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ORIENTATION

Welcome to Environmental Psychology (IOP1503). In this module, you will be studying 
a number of serious issues that face the worker or employee in the workplace. No-one 
can deny the importance of understanding environmental concerns in the workplace and 
how it affects our lives and daily surroundings. The misuse and abuse of the environ-
ment is becoming painfully evident in the way organisations conduct their business. We 
contaminate the air we breathe and pollute the oceans and rivers, which sustain life and 
provide us with our drinking water. We construct buildings, which are energy-inefficient, 
and hospitals, which are unhealthy. We even design workplaces, which hinder the creation 
of attractive work environments that appeal to highly motivated and highly performing 
workers, and of course, we do not always put mechanisms in place to promote sustainable 
development for the next generation. The emergence of the discipline of environmental 
psychology reflects the efforts of psychologists and other scientists to deal with these and 
many other issues in person-environment relationships.

Consider some of the issues that environmental psychologists study:

Workplace design and productivity

 ● The effects of people’s attitudes on 
the natural and built environment

 ● The role of temperature and noise 
on the incidents of accidents

 ● Urbanisation as an environmental 
stressor

 ● The cost of environmental degrada-
tion due to illegal behaviour

Each problem involves not just the envi-
ronment but some transaction between the individual and his or her work setting as well. 
Therefore, the role of environmental psychologists and students studying this discipline 
is to understand person-environment relationships and utilise the knowledge and skills 
acquired to help solve a wide variety of environmental problems facing the worker of the 
21st century by becoming aware of the delicate balance between the quality of the envi-
ronment and the quality of human life.

This dual focus makes environmental psychology not only very relevant to students of 
industrial psychology but also to the other disciplines such as sociology, economics, politi-
cal science, biology, law and architecture.
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THE PURPOSE OF THIS MODULE

Most psychology courses describe people as individuals without a physical context. En-
vironmental psychology describes and explains how people are affected by places (both 
built and non-built, living and non-living) and how people in turn affect places (planned 
or unintentionally). Environmental psychology is holistic in its approach and places an 
emphasis upon solving problems in living that can be approached by an understanding of 
the context.

Traditionally, environmental psychology has described and explained the effect of ambient 
variables (such as noise or temperature) on behaviour, humans’ preferences for landscape 
features, cognitive mapping and way finding, and how humans design specialised places 
such as homes or prisons. More recently, the researchers active in the field have studied 
environmentalism per se, that is to say peoples’ attitudes and behaviours related to issues 
such as creating a sustainable lifestyle.

The purpose of this module specifically is to explain the influence of environmental psy-
chology in the work context and your living environment. The different study themes are 
dealt with by studying the various approaches, concepts and applications related to envi-
ronmental psychology. These theoretical approaches, concepts and applications represent 
different ways of thinking about environmental psychology and explaining its role and 
influence in the work context. The various approaches also give us a wide repertoire of 
theories, concepts and methods to describe, explain and predict how people react in different 
situations. These approaches to environmental psychology also provide the theoretical and 
practical tools needed to understand and deal with the behaviour of individuals and groups 
in the workplace, which is the primary task of industrial and organisational psychologists.

The goals of this module are to:

 ● help you understand person-environment relationships
 ● identify the effect the environment has on a person’s behaviour (response)
 ● assess the delicate human-environment relationship
 ● make you aware of the importance of environmental psychology in the work environment

Where applicable, we pay particular attention to how these issues manifest in both Africa 
and South Africa as well as in the global arena. We will also introduce you to some of the 
skills, techniques and aids that environmental psychologists use to analyse the working 
and living environments and the environmental problems that may arise.

THE PLACE OF THIS MODULE IN YOUR STUDY

Each module in the undergraduate training in the College of Economic and Management 
Sciences provides learners with knowledge and skills to do work and assume certain roles 
in the community. Learners who wish to specialise in industrial and organisational psychol-
ogy, have to take a number of modules that will provide them with sufficient knowledge 
of psychology and the skills to understand, evaluate and influence human behaviour in 
the work context. In this module, IOP1503, environmental psychology contributes to the 
understanding of solutions to environmental problems in the workplace and living environ-
ment. It is from this premise that students from a variety of disciplines in environmental 
psychology courses as well as courses in related disciplines will understand the need for 
sustainable person-environment relations regarding equitable management of natural 
resources, changing technologies and ideologies of workplace design.

The learning contents on understanding person-environmental relations forms an impor-
tant basis for understanding the role of the individual in work organisations and how this 
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is related to the many units in industrial and organisational psychology (I/O psychology) 
which you may encounter in other modules during your future studies.

THE FRAMEWORK OF THE MODULE

To be able to achieve the goals set out in the module, you will be expected to work through 
the study guide. The study units follow on one another to form an entity. The study guide 
has been divided into three themes:

THEME 1: Person-environmental relations (covered in study units 1 to 3)
THEME 2:  Environmental psychology in the workplace (covered in study units 4 to 6)
THEME 3: Applying environmental psychology (covered in study units 7 and 8)

The study guide is divided into the following study units:

Theme 1

Person-environmental
relations

Theme 2

Environmental psychology
in the workplace

Theme 3

Applying environmental
psyhology

Study unit 1
Why environmental

psychology?

Study unit 4
The effects of

environmental stressors

Study unit 7
Creating favourable
work environments

Study unit 2
Theories in environ-
mental psychology

Study unit 5
Population density, urban-

isation and crowding

Study unit 8
Environmental psychology

and sustainability

Study unit 6
Territoriality, privacy
and personal space

Study unit 3
Environmental perception,

cognition and attitudes

YOUR STUDY MATERIAL

As part of Unisa’s student support, you will receive the following learning material:

Study guide

This is the only study guide for IOP1503.

The study guide contains all the learning material you will need to study.

The study guide uses a selection of study material and various types of learning activities 
to make your learning experience more personal, and the learning contents more under-
standable and applicable. The study guide offers you the following with regard to your 
learning experience:

 ● It offers extensive and updated coverage of important environmental psychological 
concepts, research and applications, also with applications in the South African context.
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 ● The outcomes-based nature of the material is sometimes illustrated by work-related 
and other types of scenarios, case studies, examples, learning activities, questions and 
highlights which are all used to facilitate understanding and application of concepts.

 ● In some instances certain methods used in environmental psychology are illustrated 
which allows the learner to see and experience applications in industrial and organi-
sational psychology.

 ● Where possible and applicable, the learning contents are presented in the South African, 
African and global context.

Tutorial letters

 ● Tutorial Letter IOPALLA 301 for a particular year contains general information on 
studying at Unisa and this information is not repeated in other tutorial letters.

 ● Tutorial Letter 101 contains important information on your lecturers, study material 
and assignments, and possibly feedback on certain assignments and information on 
group visits and examinations.

 ● Tutorial Letter 201 mainly provides feedback on assignments not dealt with in Tutorial 
Letter 101 as well as other important information, for example final information on 
the examination as well as study material that has to be studied for the examination.

Further tutorial letters may be provided as the need arises.

myUnisa

From 2010, we will follow a blended learning approach in this course. This means that you 
will receive study guides, as well as other paper-based resources and an online component 
in myUnisa where you can participate in discussion forums and access some additional 
online resources. Your online participation in this course is voluntary. Students who can-
not participate will not be at a disadvantage or be penalised.

To go to the myUnisa website, start at the main Unisa website, http://www.unisa.ac.za, 
and then click on the “Login to myUnisa” link on the right-hand side of the screen. This 
should take you to the myUnisa website. You can also go there directly by typing in "http://
my.unisa.ac.za:" 
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PLEASE NOTE: myUnisa is not online tuition for individual students, but is meant for 
interaction between students and fellow students and students and the lecturers on tui-
tion matters. You are at liberty to use discussion forums on myUnisa to communicate 
with other students, in the process obtain information, and even solve tuition-related 
problems. Lecturers will monitor student communication and react on these from time 
to time. Lecturers may participate in forum discussions, make announcements and place 
information on myUnisa. They may also have discussion forums on certain days and times 
if arranged with students. Those of you who want individual tuition support must contact 
your lecturers by telephone, email or post.

* Please consult the publication entitled “My studies @ Unisa” which you received with 
your study material for more information on myUnisa.

