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Key Research Questions
◦ Applied Question:

◦ What are the most effective levers for increasing desirable urban 
freshwater pro-environmental behaviours (PEBs) in Aotearoa?

◦ Theoretical Questions:

◦ Can we use experiences in nature to shift environmental identity?

◦ If we can, do these shifts in identity lead to changes in future behaviour?
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Biological Heritage National Science 
Challenge Research Team
• We sit within the Strategic Objective 2 (SO2) research team, made up of researchers from 

around the country with diverse backgrounds.

• Our inter-disciplinary team are: 

Striving to empower New Zealanders to demand and enact environmental 
stewardship and kaitiakitanga (guardianship).

• The team has decided to focus on urban freshwater biodiversity stewardship behaviours
(pro-environmental behaviours – PEBs).



Why Urban Freshwater Pro-
Environmental Behaviours?

Few studies in 

literature on urban 

freshwater PEBs

Most people live in 

urban areas (World 

Bank, 2022)

Urban residents less 

involved with 

freshwater PEBs 

(MFE, 2021)

In NZ, 94% of urban 

river stretches are 

unswimmable (MFE 

and Stats NZ, 2020)

Source and types of 

freshwater pollution in 

cities not well 

understood (MFE).



Why Environmental Identity?
• Environmental identity is strongly correlated with pro-environmental behaviours (PEBs) (see, for 

example, Sparks et al., 2021).

• However, few studies look at “shifting” environmental identity (or identity generally – Charness and 
Chen, 2020).

• Strengthening identity is akin to strengthening intrinsic motivation for PEBs – this has been a key 
recommendation from researchers in psychology and sociology (Silvi and Padilla, 2021).

• Targeting identity and/or intrinsic motivation is more likely to lead to positive spillovers (Truelove et 
al., 2014).

• Experiences in nature are one way of strengthening connectedness to nature; and Connectedness 
to nature has strong theoretical and anecdotal links with environmental identity and PEBs (Balundė, 
Jovarauskaitė, and Poškus 2019; Rosa and Collado, 2019).



Biological Heritage National Science 
Challenge Research Team

Review of “environmental stewardship” studies

National Survey to 

Identify High-Impact 
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Field Experiments to 

Test Drivers and 

Reduce Barriers

Developing an understanding of “kaitiakitanga” and how that relates to 

environmental stewardship



Results First Survey



Other Considerations – Insights from 
Community

•Kirikiriroa gullies could be a nice area to focus on (as there are gullies all over Hamilton –

in almost every suburb). Lot’s of groups to choose from.

•Groups have different agendas – think carefully so we align interests and can mutually 

benefit.

•Groups would likely benefit from more volunteers

•Volunteers are anecdotally mostly retirees. Work and time are major barriers.

•General sense that there is a lack of awareness of groups – residents aren’t aware of 

efforts in their own backyard. Again, opportunity to help here.



Key questions for research design

• What barriers are we targeting (2nd survey) and what are our interventions?

• How do we ensure we have appropriate control groups for each research question?

• How do we ensure the control and treatment groups don’t mix?

• How do we measure spillovers? “Third” Survey?

• How do we measure environmental identity?

• Scalability?



Plan A 
Research 
Design 
(Preliminary)



Step 1: Partnerships
◦ We are proposing a research design that involves partnerships from 

local businesses and community groups.

◦ People spend most of their weekdays at work – this is a significant time 
constraint. We could work with businesses to ameliorate this.

◦ We could co-fund businesses in providing paid time-off to their 
employees to volunteer with our local community group partners.



Treatment 
Proposed 

Research Design



Things to consider
◦ Do these research questions, methods and design speak to Te Ao Māori? Would Māori 

participants feel included? What can we do to improve these aspect of the research?

◦ Statistical power and treatment effects in the design

◦ How we incorporate the importance of place-based connection into the field experiments.

◦ Could be controlling for this or looking at differences in treatment effects by place-based connections.

◦ Whether volunteering also develops stronger connection to local area (place-based 
identity) or neighbourhood (social identity) or workplace (workplace social identity).
◦ These could all be important benefits of encouraging volunteer work and if we show effects, may result in 

more uptake outside the experiments (businesses on their own – increases scalability).

◦ Will volunteering have any impacts on participants wellbeing and can we measure this?



Thoughts, Questions 
and Advice?
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