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11Commitment and Pro-Environmental
Behaviors: Favoring Positive
Human-Environment Interactions
to Improve Quality of Life

Christophe Demarque and Fabien Girandola

11.1 Introduction

Environmental psychology focuses on people-
environment relations. These relations are often
considered in adaptative terms: how can one
avoid degradations, limit the overexploitation of
natural resources, or cope with some urban an-
noyances (noise, pollution, etc.)? From a dif-
ferent perspective, Weiss and Girandola (2009,
2010a, b) suggested developing a positive psy-
chology of sustainable development, dealing with
social and dispositional factors that enable satis-
faction, quality of life and, even more, individ-
ual well-being. Thus, the environment should no
longer be considered a constraint requiring efforts
to adapt to it but more a potential source of pos-
itive emotions, as shown in works on restorative
environments or place attachment (e.g., Lewicka
2011; Staats 2012). Because of the perceptions,
attitudes and representations it arouses, the en-
vironment is a major source of influence on
individuals’ well-being and quality of life. But
under what conditions? According to Uzzell and
Moser (2006) “ : : : a sustainable quality of life is
only achieved when people interact with the envi-
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ronment in a respectful way, on one hand, and
when that environment in turn is not impeding
or threatening what the individual considers as
their ‘quality of life’, on the other, this renders
possible the capacity for the individual to satisfy
their needs.” (p. 3). Thus, individuals’ environ-
mental quality of life will depend on the evalua-
tion of “people-environment congruity” through
the subjective assessment of a combination of
objective material factors of the daily environ-
ment. Fleury-Bahi et al. (2013) distinguished four
dimensions that should be taken into account:
physical and spatial environment, social context,
environmental annoyances and local facilities/
services.

In line with this concept, we consider behav-
ioral commitment a way to contribute to quality
of life, by improving these objective indicators.
In this sense, this chapter shows that commitment
enables the introduction of new positive relations
with the environment in a more or less direct way.
Commitment produces cognitive (in terms of at-
titudes, emotions, representations) and behavioral
effects likely to improve the perception of people-
environment congruity. To illustrate this idea, we
provide a review of the commitment theory (e.g.,
Lokhorst et al. 2013) and of the effects of binding
communication (Girandola and Joule 2012; Joule
and Beauvois 2014; Joule et al. 2007b) on the
adoption of pro-environmental behaviors such as
waste sorting, recycling, non-activist behaviors
in the public sphere and energy saving, likely
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to be positively perceived by the individual and
contribute to quality of life.

First, the basis of commitment theory and
its effects on the adoption of pro-environmental
behaviors are described and the hypocrisy and
self-fulfilling prophecies are presented. Then, we
focus on the binding communication paradigm
(i.e., theoretical and practical interest) and its
objectives: to optimize awareness and informa-
tion campaigns in order to favor behavioral ad-
hesion. The effects of binding communication
on behaviors and attitudes toward the environ-
ment are highlighted, including how these effects
strengthen the positive characteristics of inter-
actions between humans and the environment
and, thereby, quality of life. Finally, action re-
search based on binding communication in the
field of promoting pro-environmental behaviors
is reviewed. Uzzell and Moser’s proposals (2006)
are used to show that this paradigm has been
applied at different levels of human-environment
interactions, as defined by Moser (2003): (1) the
private space level (household), (2) the proximal
environment level, and (3) the public space level.

Finally, the current limitations of works on
commitment, and especially the lack of precise
measures of quality of life following research
actions, are described. Most of the research pre-
sented in this chapter originated from institu-
tional requests. Following logics that could be
labeled as “top-down”, the expected behavioral
changes are rarely discussed with the populations
concerned. We show the interest of doing such
work beforehand. In particular, the role of social
representations in binding communication and
associated techniques (e.g., foot-in-the-door) is
discussed, using studies showing that commit-
ment strategies are more effective when they take
into account some elements of social representa-
tions.

11.2 Commitment Theory
and Environmental Issues

11.2.1 The Commitment Theory

Behavioral intention is the closest cognitive
element for the effective fulfillment of a behavior

(e.g., Ajzen and Fishbein 1980; Azjen 1991).
Even so, the “intention to do something” does not
usually predict the associated effective behavior
(e.g., Webb and Sheeran 2006; Schultz and
Kaiser 2012). For instance, Bickman (1972)
showed that 95 % of the participants in an
experiment declared that they were willing to
pick up litter from the ground. However, when
they were observed in this situation, less than
2 % actually did it. Likewise, information or
awareness campaigns rarely lead to effective
behaviors. They are necessary but not sufficient
to provoke changes (e.g., Kaiser 2014; Schultz
2014; Schultz and Kaiser 2012; Steg and De
Groot 2012; Steg et al. 2013).