Benefits of online participation

Everyone receives an equal opportunity to state his or her own views and share experi-
ences. As students, you will become part of a learning community and will also develop 
and improve a number of skills. We refer to skills like:

 ● technological skills such as using the internet and the online campus, how to access re-
sources electronically, how to use emails, and how to attach and send files electronically;

 ● communication skills such as expressing your thoughts in written form and writing 
in an academic manner;

 ● critical thinking and problem-solving skills such as substantiating your viewpoints and 
supporting it with research;

 ● lifelong learning, that is, becoming an independent lifelong learner by managing your 
time in such a way that you regularly participate in discussion forums;

 ● reflective thinking and self-evaluation skills because many online discussion activities 
will ask you to reflect on what you are studying and researching and to share this with 
others in the course;

The units of discussion in our discussion forums are directly related to critical issues linked 
to the learning outcomes and assessment activities. In this course, we also use discussion 
forums to create opportunities for improved communication and collaborative learning.

The structure of each study unit

The study guide consists of eight study units. The average Unisa student spends about seven 
hours per week per module, and a semester is about 15 weeks long. We trust that you will 
be able to work through the study units in this study guide in the limited time available.

Each study unit begins with an introduction and learning outcomes. The study material 
follows with activities, which are based on the study material. You will find our comments 
on the activities in the study unit itself. Each study unit ends with a self-evaluation exercise, 
which you can use to test whether you have achieved the learning outcomes.

Let us now briefly look at what you can expect in each section of a study unit:

Scenario

Each study unit begins with a short story. It is a fictitious description of an event or series 
of actions and events and the purpose is to illustrate some of the content of the study unit. 
Scenarios are widely used by organisations of all types to understand different issues or 
processes.
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 Learning outcomes
Under this heading, we give you the learning outcomes that you should reach by working 
carefully and systematically through each study unit. Once you have reached these learning 
outcomes, you will have completely mastered the material in the study unit. The learning 
outcomes also give you an overview of the topics covered in the study unit. The learning 
outcomes that we have set for each study unit, give you an indication of the knowledge 
and the skills that you must acquire in the specific study unit.

The learning outcomes set out what you have to know and what you should be able to do 
once you have finished working through the study material. We use action words that are 
verbs, to tell you exactly what you have to be able to do when you have completed a study 
unit. The following are examples of such action words:

Analyse  Break the material up into parts and discuss these parts or analyse them in 
detail using specific criteria.

Compare  Indicate similarities and/or differences between two or more phenomena, 
approaches, patterns or processes.

Contrast Indicate the differences between two approaches, phenomena or patterns.

Criticise  Describe the advantages and disadvantages, good and bad characteristics or 
possibilities and limitations, with the necessary support for your point of 
view.

Define  Give a short description of the meaning of the term (or concept) using other 
terms.

Describe  Name the characteristics of something. Explain something fully without 
expressing your own opinion about it.

Discuss Describe, interpret, argue, debate and come to a conclusion where appropriate.

Distinguish  Name the differences which are characteristic of two or more things or 
phenomena and show what makes them different from each other.

Evaluate  Give an opinion about a phenomenon which is supported by facts and argu-
ments and determine the value of the phenomena using certain standards 
or criteria.

Explain  Make something more clear by using illustrations, descriptions, examples 
and/or comparisons.

Give Write down or list names, facts, items and so on. Do not discuss.

Identify Look for and give the main characteristics.

Illustrate Give or describe an example.

Indicate Describe using a logical framework.

Interpret Try to verify an explanation by reasoning about it. Come to a conclusion.

List Write down names, places, characteristics, items or facts in a specific order.

Name Write down names, places, characteristics, items or facts.

Summarise Write down the key aspects of a given topic.

Introduction

In the introduction, we briefly explain the material in the study unit. We sometimes also 
explain how the material in the study unit relates to the material in previous study units.
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Content

The study material in each study unit follows the learning outcomes. The material is 
divided into different sections, which are separated from each other by headings. Under 
each heading, we discuss different aspects of the material in that section. The length of 
the discussions depends on the depth in which the topic is discussed and how difficult 
the material is. No inference should be made of its importance based on the length of the 
discussion.

Study tasks

Between the different sections of the study material in the study guide, we give you study 
tasks. They provide additional explanations to help you understand the material better. Make 
sure that you do each study task before you go on to the next section of the study material.

Activities and feedback discussions

In most of the sections, there are activities you have to do in the space provided. The 
activities are based on the study material which is dealt with in that specific section. To 
complete the activity successfully, you have to properly understand the material on which 
it is based. Each activity is followed by feedback discussions which give you feedback on 
additional information about the activity. The feedback discussions may also bring certain 
important points to your attention with which you can compare your own findings and 
learning experiences. You will also at times find that the feedback or summary of answers 
is only a guide to identifying the most important facts relevant to the particular activity. 
You should elaborate on these facts in preparation for the examination.

Self-evaluation questions

At the end of every study unit you will find self-evaluation questions to test your learning 
experiences and insight into the learning material, and to accustom you to the types of 
questions which will also be set in the examination. Please note that the self-evaluation 
questions are in the form of multiple-choice questions which is the way it will also be 
asked in the examination (refer to your tutorial letter for tips and guidelines on how to 
answer multiple-choice questions). Also note that the questions in your study guide and 
in assignments (as well as in the examinations) are of a theoretical and applied nature.

The outcomes of this module

After having mastered the study material in this module, you should be able to achieve 
the following broad outcomes.

You should be able to:

 ● demonstrate an awareness and understanding of the theoretical processes of environ-
mental psychology

 ● describe the effects of environmental stressors in the person-environment interaction
 ● recognise the ways in which environmental psychology has improved the world of work
 ● apply the principles of environmental psychology to case studies, with justification
 ● indicate how factors and methods used in environmental psychology interconnect with 

various environmental stressors

You will experience that these broad learning outcomes are specified and reflected in the 
contents, learning outcomes and assessment activities in this study guide and in the ques-
tions and tasks of assignments and the examinations.
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We believe that these learning outcomes should also be reflected in how you apply and 
evaluate your knowledge and skills in your work and your other life roles and environ-
ments, as well as in your attitudes and values as a responsible adult learner.

Recommended learning process

Because Unisa subscribes to an outcomes-based tuition model, our students are consid-
ered adult learners who do not only learn theory or obtain knowledge passively, but can 
also apply and critically evaluate knowledge. In the learning process, for example while 
completing learning activities or assignments, and studying for the examination and ap-
plying knowledge and skills, learners also apply and develop certain competencies which 
are valuable in life in general, and also in the work context (see added value). We would 
like our learners to also have or develop a responsible learning attitude and values, for ex-
ample to study with discipline, completing learning activities and to use as many learning 
opportunities and learning methods as possible.

Suggestions for studying: the effective use of the study guide

To attain the learning outcomes, that is, to obtain knowledge, but also to be able to apply 
knowledge and to evaluate your knowledge and applications, and to use and develop your 
work and other skills, you will have to utilise various and creative learning methods and 
opportunities.

 ● You will have to read with concentration, make an effort to think about the concepts 
and ideas, their meanings and how these may be related.

 ● Try to test yourself by summarising, setting theoretical and applied questions, and 
critically thinking about what you are learning.

 ● Also think about the implications of knowledge for people and the environment, look 
for examples and applications in your living and work environments, in people or the 
media, discuss issues with other people, or try to apply knowledge for yourself or in 
your work or other environments.

Also, remember that this first year module may be your first acquaintance with envi-
ronmental psychology and its concepts and terms. As in any field of study, you will have 
to get familiar with the terminology and the meanings of the concepts. Therefore, it is 
imperative to make your own summaries of the prescribed material and the relevant sec-
tions in the study guide.

Remember the following with regard to your study:

 ● Practice your concepts as often as you find necessary. Begin each study unit by reading 
the introduction. Then skim or quickly read the study material that is prescribed for 
the study unit concerned to get some idea of its scope and contents.

 ● Read the learning outcomes attentively so that you know what you have to be able to 
do after you have finished the study unit. Then methodically study the discussion and 
explanations in the study guide as well as any additional prescribed material.

 ● Be sure to do each study task and activity. Do not skip any of the study tasks or activities 
and complete each study task and activity before you begin the next one. Remember 
these study tasks and activities are related to the learning outcomes, assignments and 
questions, and in this process you acquire or develop certain competencies.

 ● Also refer to your tutorial letters, in particular Tutorial Letter 101, which contains 
instructions and information on assignments and many other aspects of your study.
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Added value: how you will benefit from this module

Your learning experience of the study material presented in this study guide should offer 
you the following benefits:

 ● We strongly believe that your learning experience in this module will stimulate your 
interest in industrial and organisational psychology as a professional and career field 
to follow.

 ● You should be a more active learner because the activities that you perform involve 
you in the learning experience, which will simplify the contents for you.

 ● The learning activities – and you should try to do all of them – demonstrate the ap-
plication and methods of environmental psychology in your living and work contexts 
and teach you how to use psychological concepts.

