimentally, it rarely explores all four dimensions but
rather tends to focus on temporal and/or spatial distances (e.g.
Maglio, Trope, & Liberman, 2013). For instance, research has
explored psychological distance in the context of recycling
(Agerstr€om & Bj€orklund, 2009a; Agerstr€om, Bj€orklund, & Carlsson,
2012; Fessel, 2011) and environmental concerns (Agerstr€om &
Bj€orklund, 2009a). This research has, however, been limited to
the exploration of temporal distance (Agerstr€om & Bj€orklund,
2009a; Agerstr€om et al., 2012; Fessel, 2011), social distance
(Agerstr€om et al., 2012), moral dilemmas (Agerstr€om & Bj€orklund,
2009a; Agerstr€om et al., 2012), anticipated (Agerstr€om& Bj€orklund,
2009a) or self-reported behaviour (Fessel, 2011). Furthermore,
research has highlighted the potential social bias in self reported
environmental behaviour (e.g., Auger & Devinney, 2007;
Beckmann, 2005). Our aim is to consider each of the dimensions
of psychological distance as potentially important to sustainable
and recycling behaviours (e.g., it happens in a social context, out-
comes can be uncertain andwemake a choicewhether to engage in
the behaviour now or perhaps sometime in the future). Thus, the
current research will examine the impact of all dimensions of
psychological distance, namely, temporal, social, spatial and
hypotheticality on behaviour. To achieve this, it is necessary to gain
insights into individuals' actual behaviour, to explanations sur-
rounding behaviours, but also to examine the compromises and
dilemmatic situations of individuals’ experiences. To achieve this a
qualitative methodology is necessary to facilitate the exploration of
the impact of mental construal and psychological distance on
sustainable and recycling behaviours as they are naturally occur-
ring in households.

Despite increasing proximity to recycling, if recycling is
perceived as distant and of little everyday relevance, the challenge
is to overcome the psychological distance experienced and make
these issues more compelling and meaningful to motivate behav-
ioural action. We, thus, propose that psychological distance will
play a key role in this regard, and draw on CLT to delineate the
cognitive process by which this could occur. The current research
will explore the impact of psychological distance on recycling
behaviour through empirical interviews and observations of in-
dividuals in family households. Sustainable behaviours will be
examined in addition, as a wider and often voluntary facet of

environmental behaviours also subject to words-deeds in-
consistencies. Implications for behavioural participation are
discussed.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Recycling today: understanding tomorrow

General consistency does exist for the view that significant
changes in individual behaviour are required for society to move
towards sustainability (e.g., Gordon, Carrigan, & Hastings, 2011;
Newman, Howlett, Burton, Kozup, & Tangari, 2012; Peattie &
Collins, 2009). This has been significant in moving environmental
problems from a position of distant future impacts to temporally
near and in our immediate environment. Such urgency regarding
the need to take action has resulted in local authority initiatives
which require citizen cooperation (Latif et al., 2012). In a key
initiative in the move towards more sustainable living, many
households in developed countries are now required to clean, sort
and recycle much of their waste (Aadland & Caplan, 2006). Such
schemes are deemed critical in improving access to recycling fa-
cilities and, thus, reducing challenges to recycling behaviour,
including convenience, ease (Derksen & Gartrell, 1993) and access
to facilities (e.g., Latif et al., 2012; McCarty & Shrum, 1994). Despite
these developments, and while understanding recycling attitudes
and behaviours has been a focus of research since the 1970s (e.g.,
Baumol, 1977), participation in recycling remains low (e.g., Latif
et al., 2012). In Europe, 475 kg of waste was produced per inhabi-
tant in 2014 (511 kg in France), and overall, 22% of waste is recycled.
On average, per year, 25 million tons of plastic waste is collected
and 25% is recycled (in France, 7.22 million tons of plastic waste is
collected and 17% is recycled). In 2010, theworldwide production of
steel was around 1.4 billion of tons and 40% was recycled.
Aluminium, despite being 100% recyclable, 67% was recycled in
Europe (vs. 49% in France) (planetoscope.com).

While there is extensive literature exploring recycling, to-date
this literature has been divided on the theoretical perspectives
predicting and explaining recycling behaviour. From 1970 to 1990,
research focused on isolated/contextual variables, such as de-
mographics and psychographics to predict recycling behaviour.
Since 1990, research has centred around four main theoretical
frameworks, namely, cognitive, normative, affect-based, and habit-
based (Steg & Vlek, 2009). While affect-based and habit-based
approaches are valuable, both are under examined in current
literature on recycling due to their lack of theorisation and mea-
surement (for instance, habit is frequently confused with past
behaviour). Cognitive approaches have relied on the Theories of
Reasoned Action and Planned Behaviour (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977)
and personal values (means-end theory, Reynolds, 1985). The
former approach considers that individuals engage in reasoned
choices to maximise the benefits of their actions. The concept of
attitude is at the core of this approach. As such many studies have
used the Theory of Reasoned Action (e.g. Hopper & Nielsen, 1991;
Vining & Ebreo, 1990) and the Theory of Planned Behaviour (e.g.
Kaiser& Gutscher, 2003; Kaiser, Hübner,& Bogner, 2005) to predict
intention to engage in recycling behaviour, with conflicting results
(e.g. Oreg & Katz-Gerro, 2006; Taylor & Todd, 1997). Relying on
personal values, the means-end theory has also been used to
explain recycling behaviour (Bagozzi & Dabholkar, 1994; Reynolds,
1985). While this model seems relevant to physical products,
Bagozzi and Dabholkar (1994) argue that this approach is inade-
quate to explain recycling behaviour, which remains abstract in its
consequences.

A key criticism of the cognitive approach is the lack of normative
consideration when performing recycling behaviour. In seeking to
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