Since Lewin (1947), it has been known that
a behavioral change requires an act and/or a
decision beforehand. In line with this idea, re-
search on commitment reveals the influence tech-
niques likely to generate a behavior change and
their fallout at the cognitive and behavioral levels
(e.g., Cialdini 2006; Kiesler 1971). The literature
on behavioral changes in the field of sustain-
able development considers commitment an ef-
fective way to lead to the expected changes (e.g.,
McKenzie 2011; McKenzie-Mohr et al. 2012). In
a meta-analysis focused on 19 studies carried out
between 1976 and 2010, Lokhorst et al. (2013)
confirmed this effectiveness.

Joule and Beauvois (1998) suggested bringing
together the research on commitment and its
behavioral and cognitive effects in the paradigm
of free will compliance (Joule et al. 2007b).
This concerns the study of techniques likely
to lead someone to modify his/her behaviors
voluntarily. Free will compliance highlights the
essential role of preparatory acts in obtaining
later commitments (Girandola 2003; Joule and
Beauvois 2014; Girandola and Joule 2013).
These generally consist of inexpensive acts
(i.e., easy to perform) such as filling out a
pro-environmental questionnaire (Freedman
and Fraser 1966), giving time to a bystander
in the street (Harris 1972), wearing a badge
(Pliner et al. 1974), etc. These preparatory acts
have a double function: on the one hand, they
make individuals more sensitive to arguments
or information diffused in the later persuasive
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message (Kiesler 1971); on the other hand, they
increase the probability that these individuals will
agree to perform consistent but more costly acts
(e.g., foot-in-the-door, Burger 1999; Freedman
and Fraser 1966), such as signing a petition or
recycling waste (Dufourq-Brana et al. 2006).
How can commitment be obtained? According to
Joule and Beauvois (1998), it depends on:

1. Action visibility and importance. This cate-
gory includes five factors: (a) the public nature
of the action: an action carried out in public
is more binding than one in private; (b) the
irrevocability of the action: an irrevocable ac-
tion is more binding than one that is not; (c)
the repetition of the action: an action that is
repeated is more binding than an action carried
out once; (d) the consequences of the action:
an action is more binding if it has important
consequences; (e) the cost of the action: an
action is more binding if it is costly in money,
time, energy, etc.

2. The reasons for the action and the context of
freedom. This category includes two factors:
(a) the reasons imputed to the action may
be external (i.e., situation or circumstances)
or internal (i.e., personal values). External
reasons reduce commitment: the greater the
reward or the punishment, the more the action
is justified. Thus, external reasons weaken
the link between the individual and his/her
action. On the contrary, internal reasons (e.g.,
“you really are a generous person”) strengthen
the bond between the individual and his/her
actions; (b) the context in which the individual
operates must give him/her the status of a
“free” individual (e.g., “you are free to accept
or refuse”). Commitment theorists consider
freedom of choice the main commitment fac-
tor (e.g., Guéguen et al. 2013).

11.2.2 Commitment
and Pro-environmental
Behaviors

As mentioned by Dwyer et al. (1993), the 1960s
in the United States marked the evolution of
the 100-year-old conservation movement – fo-

cused on the protection of wildlife and natural
settings – toward an environmental movement,
stressing the idea that environmental quality it-
self was threatened, partially because of human
behavior. In fact, a notable series of environmen-
tal incidents occurred in the 1960s and 1970s
(the Torrey Canyon and Amoco-Cadiz oil spills
in 1967 and 1978, the Seveso dioxin cloud in
1976, the Three Mile Island nuclear accident in
the USA), contributing to an ecological aware-
ness. Several laws were also approved in the
1970s (the Clean Air Act, Clean Water Act,
etc.), and a number of institutions were cre-
ated; for instance, the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) in the United States in 1970, the
French Ministry of Environment in 1971, and
the United Nations Conference on Human En-
vironment held in Stockholm in 1972. In their
review of 54 behavioral interventions to preserve
the environment, Dwyer et al. (1993) observed
the development in this period of research in
the field of psychology, adapting the techniques
of applied behavior analysis to environmentally
relevant behaviors. They highlighted the rela-
tion between this socio-political context and the
number of research studies in the environmental
field, with a peak at the end of the 1970s and
a steady decline through the 1980s. Their main
conclusion was that antecedent conditions (i.e.,
activators or prompting strategies) using com-
mitment, demonstrations and goal-setting strate-
gies were effective in favoring pro-environmental
behavior. They also observed that consequence
conditions (i.e., feedback, rewards and penalties)
were effective during the experiments. However,
they underlined the methodological limitations of
some of the studies (no comparison condition,
few follow-up measures or little maintenance of
the behavioral changes).