 ● You should develop, acquire or sharpen certain cross-field competencies which will 
be useful to you in work and in many other walks of life of which the following are 
examples:

 – Learning skills: obtaining and exploring knowledge by using various learning 
methods

 –  Self-responsibility skills: demonstrating self-management by obtaining and 
exploring the information needed to complete tasks

 – Research: obtaining, analysing, organising, evaluating and reporting information

 – Problem-solving skills: considering information and selecting correct data or 
alternatives to solve set problems, and developing creative and critical thinking 
abilities

 – Team behaviours: working effectively with others

 – Communication skills: using various forms of communication and demonstrat-
ing interpersonal sensitivity

 – Technological or environmental literacy: using science and technology ef-
fectively and critically; promoting the health of others and the environment

 – Developing a broader picture: developing a macro-vision; recognising the fact 
of interrelationships and the fact that problems do not exist in isolation

 – Citizenship: taking responsibility by participating in the life of local, national 
and global societies

 – Cultural and aesthetic understanding: being sensitive to differences in and 
between groups

 – Employment-seeking skills: exploring educational and occupational opportunities

 – Entrepreneurship: developing creativity and new ideas and opportunities

As a first-year student you should take cognisance of the following:

What should the learners 
know about the subject?

 ● A fundamental knowledge base in the main areas of 
one or more fields.

 ● An informed understanding of the important terms, 
rules, concepts, principles.

 ● An understanding of the organisation or operating 
environment as a system within a wider context and 
in relation to society.

What type of problems 
should the learners be 
able to solve?

 ● An ability to use their knowledge to solve well-defined 
problems both routine and unfamiliar within a familiar 
context.
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How should learners 
gather information – and 
how should they interact 
with it?

 ● An ability to interpret, convert and evaluate text (manu-
als, written instructions) and operational symbols and 
representations.

 ● Efficient information-gathering, analysis and synthesis, 
and evaluation skills.

How should learners be 
able to communicate?

 ● Presentation skills using appropriate technologies.
 ● Ability to communicate information coherently using 
basic conventions of an academic/professional discourse 
reliably in writing and verbally.

How independent should 
learners be in their 
learning?

 ● A capacity to take responsibility for their own learning 
within a supervised environment.

 ● Take decisions about and responsibility for their own 
actions.

 ● Evaluate their own performance against given criteria.

Icons

Icons are used in this study guide to indicate the following:

Learning outcomes – What you should know and be able to do

Compulsory reading and study material for each study unit

Activity to execute – A task to do to develop understanding

Feedback – Feedback to your efforts on the activities and self-assessment 
questions

Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word. Hier-
die is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.

Study task – Relevant prescribed information to study

Self-evaluation – Questions to test your knowledge, understanding and 
application of the material

@ Internet source – Check on the web for information. This is recom-
mended extra reading but is not compulsory

Important concepts – Central definitions and ideas

Mutual Expectations

From Unisa you can expect the following

 ● We will provide you with the most updated and relevant learning material which 
compares favourably with the best locally and internationally contexts.

 ● We will keep the learning material relevant to the needs of industry and commerce by 
also consulting regularly with important stakeholders outside Unisa.
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 ● We will allow you to develop competencies at a designated level, which correspond 
to the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) level 5. These level descriptors are 
taken into account in the design of your learning material and assessment.

 ● We understand that studying through Unisa may be more challenging than studying 
at residential universities. Therefore we will provide student support as best as we can 
and when and where you need it. In this regard we will be available to you through 
the setting up of personal appointments or via the electronic media like telephones 
and the internet (e-mail).

 ● You will know what to expect during assessments, and we will provide feedback to 
you within one month if you submit assignments before the due dates.

From you as a student in the Department of I-O Psychology, we expect 

that you will

 ● obtain all your learning materials as quickly as possible
 ● read all tutorial letters diligently to enable you to know what is expected and to prosper 

from feedback on learning contents
 ● commence studying prescribed material soon after registration and keep a regular 

schedule with regard to your study
 ● complete learning activities in the study guide to gain a better understanding of learn-

ing contents
 ● submit compulsory assignments before the due date, and complete other assignments 

for your own preparation
 ● take care to be informed about the status of your registration, study fees, examination 

admission and examination dates

CONCLUSION

GOOD LUCK! We hope that you will find this experience rewarding and that you will 
be successful in your study of environmental psychology. We also trust you will find the 
study matter in this module interesting and stimulating and that, with the knowledge that 
you acquire, you will perhaps be able to contribute to the field of environmental psychol-
ogy and to the changing world of work in the 21st century.

We wish you an enjoyable and successful study year. Please afford us the opportunity to 
be your partner in this endeavour. Please remember that studying through Unisa and for 
this module need not be difficult or lonely if you use of all the learning opportunities, 
which we offer you.

Your IOP1503: environmental psychology lecturers
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THEME 1

Person-environmental relations

Study unit 1: Why environmental psychology?

 Study unit 2: Theories in environmental psychology

  Study unit 3: Environmental perception, cognition and attitudes
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 STUDY UNIT 1

Why environmental psychology?

Psychology is an extraordinarily diverse field with hundreds of career paths. Some 
specialties are familiar, like treating the mentally ill, others, like helping with the 
design of advanced computer systems, are less well known. What all psychologists 
have in common is a shared interest in mind and behaviour. Industrial and Organi-
sational (I/O) psychology is the study of behaviour in work settings. I/O psychology 
is very important in the workplace for promoting productive worker attitudes and 
behaviours. More and more companies are hiring I/O psychologists to come in and 
help to change certain aspects of their company. One such an aspect is the environ-
ment in which an employee works. Environmental psychologists study the ways 
people and the physical environments influence each other. These environments may 
range from homes and offices to urban areas and regions. Environmental psychol-
ogy helps to solve problems involving human-environment interactions, whether 
global or local. These psychologists design, manage and protect environments that 
enhance productive behaviour. Environmental psychologists may do basic research, 
for example, evaluating people’s attitudes toward different environments or their 
sense of personal space; or their research may be applied, such as evaluating an of-
fice design or assessing the psychological impact of a government’s plan to build a 
new waste-treatment site. More specifically, environmental psychologists may study 
the effects of crowding or population density on behaviour and attitudes; the effect 
of pollution, temperature, noise, lighting conditions, and aromas on behaviour; or 
they may study the ways aspects of the physical environment, like walls or music in 
offices, may influence work. 

 Learning outcomes
By the end of this study unit, you should understand how environmental psychology 
plays a vital role in person-environment relationships, inclusive of the organisational work 
context. You should also be able to explain the most important aspects of environmental 
psychology and how the interaction between the individual and the environment gives 
rise to caring for our living and working environments.

To achieve these learning outcomes, you should be able to:

 ● provide a broad outline of what environmental psychology means
 ● explain the impact we have on the workplace environment
 ● discuss some of the current trends influencing environmental psychology
 ● discuss the significance of the term “environment”
 ● explain the behavioural formula that summarises the relationship that exists between 

a person in a particular environment and his or her behaviour or reaction within it
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 ● identify the assumptions related to the delicate balance in the relationship between the 
natural environment and human beings

 ● understand the interaction of the environment with employees in the workplace

 Reading and study material for this specific study unit include
 ● the information contained in this study guide

1.1 INTRODUCTION

How are people affected by overcrowding, traffic congestion, and noise? Can residential, 
work, and neighbourhood settings be designed to reduce stress, increase productivity, and 
promote physical activity? How do buildings affect their occupants? These are some of 
the questions that concern environmental psychologists. Environmental psychology is the 
study of interactions between people and their environment (which can refer to anything 
from home to the office and any other physical setting). People change their environment 
and the environment influences people’s behaviour and experiences.

        Environmental psychology is the study 
of human behaviour and well-being in 
relation to the large-scale environment. 
The term “large-scale environment” re-
fers to places such as homes, offices, 
neighbourhoods, and whole communi-
ties. These places can be described in 
terms of several physical and social di-
mensions, including their location, de-
sign, membership and social organisa-
tion. In environmental psychology, you 
will learn that the physical and social 
dimensions of places are closely inter-
twined. The design of an open-plan of-
fice, for example, can exert a substantial 
impact on the friendship patterns that 
develop among workers. This of course 
emphasises the interdependence between 
physical and social aspects of places, 
rather than viewing these dimensions as 
separate and isolated.

One of the reasons why you will benefit from the course on environmental psychology 
is that in your future career you may be expected to create an environment that suits the 
needs of the worker. To do this, you need to be aware of the effect of the environment on 
the worker and vice versa.

1.2 A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE DISCIPLINE: ENVIRONMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY

According to Gifford (2007), the concept “environmental psychology” may be traced back 
into the history of psychology. Most psychologists examine the relations between envi-
ronmental stimuli and human responses, yet what sets environmental psychology apart is 
its commitment to research that subscribes to:

 ● its ability of improving the built environment and the stewardship of natural resources
 ● the fact that it is carried out in everyday settings (close proximity to them)
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 ● the fact that it considers the person and setting to be a holistic entity
 ● the fact that it recognises that individuals actively cope with and shape settings, rather 

than not responding at all to environmental forces
 ● the fact that it is often performed together with other disciplines

Although vitally important, environmental psychology has not been an essential part of 
psychology for two reasons. Firstly, it is not part of the central core of psychology as it 
is not taught in every college or university, nor can it claim as many researchers as some 
other areas of psychology; and secondly, its main concern (the everyday physical environ-
ment) has rarely received serious attention in psychology. Although the major processes 
and topics covered in psychology – development, cognition, learning, social relations, 
abnormal behaviour (as discussed in your first year modules) occur in everyday settings, 
only environmental psychology critically investigates the settings in which these proc-
esses occur. To offer one example is the study of how workers can maximise their work 
environment (as regards space allocation, team environment settings, the effect of noise, 
privacy, etc) to attain job satisfaction.

In understanding the definition of “environmental psychology”, we find that special atten-
tion is given to key terms in defining this field. According to Veitch and Arkkelin (1995), 
the five key terms used to evaluate the definition of environmental psychology include 
the following:

 ● the issue of multidisciplinary, which includes the many disciplines, involved in human 
interaction

 ● the issue of it being a behavioural science which focuses on the effect of the environ-
ment on people’s behaviour and vice versa

 ● it is a systematic interrelationship – an orderly, predictable relationship that exists 
between dependent systems

 ● the issue of the environment which is the setting in which the behaviour takes place
 ● individual behaviour where the individual’s reaction to a certain environmental stimu-

lus is investigated

 Activity 1.1
Elizabeth Ndlovu works as an administrative as-
sistant in a big office designed by a famous ar-
chitect. Elizabeth has often wondered whether 
the architect ever bothered to visit the building 
after it was completed because she doesn’t feel 
that it is a very nice building to work in. There 
are too few windows and one can get lost easily 
in all the tiny hallways without proper signs and 
directions. They also experience many problems 
in the open-plan office where she works. Their 
desks are too low, so she has to bend forward all 
day and this gives her backache. The noise and 
poor lighting also makes it difficult to concentrate. 
She has asked that an ergonomist look at these 
issues as it is their job to design workspaces that 
increase productivity. She has to type many docu-
ments and sometimes she can’t see well due to 
the poor lighting in the office. This makes her 
angry and it causes stress for Elizabeth because 
she cannot always finish on time.
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Using what you have learnt so far and the example above, could you clarify each of 

the following terms with appropriate descriptions as discussed above and provide 

applicable examples?

Term Description Example

Multidisciplinary

Behavioural science

Systematic 
interrelationship

Environment

Individual behaviour

 Feedback
Use the following table to evaluate your description of examples related to the key 

terms in the definition of environmental psychology. Please note that you could 

have included any applicable examples. The following examples serve as guide only:

Term Description Example

Multidisciplinary Involves many 
disciplines

The kind of work done by an ergono-
mist (workplace design) or psycholo-
gist (assessing work behaviour of indi-
viduals) in their respective disciplines 
involving interaction with people. For 
example, an architect designed the 
building and an ergonomist saw to it 
that the equipment and lighting in the 
offices were up to standard.

Behavioural 
science

Human-environment 
interaction

Studies the effect of a windowless of-
fice on a typist’s accuracy.

Systematic 
interrelationship

Orderly, predict-
able relationship 
between dependent 
systems

The effect of a cramped work environ-
ment on the execution of a specific 
task. Elizabeth is very stressed

Environment Setting in which be-
haviour takes place

The kind of behaviour a person exhib-
its in an office or any other environ-
ment, for example a movie theatre.

Individual 
behaviour

Individual’s reaction 
to certain environ-
mental stimuli

Your response to something else, for 
example how Elizabeth reacts to the 
poor lighting in the office or how you 
react to another person invading your 
space in a queue at a store.
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1.3 THE ELEMENTS INVOLVED IN ENVIRONMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY

You will notice that there are three important concepts associated with environmental 
psychology. These are “the environment”, “a person or organism”, and “related behaviour”.

1.3.1 The importance of the environment

For you to be able to understand the importance of the environment in the relationship 
between people and the environment, we must start by defining this environment. The 
term “environment” is defined by Veitch and Arkkelin (1995) as:

(a) an unspecified physical setting or social backdrop
(b) any natural setting (e.g. a beach) or human-made setting (e.g. the cockpit of an airplane)
(c) any work setting determined by a discipline such as building design or an industrial 

psychologist conducting a selection process in an organisation

 Activity 1.2
(1) Close your eyes and try to visualise the most beautiful environment (either 

work or living environment) you have ever seen, and then think of the ugliest 

place. What makes an environment beautiful versus ugly?

(2) Define the work or leisure setting (place) in which you find yourself at the 

moment.

 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised, but the place you have just described could 

be viewed as a particular environment in which certain activities take place. This 

environment could be part of the natural environment (nature, rivers, etc) or the 

physical environment (house, workstation, etc).

You exist in a relationship with the environment. The “environment” is the first com-

ponent of the relationship, “you” (“person or organism”) are the second component, 

and the third component is the “activity” (“related behaviour”) with which you are 

busy in that particular environment.
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1.3.2 A formula for understanding environmental psychology

Kurt Lewin identified an equation or formula, which states that behaviour, is a function of 
the person and his or her environment. What does the formula B=f (P, E) mean? It means 
that an environment can influence a person’s behaviour and a person can also influence 
his or her environment. This is a behavioural formula used to understand environmental 
psychology. Each of these symbols has a particular meaning and forms part of a general 
behaviour-environmental approach. This formula summarises the relationship that exists 
between a person in a particular environment and the behaviour or reaction that one could 
expect from this interaction or relationship:

B = f (P, E)

Behaviour/
Reaction

function
Person/
Organism

Environment/
Place/Setting

The formula B = f (P, E) remains the basis of all behavioural approaches. The person (P) 
must be seen as imagining an environment where certain behaviour could be expected. 
Now what do you think is the role of the environment when B = f (P, E) comes to mind? 
How do you think the person (P) reacts to this situation? As an environmental psychol-
ogy practitioner, you need to be aware of the influence of environmental stimuli and its 
effect on behaviour.

Traditional management focuses almost exclusively on the P (person) in this equation.  We 
do need good people in our organisations.  However, if we ignore the E (environment), 
we will not realise the full potential of those good people. Seeing the environment – the 
systems and structures that drive behaviour – and learning how to adjust the environ-
ment so productive patterns emerge, is the key challenge for management because your 
environment dictates your actions.

In your company, think about what you want people to do and whether the environment 
around them supports their behaviour. You want to make it easier to do something you 
want done and harder not to do it.

 Activity 1.3
Previously we read about Elizabeth Ndlovu who works as an administrative assistant 

in a big office. She has experienced many problems in the open-plan office where 

she works. Their desks are too low so she gets backache and the noise and poor 

lighting makes it difficult to concentrate. She finds her job very stressful since she 

has to type many documents and sometimes she can’t see well due to the poor 

lighting in the office.

Complete the table below by identifying the elements in the formula from the story 

above:



8    

Term Description Example

B

P

E

 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised but “B” refers to behaviour or reaction of a person 

(the “P”) in a specific environment (the “E”). In this case Elizabeth (“P”) is stressed 

(“B”) by elements in her office (“E”) such as the noise and poor lighting.

1.4 THE IMPACT OF THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

By now, you should have concluded that the term “environment” has many meanings, 
one of which refers to the delicate balance or relationship between humans and the natural 
environment (the earth). Almost all human activities have direct or indirect effects on the 
environment and combined with the effects of other activities such as industrialisation and 
urbanisation they cause complex cases for depleting environmental resources (Goudie, 2000).

1.4.1 The relationship between humans and their natural environment

According to the World Health Organisation, “In its broadest sense, environmental health 
comprises those aspects of human health, disease, and injury that are determined or influ-
enced by factors in the environment. This includes the study of both the direct pathological 
effects of various chemical, physical, and biological agents, as well as the effects on health 
of the broad physical and social environment, which includes housing, urban development, 
land-use and transportation, industry, and agriculture.” The term “environment” can refer 
to air, water, and soil. This is a narrow definition, which ignores the man-made environ-
ment created by a society. Where and how a society chooses to grow and develop affects 
the quality of life by determining how long people spend travelling to work, shopping, or 
going to school. Where and how a society builds its houses, schools, parks, and roadways 
can also limit the ability of some people to move about and lead a normal life.