More recently, Lokhorst et al. (2013) con-
ducted a meta-analysis on commitment in the
environmental field, which confirmed its effec-
tiveness overall. Research was mainly centered
on recycling and energy conservation behaviors,
through the use of two main techniques: the foot-
in-the-door (Freedman and Fraser 1966) and the
public pledge.

The foot-in-the-door technique consists of get-
ting a person to agree to a modest request, in
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order to increase the likelihood that he/she will
accept a larger request, that is, the target be-
havior. In the framework of commitment theory,
we consider the first behavior a committing (or
binding) preparatory act (cf. Joule and Beau-
vois 1998, 2014). The technique was first used
in the environmental field by Arbuthnot et al.
(1976/1977) whose research focused on recycling
metal cans. The experimental design included
three independent preparatory acts: a measure
of the participants’ knowledge about recycling,
saving and sorting cans for 1 week, and writing a
letter explaining the interest of the action 1 week
after the cans were collected. The results notably
showed a recycling rate of more than 80 % in the
condition combining the three preparatory acts,
and also in the one combining saving cans and
the letter. These results highlight the possible
additive effects of the combined use of differ-
ent preparatory acts, all the more so when they
are consistent with the final request. This is in
line with Kiesler’s theoretical proposals (1971)
about the continuous character of commitment.
It should also be noted that the observed effects
lasted 18 months after the experiment. The foot-
in-the-door method has also been used to lead
individuals to reduce their energy consumption
(Katzev and Johnson 1983). Participants were
asked to reduce their electricity consumption by
10 %. In the foot-in-the-door condition, this re-
quest was preceded by a low-cost preparatory
act: answering a short questionnaire about en-
ergy conservation. During the 12 weeks of post-
experimental measures, the highest number of
participants who reduced their consumption was
in the foot-in-the-door condition, by comparison
with the 4-week experimental period. In another
experiment on energy conservation, the authors
showed that the foot-in-the-door was more ef-
fective over the long term than an incentivizing
strategy, such as giving money to participants
(Katzev and Johnson 1984).

Another commitment procedure, often found
in the literature, is the public pledge, which was
mainly used in studies to promote recycling be-
haviors. Pardini and Katzev (1983/1984) showed
the effectiveness of this technique compared to
a verbal commitment or a classic information

procedure. Wang and Katzev (1990) observed
that signing a commitment form, bearing the
name of the participant’s reference group, in-
creased the average quantity of paper for recy-
cling in a retirement home by almost 50 %, a
new dynamic maintained during the 4-week post-
experimental phase. For their part, Werner et al.
(1995) showed that adding one’s signature to a
list of people interested in a recycling program
was more effective in increasing commitment
to this program than information (brochure) or
persuasion (face-to-face interaction) procedures.
These results are consistent with a series of previ-
ous observations (Katzev and Pardini 1987/1988;
Wang and Katzev 1990; Katzev and Wang 1994).
The results also revealed that the act of signing
strengthened the participants’ attitudes toward
recycling at the same time. Pallak et al. (1980)
observed the same kind of behavioral effects in
the field of energy conservation.

11.2.3 When Commitment Meets
Dissonance: Hypocrisy
and Self-Fulfilling Prophecies

Experiments carried out on the hypocrisy
paradigm suggest an interpretation in terms of
cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957; Fointiat
et al. 2013a). It is the situation of hypocrisy itself
that triggers the dissonance arousal, because it
leads to a situation where the individuals be-
coming aware of the gap between their personal
standards or their morally good self (i.e., “I see
myself as sincere and honest”) and their behavior
(i.e., “I’m preaching a behavior I don’t practice
myself ”). Dissonance, experienced as a state of
mental stress or discomfort, motivates attempts
to reduce it by changing behavior (e.g., Stone
and Cooper 2001). From an operational point of
view, hypocrisy, and thus dissonance, is induced
through the combination of two successive steps.
During step 1 (“commitment”), individuals make
a normative speech (e.g., writing arguments)
about a behavior (e.g., “Don’t waste water”).
Generally, this is a behavior that is not always
performed by these individuals. During step 2
(“mindfulness”), previous transgressions are
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made prominent (e.g., earlier water waste), by
asking these same individuals when, in the recent
past, they did not act in accordance with the
behavior they have just defended. This two-
step strategy (i.e., commitment C mindfulness)
arouses dissonance when the individual becomes
aware that his/her earlier behaviors contradict
his/her values and norms. A way of reducing
dissonance is to perform pro-normative behaviors
(i.e., saving water). Dickerson et al. (1992), for
instance, carried out an experiment about water
conservation in a hot dry Californian zone (Santa
Cruz) near a pool. During step 1 (commitment),
half the participants signed a flyer about water
conservation, just before entering the locker
room. The other half did not sign anything.
During step 2 (mindfulness), half the participants
filled in a questionnaire, supposedly about setting
up a program against water waste. Actually, the
questionnaire was used to make participants
aware of their numerous wastes of water (i.e.,
recall of previous transgressions). The other half
did not fill in this questionnaire (i.e., no recall
of previous transgressions). Shortly afterwards,
another experimenter measured the time spent
under the shower by each participant. The
results confirmed the hypotheses. Participants
in the hypocrisy condition (steps 1 C 2), took
shorter showers (221 s on average), as a way
of reducing their dissonance, than participants
without recall of their transgressions (302 s on
average). They also closed the tap more often
during their shower (14 times on average) than
in the control condition (7 times on average).
Overall, hypocrisy can be considered an efficient
technique for promoting pro-environmental and
other pro-social behaviors (e.g., Fointiat et al.
2013b; Lopez et al. 2011; Stone and Fernandez
2008; Stone and Focella 2011).