According to the Healthy People 2010 (Partners in Information Access, 2010),  environ-
mental factors play a central role in human development, health, and disease. Broadly 
defined, the environment, including infectious agents, is one of three primary factors that 
affect human health. The other two are genetic factors and personal behaviour. Human 
exposure to hazardous agents in the air, water, soil, and food and to physical hazards in 
the environment are major contributors to illness, disability, and death worldwide. Fur-
thermore, deterioration of environmental conditions in many parts of the world slows 
sustainable development. Poor environmental quality is estimated to be directly responsible 
for approximately 25 percent of all preventable ill health in the world. Because the effect 
of the environment on human health is so great, protecting the environment should be a 
foundation of public health practice.
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To deal with the broad range of health issues affected by the environment, the Healthy 
People 2010 Project highlights six important topics:

 ● Outdoor air quality: Air pollution 
continues to be a widespread public 
health and environmental problem, 
causing premature death, cancer, and 
long-term damage to respiratory and 
cardiovascular systems. Air pollution 
also reduces visibility, damages crops 
and buildings, and deposits pollutants 
on the soil and in bodies of water 
where they affect the chemistry of the 
water and the organisms living there. 
Unhealthy air is expensive. In Amer-
ica, the estimated annual health costs 
of human exposure to all outdoor air 
pollutants from all sources range from 
$40 billion to $50 billion, with an as-
sociated 50,000 premature deaths 
(American Lung Association 1990).

 ● Water quality: Providing drinking water free of disease-causing agents, whether 
biological or chemical is the primary goal of all water supply systems. Contamination 
of water can come from both point (for example, industrial sites) and nonpoint (for 
example, agricultural runoff) sources. Biological and chemical contamination signifi-
cantly reduces the value of surface waters (streams, lakes, and estuaries) for fishing, 
swimming, and other recreational activities. In recent years, South Africa experienced 
several cholera epidemics. In addition to the suffering and loss of life, the epidemics 
have cost communities a lot of resources on treatment of cholera patients, significant 
productive work time loss and other social economic costs. The hot humid seaports in 
summer, overcrowded communities, with low standards of environmental sanitation 
and scanty, restricted and unprotected water supplies in some areas facilitated cholera 
in South Africa.

 ● Toxics and waste: Toxic and hazardous sub-
stances, including low-level radioactive wastes, 
deposited on land often are carried far from their 
sources by air, groundwater, and surface water run-
off into streams, lakes, and rivers where they can 
accumulate in the sediments beneath the waters. 
The identification of toxic substances and waste, 
whether hazardous, industrial, or municipal, that 
pose an environmental health risk is very impor-
tant. Ultimate decisions about the cleanup and 
management of these sites must be made keeping 
public health concerns in mind.

 ● Healthy homes and communities: The public’s health, particularly its environmental 
health, depends on the interaction of many factors. To provide a healthy environment 
within communities, the places people spend the most time – their homes, schools, and 
offices – must be considered. Potential risks include indoor air pollution, inadequate 
heating, cooling, and sanitation, structural problems, electrical and fire hazards, and 
lead-based paint hazards.

 ● Infrastructure and surveillance: Preventing health problems caused by environmen-
tal hazards requires monitoring the population and its environment to detect hazards, 
and educating the public on the relationship between health and the environment. Laws, 
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regulations, and practices protecting the public and the environment from hazardous 
agents must be in place and enforced.

 ● Global environmental health: Increased international travel and improvements in 
telecommunications and computer technology are making the world a smaller place. 
The term “global community” has real significance, as shared resources – air, water, 
and soil – draw people together. Actions in every country affect the environment and 
influence events around the world. Undoubtedly, the environment affects everyone’s 
health. Sometimes benefits in one area inadvertently create worse conditions for people 
in different areas of the world. An example is the Kyoto Protocol (adopted in Kyoto, 
Japan, on 11 December 1997 and came into force on 16 February 2005), which is an 
international agreement that sets binding targets for 37 industrialised countries and 
the European community for reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Recognising 
that developed countries are principally responsible for the current high levels of GHG 
emissions in the atmosphere because of more than 150 years of industrial activity, the 
Protocol places a heavier burden on developed nations under the principle of “common 
but differentiated responsibilities”.

Veitch and Arkkelin (1995) made the following five assumptions about the relationship 
between humans and their natural environment (the earth):

(1) The earth is the only suitable habitat we have. 
Throughout the history of the earth, various forms 
of life have begun, evolved, thrived and died out with 
the present dominance by humans being a recent 
development. However, one day humans too will face 
extinction because the earth’s resources will no longer 
support human life in its present form. The earth is 
very important to those of us who are now living and 
to our children and their children.

(2) The earth’s resources are limited. We must learn 
to live with the opportunities as well as the limitations the earth affords; with the 
unavoidable fact that it is dynamic and changing. In addition, we must do so in a 
way that allows for continued human existence. The newly emerging area of envi-
ronmental psychology holds the promise of providing information that will allow 
sustained human existence on earth.

(3) The earth as a planet has been, and continues to be, profoundly affected by life. 
Humans have changed the landscape of the planet everywhere with the construc-
tion of tall skyscrapers, highways, electrical power lines, jet planes and so forth. The 
clearing of forests to make way for further construction has amounted to changes 
in the atmosphere with a higher rate of carbon dioxide and gases being evident. It is 
hoped that a more thorough understanding of the ways in which humans influence 
the earth’s processes will lead to more intelligent and life-preserving behaviours on 
their part.

(4) The effects of land use by humans tend to be increasing: We therefore have obligations 
to ourselves as well as to the future generations to minimise their negative effects. A 
number of changes in the environment are brought about by human habitation, the 
development of sanitation systems and building of houses. These practices influence 
the earth immediately as well as having a long-term impact. While humans have 
multiplied, their resources have shrunk and there is every indication that this trend 
is continuing. An understanding of environmental psychology represents a start 
toward reversing these trends.

(5) Sustained life on earth is a characteristic of ecosystems and not of individual organ-
isms or populations. The smallest system capable of complete chemical recycling is 
known as an ecosystem. Humans are part of a very complex and delicately balanced 
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ecosystem. Thus, to understand humans fully it is necessary to study them within 
the context of ecosystems in which they survive. Environmental psychology is the 
field that attempts to develop an understanding of this interdependency.

It should be clear by now that to comprehend the relationship of humans to their envi-
ronment fully, the student of the environment should be aware of contributions from a 
large number of disciplines. It uses a multidisciplinary and interdisciplinary approach. All 
environmental problems must be looked at from numerous perspectives so that a clear and 
total picture can be put together from the many pieces.

 Activity 1.4
Study the five assumptions about the relationship between humans and their envi-
ronment (the earth) mentioned previously. Make a brief summary of each of these 
assumptions and identify how they influence either your living or work environment.

 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised, but should focus on the numbered items above. 
Try to make it applicable to your home or work environment. For example, point 
3 above talks about changing landscapes. How has your environment changed? 
Maybe there are blocks of flats where there once was a park for children to play. 
Although people must have a place to stay the question, remains what the cost of 
this is? Are the trees and parks taken away from children?

1.4.2 The impact of the environment on business organisations

In recent decades, the utilisation of natural resources and its effects have contributed to 
major natural catastrophes. In this context, the awareness and environmental commit-
ment from society has increased, requiring business organisations to provide information 
regarding their environmental practices. The problem arises in establishing what kind of 
issues should be discussed in order to provide knowledge of business practices that form 
an important part of the value system of an organisation. Some issues that come under the 
spotlight for further consideration are discussed next.

1.4.2.1 The vision and strategy of the organisation

Any organisation needs to outline clearly a strategic environmental policy that includes its 
value system, aims and objectives for the future within the context of sustainable develop-
ment. This would enhance the understanding of how the organisation can align its financial 
motivation with sustainable development at little or no cost to the natural environment. 
Nike (the manufacturer of footwear) for example only uses organic material (such as or-
ganic cotton – where no pesticides are used in the cultivation) to make its product. BP, one 
of the world’s largest oil and petrochemical groups, works with local communities to help 
preserve the natural environment and protect the variety of life forms in that community.
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1.4.2.2 Empowering employees with environmental knowledge and skills

Under South African legislation, one of the purposes of the Skills Development Act 97 of 
1998 is to develop the skills of the South African workforce, thereby improving the quality 
of the life of workers, productivity in the workplace and the delivery of social services. One 
way to do this is imparting and sharing environmental knowledge concerning environmental 
policies and procedures, such as using skills to perform jobs with a minimum impact on 
the environment, for example, recycling paper in your office is a good start. Undertaking 
environmental training and learning also aligns the company’s strategic objectives with 
the employee’s personal objectives.