Another paradigm deals with self-fulfilling
prophecies. Asking someone if he/she will per-
form a behavior or not (i.e., “Ask yourself : Will
I recycle?”) increases the probability of it hap-
pening. Predicting a realization emphasizes the
discrepancy between the normative beliefs linked
to the behavior (e.g., I should recycle) and the
behavioral transgressions (e.g., I don’t recycle).
By predicting his/her behavior, an individual be-

comes aware, on the one hand, of what he/she
does or does not do (previous behavior) and,
on the other hand, of what he/she thinks he/she
should do, that is, what is socially approved
and morally good to do. Thus, the discrepancy
between these two elements (i.e., past behavior
and normative beliefs) is a source of dissonance
(Spangenberg et al. 2003, 2012). The motivation
to reduce the dissonance leads the individual to
perform a behavior consistent with his/her pre-
diction. For instance, Sprott et al. (1999) asked
students to make a prediction about their fu-
ture recycling behavior. As expected, those who
made the prediction recycled more than those in
a control group. Studies in this domain (Span-
genberg et al. 2003) showed that a prediction
request presented as a message for the general
public, and consequently with no direct contact
with anybody, increased the recycling rate by
12 %. In the same perspective, Spangenberg et
al. (2003) reported several studies showing that
self-fulfilling prophecies produced an effect on
recycling behavior even in a situation of mass
communication. One of these involved students
of Washington State University and was divided
into three phases: (1) a pre-experimental phase:
before the campaign, (2) a campaign phase, dur-
ing which an electronic board presenting the
prediction request was installed, and (3) a post-
experimental phase: after the campaign. The re-
cycling behavior for each of these three phases
was measured using containers. As expected, the
recycling rate was higher during (27.6 %) and
after (28.2 %) the prediction campaign than be-
fore (15.8 %). Sprott et al. (2003) manipulated
the realization of a prediction (control vs. pre-
diction) and the strength of normative beliefs
(strong vs. weak). Their results confirmed that the
effect of prophecies was greater when normative
beliefs associated with the predicted behavior
were strong. In another experiment, Rodrigues
and Girandola (2014a, b) asked participants to
predict their recycling behavior and then their
normative beliefs and recycling habits were mea-
sured. Results showed that participants felt dis-
sonance if, and only if, their recycling habit was
weak and their normative beliefs were strong.
After 30 years of research, studies show that self-
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fulfilling prophecies produce behavioral effects
(Spangenberg and Greenwald 1999, 2001) with
a moderate size effect (i.e., Cohen’s d D 0.39 or
r D 0.19).

11.2.4 Toward a Binding
Communication

These results are very consistent. If, under certain
conditions, persuasion influences attitudes, free
will compliance procedures make it possible to
obtain lasting behavioral effects in a context of
freedom and favor commitment to a series of
actions. However, despite their effectiveness for
behavioral change, it should be noted that the
great majority of these studies focused on the pri-
vate sphere and at an individual level. Moreover,
the dominant approaches of policy makers in this
field are based on the idea that environmental
issues can be solved by marginal changes in
our way of life, an idea which is also widely
held by the public. However, we agree with the
following assessment: “The cumulative impact of
large numbers of individuals making marginal
improvements in their environmental impact will
be a marginal collective improvement in environ-
mental impact” (Thogersen and Crampton 2009).
To go further and obtain deeper transformations
of the physical and spatial environment, and thus
favor quality of life more effectively, we consider
the binding communication paradigm a promis-
ing approach. Lokhorst et al. (2013) showed that
commitment was more effective when it was
combined with other interventions. In this line,
the binding communication paradigm suggests
bringing together the fields of persuasion and
commitment. It is presented in the following sec-
tion along with empirical illustrations at different
levels of spatiality.