1.4.2.3 Culture of the organisation

Creating a culture where behaviour translates into becoming action-orientated reflects 
the organisation’s commitment to the environment. Encouraging staff to participate in 
environmental awareness initiatives is advisable. Shell, another big petroleum company, for 
example encourages its employees to give talks to community forums on the benefits of 
using natural gas and electricity. The creation of “a culture that cares” also will empower 
employees to take the initiative to care for their own work and living environments.

1.4.2.4 Research and development

In the quest to be innovative and creative, organisations can come up with their own solu-
tions to environmental challenges and problems. Eskom, South Africa’s leading supplier 
of energy is making significant progress in investigating alternative technologies (such as 
solar energy and hydroelectric power) as well as using the country’s coal resources more 
efficiently and with lower impact. By utilising research and development opportunities, 
the business organisation maintains its competitive advantage and promotes environmental 
leadership.

1.4.2.5 Marketing

If organisations can create in their customers’ attitudes, behaviour that reflects environ-
mental concern, people would become wiser in their choices and make decisions that 
are more informed, for example, retail organisations can encourage consumers to buy 
environmentally friendly products by making them more affordable than products that 
are not biodegradable.

1.4.2.6 The implementation of sound ethical business practices

The hallmark or trademark of a good ethical organisation is when it personifies the values 
of openness, honesty, integrity, fairness, professionalism, quality service standards and prac-
tices, commitment and loyalty. For example, the Exxon Valdez Incident happened in 1989 
when the oil tanker Exxon Valdez discharged approximately 11 million gallons of oil (20% 
of the cargo) onto the south coast of Alaska. The organisation admitted its responsibility 
for the accident and mounted a massive cleanup effort that exceeded any previous oil spill 
cleanup in cost, scope and thoroughness. More than 11,000 Alaskan residents, along with 
many Exxon employees, worked throughout the region to help restore the environment. 
Ethics programs in organisations help to manage values associated with quality manage-
ment, strategic planning, and diversity management. Ethics programs identify preferred 
values and ensure organisational behaviours are aligned with such values.

In summing up, if the management of any business organisation encourages its employees 
to be more environmentally aware in their work activities, then the contribution made to 
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sustain the natural environment for the next generation is assured. Sustainable develop-
ment of the natural environment makes good business sense.

 Activity 1.5
Think of the unethical practices that you are aware of in organisations. How can en-
vironmental psychology practitioners play a role in discouraging unethical practices 
and changing mindsets of people and encourage them to act differently, particularly 
in an organisational context?

 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised. Do you think it is ethically acceptable to print 
every document you receive even though our forests are not being replenished fast 
enough? What about recycling? Should companies be forced to recycle their garbage? 
Have you perhaps seen people illegally dump garbage? Is this ethically acceptable?

1.5 CURRENT TRENDS INFLUENCING ENVIRONMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY

There is a delicate balance between humans and the environment as the natural environment 
is quite vulnerable. If present trends continue, the earth will become increasingly crowded, 
more polluted, less stable and experience more problems. As an environmental psychologist 
you need to consider the possible effects of the continuous depletion of natural resources, 
environmental deterioration, and current population trends on the environment and the 
impact of human behaviour on the environment – it affects business and our daily life.

Let us examine these trends in a bit more detail…

1.5.1 Population trends

If the current population increases further, we will reach 10 billion by the year 2030 and 
30 billion by the end of the twenty-first century. These numbers are close to the estimates 
of the carrying capacity of the entire earth. In some places in the world, however, the car-
rying capacity has already been exceeded, such as in sub-Saharan Africa and regions in 
Asia. This puts added pressure on the environment as people have their basic needs such 
as water supplies, fertile land for crops and pasture land to raise cattle that have to be met. 
This dramatic increase in the world population has been a catalyst for the emergence of 
environmental psychology.

1.5.2 Resource depletion and environmental degradation

Soil erosion and the cutting down of forests has lead to much of the earth’s resources be-
ing depleted at an alarming rate. Chemical and human waste is being produced at rates 
faster that we can safely dispose of them. Non-renewable resources such as electricity, gas 
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and uranium are being consumed at increasing rates, plans for re-establishing renewable 
resources are short-sighted and the fate of our waterways, wildlife, climate and perhaps 
the earth itself appears in danger. The lessening of resources and the deterioration of the 
environment is thus another reason for the increased interest in environmental psychology.

1.5.3 Public policy and the environment

Policies that encourage reforestation, appropriate soil management, disposing of hazardous 
waste in an environmentally friendly manner have begun to be implemented. Interest in 
energy and material conservation is growing, industrial and household recycling is be-
coming more widespread, and the need for family planning is getting rightful attention. 
The need for reliable scientific data upon which to base public policy has given a sense 
of urgency to the development of environmental psychology and has contributed to its 
growth as a discipline.

1.5.4 Human behaviour and the environment

Policy developments, although being implemented, are far from adequate to meet the 
growing challenges of humankind. Poverty, environmental ruin, international conflict, 
social conflict and injustice need to be eliminated if the earth has to have a chance for sur-
vival. Because many of these problems are the result of human behaviour, the psychologist 
whose domain of interest is human behaviour, potentially has a great deal to contribute 
as regards the evaluation of human behaviour. Without the understanding of how human 
behaviour can have an impact on the environment, there is no hope that any changes in 
human behaviour or policies will have any effect in prolonging the survival of the earth.

As an environmental psychology practitioner dealing with the work situation, you may 
need to face these problems and find a way to address them in designing suitable work 
places in a built-up environment.

 Activity 1.6

Give a short summary of each of the above environmental concerns, relating them 

to the South African context.

 Feedback

Your answer will be individualised. Focus on the headings above for examples in 

terms of population. South Africa has a large percentage of the population that lives 

in rural areas who are not well educated and poor. How can we make environmental 

psychology relevant for such a person?
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1.6 HOW ENVIRONMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY CAN IMPROVE THE WORLD

Workplace and living environmental issues that can improve the relationship between the 
individual and the environment if given due attention includes:

 ● awareness of and adhering to environmental policies
 ● awareness of the space around us, and how it affects the behaviour of people
 ● green architectural design
 ● green marketing
 ● making a commitment to ethical environmental behaviour
 ● decreasing costs and enhancing savings
 ● learning from others such as environmental heroes and modelling their behaviour
 ● taking into account stress, personal space, territoriality, privacy, crowding, noise, etcetera

Study task
As an environmental psychology practitioner, you may be asked to explain the 

contribution environmental psychology makes to human-environment relationships.

Study sections 1.6.1 to 1.6.8 on the following pages which explores the contribution 

environmental psychology makes to human-environment relationships by chang-

ing the way we think about environments. This information serves to generate a 

greater awareness of the inter-relations between the physical environment and 

human experience and not just by considering the problems.

Environmental psychology is a relatively young discipline that requires the explora-

tion of both scientific principles and practical applications as it seeks to integrate 

a wide variety of problems arising from person-environment transactions. Much is 

known, but much still has to be known too, and this challenge of the unknown is 

what motivates many environmental psychologists. Practicing environmental psy-

chologists are motivated by the conviction that they can help create more efficient  

workplace environments or improve the way people interact with nature in a sus-

tainable manner. Provide an example from your own work or living environment 

of the manner in which environmental psychology can improve your work or living 

conditions.

Gifford, in Bechtel and Churchman (2002), highlights many topics of importance in 

environmental psychology.

1.6.1 Environmental cognition in everyday life

Gifford refers to spatial cognition or in other words – how we think about spaces.

This includes cognitive maps, which are pictures and images of how places are arranged. 
How have environmental psychologists used knowledge of cognitive mapping to improve 
quality of life? Research has shown that good signage or colour-coded pathways may be 
used to guide travellers through a building. This has reduced the number of wrong turns 
by half. Another example would be to reduce unnecessary detail from maps to make them 
simple and more legible. This has been shown to reduce the cognitive effort needed to 
understand the map and it reduces the number of errors made when using the map.

Cognitive maps are used to improve the quality of life by making it easier for people to find 
their way around a building. Think of all the maps you work with everyday. When you are 
in shopping mall and looking for a particular shop, you look at a map of the mall, or when 
you take the bus, you have to know what the route of the bus is and where it will take you.

Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word. Hier-
die is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.

dyosisw
Highlight
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1.6.2 Improving the quality of living conditions

In some areas of the world, crowding is a serious problem. Sometimes we can make it 
better by adding space, but we don’t always have the luxury of adding extra space. Thus, 
environmental psychologists have to think creatively and find ways of making the best of 
the small space we have. This is where an environmental psychologist may be able to help. 
By adding windows or better lighting an illusion of space can be created. Better signage to 
regulate traffic in a small space may also help to alleviate feelings of crowding.