The binding communication paradigm offers
the possibility of working at the intersection of
research conducted in the field of persuasive
communication and those of commitment and
free will compliance. The central assumption
is that communication will be more effective
when the exposure to a persuasive message is
preceded by a preparatory act in a context of

freedom (Girandola and Joule 2012). Thus, in
the binding communication paradigm, as in the
framework of classic persuasion (cf. Girandola
2003; Girandola and Joule 2012), pertinent ques-
tions remain: “What type of information should
be conveyed?”, “What are the best arguments to
offer?”, “What are the most appropriate channels
of information?”, to which we could add another
important one: “Which preparatory actions must
I obtain from those I want to rally?”. A binding
communication approach is distinguished from
a more “traditional” one by taking into account
this last question, and by conferring the status
of “actor” on the target rather than that of a
mere passive receiver (Girandola and Joule 2012,
2013; Joule et al. 2007; Michelik et al. 2012;
Demarque et al. 2013a).

The interest of binding communication in the
environmental field can be illustrated by a study
that aimed to measure the effects of an electronic
commitment on purchasing low-energy light
bulbs by customers of a DIY store (Bernard et al.
2010). The commitment concerned installing a
low-energy light bulb, instead of a classic one, at
home. Overall, the results showed that customers
who carried out the preparatory acts (i.e., clicks
to replace a light bulb) bought significantly more
low-energy light bulbs and expressed a more
favorable attitude toward these bulbs 15 days
later. Significantly more customers who signed
an electronic commitment replaced a classic
light bulb at home than those who did not sign
the commitment. This experiment highlights the
interest of leading individuals to preparatory
actions in a binding communication situation.
These make it easier to accept behaviors favoring
energy conservation and, in addition, participate
in improving household comfort.

This example shows the potential effective-
ness of the binding communication paradigm.
However, it is still situated at a strictly individual
level and at the household level. In order to show
how commitment and binding communication
could improve quality of life in a significant
way, the next section deals with the main re-
search carried out with the binding communi-
cation paradigm at different levels of human-
environment interactions.
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11.3 Favoring Quality of Life
Through Commitment
and Binding
Communication: Examples
of Research at Three
Different Space Levels

People-environment relations involve problems
of different natures according to the type and
extent of the space concerned. These relations
are located at several scales of spatial reference.
Moser (2003) distinguished four levels, involv-
ing distinctive physical and social aspects (cf.
Table 11.1). Here, another research study situated
at level I is presented, which is noteworthy for
its originality and innovative approach to quality
of life. Furthermore, action research at levels II
and III is described to show that commitment and
binding communication should not be conceived
only as techniques aiming at the adoption of indi-
vidual behavior that would be an end in itself, but
also as means to encourage collective dynamics.
The importance of this dimension in leading to
significant changes in individuals’ life environ-
ment, a synonym of quality of life improvement,
is discussed.

11.3.1 At the Household Scale
(Level I)

The limitations of a focus on the household level
were mentioned above. Therefore, it could seem

paradoxical to begin this third section with the
description of a research project centered on
this level. However, we highlight its novelty and
ambition to create a user community.

The Sensomi project was conducted from
April 2011 to June 2013 in the Provence-
Alpes-Côte d’Azur (PACA) region in France.
An ambitious part of the project was the
development of a new type of device for
obtaining commitment: an online cooperative
video game, called Kwaan, specially created for
the study (Demarque et al. 2013b). The first aim
was to make individuals aware of the effects of
their way of life on energy consumption, and
then to foster effective energy-saving behaviors.
Based on our understanding of quality of life,
we began with the premise that it is necessary to
recreate a positive bond between individuals and
the physical reality of the terrestrial environment
on which they depend, and for which energy
is probably a more abstract issue. Thus, the
project emphasized the idea of “hybridization”
of reality and virtuality. In the framework of the
commitment theory, an online game appeared a
relevant way to favor commitment in a series of
actions. In Kwaan, the players were collectively
in charge of the life of an imaginary tree in
an online community experience, based on an
autonomous and collective learning process.
Since their actual electricity consumption had
an influence on the virtual tree, energy was
no longer seen as an abstract aspect of reality.
Moreover, the community dimension enabled

Table 11.1 Socio-spatial levels of analysis

Physical aspect of the environment Social aspect of the environment Type of space and control

Level I Micro-environment Individual Private spaces

Private space/housing Family Extensive control

Work space

Level II Proximal environments, neighborhood Interindividual Semi-public spaces

Community Mediated control

Open private spaces Users, customers

Level III Public environments Inhabitants Public spaces

Cities, villages Groups of individuals Mediated control

Level IV Global environment Society Country, nation, planet

Population Hypothetical control

From Moser 2003, p. 17
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one player to perceive what the other players
were doing over time, which should reduce
the feeling of being alone to act and commit
the player in relation to the other players. One
hundred and forty-eight psychology students
at Aix-Marseille University participated in the
study. In short, the results partially confirmed
our hypotheses. They showed, on one hand,
a marginally significant effect of the game
on meter-reading behaviors in the free choice
situation and, on the other hand, a significant
positive effect of the game on the evolution of
considering future consequences for the players
who carried out at least 1 m-reading behavior.
However, these results should be considered with
caution, considering the sample size and the
weakness of the effects.