Privacy can also be an issue. Think of an open-plan office. It is very difficult to get any 
privacy in such an environment and this often has a negative impact on the people working 
in that office. By putting up cubicles with partitions some privacy will be created.

1.6.3 Better living through environmental psychology

If you could design your own home, what would it look like? Would you like to have wide-
open spaces or something cosy? Research shows that people will show better ownership 
of a place that they feel fits them well.

One of the best-known applications of environmental psychology is where changes made 
in a neighbourhood, reduced the crime. Defensible spaces refer to spaces that you feel 
ownership of and have a need to defend. A good example of this would be neighbourhoods 
being closed off with booms and speed bumps put in as a defence against crime.

1.6.4 Better learning through better design

Changing the design of a learning setting can affect learning. An inviting classroom can 
improve student attendance and improve exam results.

In one experiment, researchers changed a typical plain university classroom where a psychol-
ogy class was taught. Previously the classroom was plain, brightly lit with uncomfortable 
seating. Now it had softer lighting, plants, cushions and rugs. Students’ exam scores after 
five weeks in the new classroom were significantly higher than those of students who 
spent five weeks in the plain classroom (Gifford, 2002).

1.6.5 Environmental psychology to the rescue

The research done by environmental psychologists can increase the effectiveness of govern-
ment policies and procedures. For example, environmental psychologists have information 
on the stressful nature of living close to garbage dumps or power stations. This might 
influence the government’s policy towards allowing housing developments near these sites.

In another example, during the design of a hospital, environmental psychologists made 
a model of the architectural design and discovered a flaw that could have been fatal to a 
patient. During a mock emergency drill simulating a heart attack situation, it was found 
that two beds could not be pushed simultaneously into the room. Thus, personnel treating 
a patient suffering a heart attack would have to waste valuable time waiting for the patient 
to be transferred from one bed to another to be able to get out of the room. This led to 
the room being enlarged to prevent similar problems (Gifford, 2002).

1.6.6 Images, media and environmentally responsible behaviour

One of environmental psychology’s biggest goals is to educate and make people aware of 
environmentally problems and to teach responsible actions. In order to encourage envi-
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ronmentally responsible behaviour it is necessary to raise awareness and educate through 
educational campaigns.

Environmental psychologists want to make people think about what their actions are do-
ing to the environment.

This can be done through media campaigns or advertising. Below are two examples of 
awareness campaigns that have been run in the media:

a. WWF Heroes in South Africa

WWF (World Wide Fund for Nature, also known as World Wildlife Fund) in South Africa 
has a print advertising campaign hailing the heroes of the current environmental crisis. 
Six South African “ordinary folk” are transformed into heroes through their responsible 
actions. Their hero status is symbolised by their capes, shoes and helmets.

Iris Jenkins saves the planet, by switching off lights.

James Woodburn saves the planet, by watering after 6 pm.
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Lungisa Madike saves the planet, by showering, not bathing.

© The WWF Heroes campaign

b. Earth Hour

Earth Hour is a global event organised by the WWF and is held on the last Saturday of 
March annually. Households and businesses are asked to turn off their non-essential 
lights and other electrical appliances for one hour to raise awareness towards the need to 
take action on climate change. Earth Hour was conceived by the WWF and The Sydney 
Morning Herald, when 2,2 million residents of Sydney participated in 2007 by turning 
off all non-essential lights, thereby saving electricity.

© WWF

1.6.7 Green design

With limited resources, we have to be aware of how much energy we use and so new 
houses can be designed and built with energy saving in mind.

Some of the ideas that can be put into practice include:

 ● Design spaces to have natural ventilation thereby decreasing the need for air-conditioning 
which uses electricity.

 ● You can put solar panels on your roof in order to save on electricity consumption.
 ● Water conservation features can be installed such as a water reservoir to catch rain water.
 ● Install waste disposable systems so that more materials are recycled in order to protect 

the environment.

1.6.8 Social design

Social design benefits the people who work and live in an environment by incorporating 
their needs into the design of the building. Social design can take many forms for example 
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using tiles instead of bricks to pave a hallway outside a hospital. Although the bricks are 
popular for paving, it is uncomfortable and painful for patients when they are transported 
over it because a wheelchair or gurney wobbles over bricks instead of gliding over tiles. In 
a library, visitors were complaining that there were too few tables to sit at. However, when 
studying their behaviour it became clear that many tables were not used. By redesigning 
the layout of the library, and redistributing the tables so that more tables would be in the 
popular sections, the problem was solved (Gifford, 2002).

 Activity 1.7
Below follows a scenario of a typical problem that may be experienced by an em-
ployee in his or her working environment. Read it and answer the following questions:

Elizabeth Ndlovu works as an administrative assistant in a big office. There is a non-
smoking policy, but her boss openly flaunts the policy and she smokes in her office, 
causing Elizabeth a lot of stress and health concerns because she is very sensitive 
to smoke. She must yet often be in the office with her boss, while she is smoking 
or while there is still second-hand smoke in the air. She is thinking of quitting her 
job, or reporting her boss, which could in any case lead to her losing her job.

After reading the scenario above, answer the following questions:

(1) In your opinion, which aspects of environmental psychology are most obvious 
in this scenario? Explain your answer.

(2)  How is this scenario related to the discipline of environmental psychology?

(3) What advice can you give to Elizabeth, at this time?
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 Feedback
Many aspects of environmental psychology are involved. There are issues of pol-
lution and possibly poor ventilation (Can the smoke escape through a window? Is 
there air conditioning that will draw the smoke away?). Perhaps one could ask how 
the office is designed and what their policy on smoking is (outside only or inside 
as well in designated areas). This scenario is related to environmental psychology 
because it shows the interaction between a person and his or her working environ-
ment and the stress that can be felt by someone in a negative situation.

In terms of advice, Elizabeth could confront her boss and explain to her the effects 
of her smoking on her health as well as highlighting the stress it causes her. Eliza-
beth could find out what her company’s policy is on smoking in the office.

Internet source
If you would like to explore additional information, consult businessgreen.com, 
which is a business website that offers companies the latest news and best-practice 
advice on how to become more environmentally responsible, while the bottom line 
is still growth for the company: http://www.businessgreen.com/

Internet source
If you would like to explore additional information, consult the American Psychologi-
cal Association’s division for environmental psychology: http://apa34.cos.ucf.edu/

Important concepts

Term Description

Environmental 
psychology

The study of human behaviour and well-being in relation 
to the environment.

Environment Setting in which behaviour takes place _ can be unspec-
ified, natural/human-made or work-related.

Individual behaviour Individual reaction to certain environmental stimuli.

B=f (P, E) A behavioural formula used to understand environmen-
tal psychology, summarising the relationship that exists 
between a person in a particular environment and the 
behaviour or reaction that one could expect from this 
interaction or relationship.

1.7 SUMMARY

You have now been made familiar with the nature of environmental psychology in that it 
is a new area of psychology, but its roots go deep into the history of the discipline. This is 
a field geared towards determining the value of the environment and its relevance to the 
behavioural formula B=f (P, E). It seeks understanding of person-environment interaction.

You have learnt about the importance of the natural environment and the potential effects 
of people’s misuse of the earth’s natural resources. The role of the environmental psycholo-

@

@



21    

gist is to solve physical setting problems in his or her attempt to maintain a fundamental 
commitment to understanding and improving human-environment relations.

This brief introduction to the study of environmental psychology has equipped you with 
an understanding of the basic concepts of environmental psychology. You are now ready 
to explore the methods used to gather behavioural information from an environmental 
psychology practitioner’s perspective.

Self-evaluation
Use the information in this study unit to answer the following questions.

(1) The term “environment” as used in environmental psychology refers to …. 

1  the setting in which behaviour takes place
2  the individual’s reaction to certain environmental stimuli
3  orderly, predictable relationships between dependent systems
4  human-environment interaction

  
(2) Kurt Lewin’s formula for understanding environmental psychology states that 

behaviour is a function of the person and his or her environment. What does 
the “P” stand for? 

1 Place
2 Personality
3 Person
4  Psychology

    
(3) The depletion of resources and the deterioration of the environment is thus 

another reason for the increased interest in environmental psychology. Is this 
statement true or false? 

1 True
2  False

  
(4) According to Gifford (2002), “social design” refers to benefiting the people 

who live and work in a building by addressing their needs in the design of the 
building. Is this statement true or false? 

1 True
2 False

(5) An increased population places added pressure on the environment as people's 
basic needs for water, land and food has to be met.