In their study, Fleury-Bahi et al. (2013) went
beyond the private sphere and identified physi-
cal space as one of the dimensions of environ-
mental quality of life. In the next section, we
show the effectiveness of commitment and bind-
ing communication at higher socio-spatial levels
on individual behaviors, which positively trans-
form collective spaces and improve quality of
life.

11.3.2 At the Proximal Environment
Scale (Level II)

11.3.2.1 In Schools
In this section, a binding communication proce-
dure conducted in 11 primary schools in the south
of France, in the framework of the European
project ALTENER (Joule 2004), is described.
The aim of the project was to encourage 9- and
10-year-old children, as well as their families,
to adopt pro-environmental behaviors. The action
involved 700 families and 28 teachers. During
the school year, the teachers had to inform and
convince their pupils of the importance of en-
vironmental protection and energy conservation
(e.g., lessons, activities in the classroom), and
lead them to perform preparatory actions (e.g.,
taking notes about their family’s habits that could

be changed without a loss of comfort, filling in
a questionnaire with their parents about energy
conservation at home, etc.). Each child was thus
encouraged by his/her teacher to make an oral and
written commitment and change his/her habits.
Parents were also invited to make a commit-
ment (e.g., leaving the car at home for short
distances, replacing ordinary light bulbs by low-
energy ones, etc.).

The results showed that the majority of the
children and parents (up to 100 % in some
classes) committed themselves to perform actions
such as decreasing their energy consumption.
Numerous studies have shown that a written
commitment (or public pledge) usually results
in the acceptance and performance of costly
behaviors (Girandola and Roussiau 2003; Katzev
and Wang 1994; Pallack et al. 1980; Wang and
Katzev 1990). In our case, this campaign also
led to improvements in some schools, such as
replacing ordinary bulbs by low-energy bulbs or
installing recycling bins. Some pupils wrote to
their mayor, asking for the installation of timers
for the lights in the school halls.

11.3.2.2 Promoting Litter Recycling
and Sorting at a Highway
Rest Area

In this study, the authors used binding communi-
cation procedures at a highway rest area in the
south of France in order to encourage users to
sort their trash (Blanchard and Joule 2006). In
agreement with the highway operating company,
two decisions were made: (1) to eliminate all
isolated classic bins, and (2) to reduce the overall
number of places where trash could be thrown
away. This last decision led users to perform
a preparatory action: to move with their trash.
Once they had made this effort, they found three
containers for sorting and a classic bin. They thus
had a choice to make: sorting, using the special
containers, or not sorting (putting everything in
the classic bin). Results showed that the amount
of sorted trash was multiplied by 3.5, compared
to a control situation, without any deterioration
in the cleanliness of the site. However, sorting
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was of lower quality. In order to improve this,
a message was put on the bins: “I sort. For the
planet, for my children and for my children’s
children”. This message enabled users to iden-
tify their sorting at a high level of identification
(Vallacher and Wegner 1985). It produced an
improvement in the quality of sorting, which was
controlled during visual checks of the bins. One
of the novelties of the research was the absence
of any direct contact with the users.

11.3.3 At the Public Space Scale
(Level III)

11.3.3.1 Protecting Beaches
Joule et al. (2007a) tested the effectiveness of two
communication procedures to lead beachgoers to
keep beaches clean, notably by encouraging them
not to throw their cigarette butts around or bury
them in the sand. The first procedure consisted
of exposing beachgoers to classic communication
media (posters and brochures). The second pro-
cedure used binding communication: beachgoers
were exposed to the same communication media,
and were free to choose the commitment they
wanted to make from a list of a dozen possi-
ble commitments, (e.g., not throw their cigarette
butts in the sand). The research was conducted
on a beach in Marseilles, which was divided into
three zones comparable in surface area and in vis-
itors. In the first zone, beachgoers were exposed
to a classic communication procedure (i.e., per-
suasion). In the second zone, they were exposed
to a binding communication procedure, and in
the third zone, they were not exposed to any
communication procedure (i.e., control zone). As
expected, the observers detected, on a daily basis,
90 cigarette butts on average in the sand in the
binding communication zone, 176 butts in the
classic communication zone and 162 butts in
the control zone. The beachgoers in the binding
communication zone were observed without their
knowledge, before and after their commitment:
77 % put their cigarette butts in the sand before
the intervention; 40 % did so after the procedure.

11.3.3.2 Mediterranean Coastline
Conservation

This action research was conducted on the
Mediterranean coast along the Côte d’Azur
(Joule et al. 2006). It concerned boaters (amateur
sailors and professionals) and was carried out
with an environmentalist association and about
50 “sea ambassadors” who met with boaters
during the summer. The aim was to encourage
amateur sailors to improve their behaviors and
knowledge of sea conservation. The boaters were
invited to perform freely different preparatory
actions (accept a short interview about sea
conservation, give their opinion about the most
relevant advice to give to sailors, take a free
booklet containing information and advice about
sea conservation). Next, the ambassadors gave
the sailors a commitment form that included a
list of behaviors. They could freely commit to
adopt one or several of these behaviors (e.g., do
not anchor in the Posidonia meadow, use natural
soaps). Finally, they could fly the association
campaign flag on their boat, to serve as an
example of environmental conservation: this
action strengthened commitment because of its
public character. More than 3000 boaters were
solicited and almost all agreed to the interview,
and then committed themselves to modify one or
more behaviors by signing the commitment form.
Based on questionnaires and direct observations,
the results showed that the committed sailors had
better knowledge and adopted more sea-friendly
behaviors, in comparison with the non-committed
ones.

11.3.3.3 At a Town Scale
Following a request from the environmental ser-
vice of the PACA Region, a campaign was imple-
mented to include two entire towns with all their
inhabitants. It aimed to lead inhabitants to modify
their behaviors regarding energy consumption
(Joule 2004). Two towns of 8,000 inhabitants
sharing common characteristics (i.e., size, so-
cial composition, climate conditions and environ-
ment) were selected in the south of France. Each
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of these two towns (A and B) used a different
communication campaign.

In town A, a classic communication campaign
was used based on the usual media diffusion
(posters, quiz, brochure with advice about en-
ergy conservation and a media plan of press
articles in regional newspapers and municipal
bulletins).

Binding communication was used in town
B. This campaign used the same tools as in
town A, as well as some independent actors (i.e.,
researchers trained in the commitment theory)
and people living in the city who served as go-
betweens (e.g., councilors, teachers, organizers,
storekeepers, etc.) who encouraged actions fa-
voring energy conservation. The actions were
made public during an event day (exhibitions,
plays, movies, debates, etc.) in order to get the
inhabitants to make concrete commitments. They
received a commitment form with a list of ac-
tions (e.g., walking rather than using the car for
short trips, buying low-energy light bulbs). The
inhabitants freely chose one or several actions to
perform, and then signed the form. Each com-
mitment was symbolized by a paper sun, cut out
by school children and attached to a large net set
up in the Town Hall square. Consequently, each
inhabitant was able to follow the progression of
the number of commitments. The results showed
the effectiveness of binding communication: it
produced a greater impact than the classic com-
munication campaign. Average annual consump-
tion per household increased less in comparison
with the previous year in the town exposed to
binding communication than in the town exposed
to a classic communication campaign (6 % versus
14 %). Overall, binding communication enabled
the development of actions by the population and
the public authorities. One of the interests of
this project was the support of mediators in this
procedure. The presence of the mediators proba-
bly maintained the innovative dynamics and the
collective ambition developed during the project,
which was aimed at improving the quality of life
in an entire town.

11.4 Perspectives and Conclusion

The research described in this chapter outlines the
different facets of the applications of the commit-
ment theory in pro-environmental behaviors. At
a time when pro-environmental communication
campaigns are still searching for the right words,
the commitment theory enables not only attitu-
dinal changes but also behavioral ones. We have
shown that this behavioral change can be on three
different levels of space (private spaces, proximal
environments and public spaces) and thus can po-
tentially have a significant impact on the quality
of life of the communities concerned. Although
most of the studies focus on individual changes,
we believe that this capacity to create a collective
dynamic constitutes the future of research on
commitment and binding communication.

In this perspective, the works about the link
between social representations and commitment
constitute a promising pathway. Eyssartier et al.
(2009) suggested optimizing the effects of com-
mitment by taking into account the social rep-
resentations of a given object. A social repre-
sentation is “a form of knowledge, socially pro-
duced and with a practical function, namely to
contribute to the construction of a reality shared
by a social group or entity” (Jodelet 1989, p.
36). From a structural point of view, social rep-
resentations are regulated by central and periph-
eral systems (Abric 2001). The central system
is fundamental to the social representation as it
contains the more stable elements over time. It
determines the meaning and the organization of
the social representation. The peripheral system
allows an adjustment to specific contexts and
integration of the modulations. In the context
of energy conservation, Souchet and Girandola
(2013) showed that the study of social representa-
tions helps identify the preparatory actions likely
to lead to the expected behaviors. These authors
asked participants, chosen at random, if they
would agree to answer a few questions about en-
ergy conservation (first preparatory action) and to
write a short text in favor of conservation (second
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preparatory action). Each preparatory action acti-
vated either central elements of the representation
(i.e., making energy savings, it’s about conserv-
ing the environment) or peripheral elements (i.e.,
making energy savings, it’s about using the car
less). They were then asked to keep a diary for
2 weeks, to write down all the actions they carried
out in favor of energy conservation, and to send
their diary, at their expense, to the psychology
department (final request). As expected, signifi-
cantly more participants whose central elements
were activated (e.g., environmental conservation)
sent their diaries than those exposed to peripheral
elements (e.g., using the car less). Other stud-
ies in the framework of sustainable development
showed that the activation of central elements
led to stronger effects in a situation of binding
communication than the activation of peripheral
elements (Zbinden et al. 2011). In addition to
its usefulness for constructing persuasive argu-
ments and enabling more effectiveness in terms
of behavior (Eyssartier et al. 2009), the work
on social representations provides a better un-
derstanding of the dynamic exchanges among
the target group and, potentially, its expectations
in terms of relations to the environment. For
projects focusing on level III, a more systematic
study of town representations could also prove
very useful. Therefore, we suggest more in-depth
work at the interface of these two research fields
applied to sustainable development.

In conclusion, do the apparent behavioral
changes automatically mean a better quality
of life? Research on commitment mentioned
above does not provide precise information
about this aspect, which is one of its main
limitations. Future projects need to integrate a
more systematic use of environmental quality of
life scales after the commitment procedures.
Different tools are available depending on
the aims and the level of spatiality on which
the research focuses. For instance, at level I,
administering the Residential Environmental
Satisfaction Scale (RESS, Adriaanse 2007)
before and after a project could evaluate the
effect of a commitment procedure on residential
quality of life. Another interesting tool, the
Environmental Satisfaction Scale (Pelletier

et al. 1996), is composed of two subscales, one
measuring satisfaction with government policies,
and the other measuring satisfaction with local
environmental conditions. The latter subscale
could be used for level II studies. Finally, we
have already referred to Fleury-Bahi et al.’s scale
(2013), which measures the four dimensions
mentioned above.

Despite the absence of measures in the studies
cited, some clues indicate that commitment and
its consequences create satisfaction with the en-
vironment and an improvement in quality of life.
This is the case of the research conducted in an
entire town (Level III) in which the inhabitants
were approached to commit themselves to pro-
environmental behaviors. This commitment led
to a reduction in wasting energy in comparison
with a town without commitment procedures.
After these first commitments, the project part-
ners and the go-betweens decided to continue the
actions. For instance, the town council took the
initiative to fund training for heating installers. It
also organized an Energy Trophy to reward the
best initiatives for energy conservation. There-
fore, even in the absence of precise measures,
all these actions suggest that the commitment dy-
namic persists and constitutes a body of evidence
in favor of improving environmental satisfaction
and quality of life (cf. Uzzell and Moser 2006).
Furthermore, we assume that individuals identify
their action at a high level (e.g., “I’m protecting
the planet”), which is meaningful and easy to
internalize (e.g., “It’s natural for me to act like
this”). Thus, individuals would finally be led to
internalize and accept performing the action as
a reflection of a personal value (Beauvois 2001).
From this point of view, we can easily imagine
a generalization of the initial action to other
pro-environmental behaviors of the same kind:
positive spillover effects take on great importance
here.

This example of a town (level III) shows
the value of involving go-betweens in the target
population. This dimension seems very impor-
tant to us and needs to be integrated more in
future research. Effectively, most of the projects
presented in this chapter originated from insti-
tutional demands. They took place in a global
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context where research is increasingly based on
obtaining grants. In our examples, most of the
research was funded by the PACA Region. In
this framework, policy makers plan the expected
behavioral changes beforehand and researchers
have to develop experiments in order to achieve
this goal. This raises the question of which entity
defines what is “socially good” or what is a
“socially acceptable” goal. In our view, there is
a real necessity to co-develop or co-construct the
definition of the intended goals with the popula-
tions involved beforehand. However, at present,
research on commitment is generally based on
approaches that we could qualify as top-down,
as we try to answer an institutionally-defined
goal (for instance, that of the European Union in
the case of ALTENER or the PACA Region for
the Sensomi project), usually made without prior
consultation. In the future, it seems important
to develop more participatory approaches when
defining objectives, as is the case in other social
science projects.
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