1 True
2 False

 Feedback
The correct answers are:

(1)  = 1
(2)  = 3
(3)  = 1
(4)  = 1
(5)  = 1
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 STUDY UNIT 2

Theories in environmental psychology

Roger Barker was an environmental psychologist and a leading figure in the field for 
decades, best known for his development of the concept of “behaviour settings” – 
how people behave or act in a specific setting or environment. Barker set up a study 
where they researched citizens’ behaviour in a small town in Kansas, USA. Barker’s 
team gathered empirical data in the town for nearly 25 years.

Based on this data, Barker first developed the notion of the behaviour setting to 
help explain the interaction and relationship between the individual and his or her 
environment. Roger Barker’s Behaviour Setting Survey is generally recognised as 
the first major effort to bring context to the interaction between physical, social and 
psychological settings by studying human behaviour within a specific environment.

 Learning outcomes
On completion of this study unit, you will be able to:

 ● discuss briefly the various behaviour theories or approaches associated with 
environmental psychology

 ● discuss the benefits and constraints of each of the behaviour theories or 
approaches

 ● explain and evaluate the formula B=f (P, E) especially with regard to the roles 
“P” and “E” play in this formula

 ● identify the various valid research methods and techniques used in environmen-
tal psychology

 ● understand the comprehensive overview of environmental psychology

Reading and study material for this specific study unit include
 ● the information contained in this study guide

2.1 INTRODUCTION

Perspectives on person-environmental relationships are also known as behaviour theories. 
When we have identified these perspectives, we will re-evaluate the role of the person (P) 
and the environment (E) in the behaviour formula B=f (P, E).

In the work situation and in your role as an environmental psychology practitioner you 
may be required to research a particular work environment. The kind of questions you 
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might be asked are whether the existing work environment is conducive to work, and what 
stressors may be causing employees to be less than effective. Although there are many dif-
ferent methods of research and several measurement techniques, only some of them are 
in frequent use in the behavioural sciences.

2.2 BEHAVIOURAL THEORIES

There are several behavioural theories, which are important when trying to find out what 
has caused certain behaviour within a particular environment (this is also referred to as 
the existing person-environment relationship) (Gifford, 2007; Veitch & Arkkelin, 1995).

 An important function of a theory is to give meaning and provide generalisations that give 
order and meaning to specific observations about person-environment relations.

Some of these theories are highlighted below and each of the following theories focuses 
on a specific situation, giving rise to a specific behavioural outcome.

2.2.1 Stimulus theories

Stimulus theories explain the environment as full of sensory information that guides our 
behaviour. This stimulation include simple stimuli such as light, colour, sound, heat, cold or 
even more complex stimuli such as buildings, streets, the outdoors or people (Gifford 2007).

Environmental psychology explains that signals from the environment or stimuli (meaning 
“more than one stimulus”) are not simply useless displays or signs but useful information 
from the world and about the world.

Two significant ways in which environmental stimulation can vary is in amount and 
meaning. Gifford (2007) explains that in amount, stimulation varies in intensity, dura-
tion, frequency and number of sources. In meaning, stimulation varies according to each 
person’s own interpretation of the information he or she receives. For example, you and a 
friend are sitting outside enjoying the cool evening air. Suddenly your friend jumps up and 
goes to get a jacket because it is too cold. However, for you the temperature is just right!

Adaptation level explains that how a person responds or adapts is individualised and can 
thus differ from person to person.

When you see a red traffic light, you know you have to stop; when you enter a library you 
realise you have to whisper and not make any noise; and when your loved one gives you 
the silent treatment, you realise you have done something to upset him or her! These are 
examples of stimuli in the environment that gives us clues as to how we are supposed to 
act next.

2.2.2 Arousal theories

These theories are based on the assumption that how we act or behave depends on how 
stirred up we are. Behaviour and performance will change depending on whether we are 
overloaded or whether we are deprived of any stimulus. This can also be very subjective.

Imagine for example an end of year exam situation where you may have several examina-
tion papers to write, as well as having to look after your family and possibly also working 
full-time. Some people may feel completely overloaded and overwhelmed, but others 
may thrive on the stress-induced energy. Overload theories explain the effect of too much 
stimulation such as the examination scenario explained above or when you are exposed 
to cold for too long and you develop hypothermia.
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 Restricted environmental stimulation theory (or otherwise known 
as ‘REST’!) refers to when there is too little stimulation and a 
person can become bored.

2.2.3 Stress theories

Stress theories have received a lot of attention in recent years. Environmental psychologists 
use these theories to explain the effects on behaviour and health when the environment 
becomes too much for someone and he or she does not have enough resources to adapt 
and cope anymore.

Stress theories emphasise the role of the body, emotions and thinking in person-environment 
interaction. When environmental stressors exceed optimal levels, they intrude on a person, 
causing a stress reaction. Such environmental stressors include high population density, 
lack of privacy, pollution, traffic and noise.

Environmental stressors can be classified as:

 ● acute stressors (danger)
 ● ambient stressors (background noise)
 ● daily hassles (misplacing or losing things)

When you are faced with a stressful situation, 
there are two types of reactions. One is a physical 
response and the other is a psychological response.

On the physical side, the general adaptation syndrome explains that your body will dis-
play a certain reaction when faced with stress. Your heart beats faster; you break out in a 
cold sweat and so on. This is a way for your body to sound an alarm and warn you that 
something is not right!

The psychological side of stress emphasises the role of cognitive evaluation – that means 
our ability to assess the seriousness of a situation and cope on an emotional level with 
stress (Gifford, 2007).

2.2.4 Control theories

Control theories focus on the amount of control someone may have in a particular situation. 
According to control theories, the environment can limit or interfere with the behaviour 
of a person within that environment depending on how much control that person has over 
it (or think they may have!).

Gifford (2007) explains that theories of personal control have been developed to account 
for the effects of being able or unable to influence stimulation patterns. Often when you 
feel that you have lost control over a situation this leads to a psychological reaction and you 
make an effort to regain the control you have lost. This is achieved through mechanisms 
that regulate and set boundaries such as managing our personal space. Sometimes peo-
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ple believe that it is impossible or too difficult to regain control and this leads to learned 
helplessness. This is the belief that no matter how much effort I put in I won’t be able to 
succeed in overcoming an unpleasant or painful situation. This is a very negative situation.

In certain situations, we have a lot of control such as in your own home; however, in other 
situations you have very little control. A good example is rush-hour traffic where you are 
prevented from travelling faster by heavy traffic, even though you might be in a hurry 
and want to go faster.

2.2.5 Behaviour setting theories

In the beginning of this study unit, we learned how Roger Barker studied how certain 
environments and places influence our behaviour.

Behaviour setting theories focus on the fact that certain settings make you behave in a 
certain way. When we enter certain environments, we are programmed to behave in a 
certain way because we understand the rules of that environment. For example when you 
enter a library, you know that you must speak very quietly and switch off your cell phone 
so that you do not disturb other people.

A difference between behaviour setting theories and the other theories mentioned previously 
is that with behaviour setting theories the focus is mainly on the features of a particular 
setting such as its rules and characteristics, whereas the other theories focus mostly on the 
physical or psychological effect it has on people.

The table on the following page provides a summary of the main characteristics of these 
theories, and expected or related behaviour associated with each of them with an appropri-
ate example to illustrate the behaviour associated with each theory.

The main characteristics of behavioural theories: (See table on next page)
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Theory Main 
characteristic of 

the theory

Effect on 
behaviour

Expected or 
related 

behaviour

Example

Stimulus 
theories

Humans have 
limited capac-
ity to process 
information.
The properties of 
a stimulus affect 
related behaviour.

People pay atten-
tion to the most 
important stimuli.
Less important 
stimuli are ignored.
Under-stimulation 
can be detrimental 
to a person.

Error in 
judgement.
Decreased 
tolerance or 
frustration.
Ignoring others in 
need of help.

Rush-
hour 
traffic.

Arousal 
theories

Influence of 
arousal on 
behaviour.

Optimal perform-
ance at intermedi-
ate levels.
Level of perform-
ance decreases as 
arousal is decreased 
or increased.

Changes in 
arousal associated 
with changes in 
environment.
Pleasant and 
unpleasant 
stimulation gives 
rise to particular 
behaviour.
Changes in arous-
al lead people to 
seek information 
about their present 
states.
Moderate levels 
of arousal are 
positive.

Blue-
collar 
workers.

Stress 
theories

The person will 
become stressed if 
he or she experi-
ences too many 
environmental 
features through 
his or her senses.

Part of the re-
sponse to stress is 
automatic.
Resistance is a 
method of coping 
with stress.

Effect of 
rush-hour 
driving 
conditions 
on driver.

Control 
theories

The environ-
ment imposes 
real or perceived 
limitations on the 
person.

Loss of con-
trol over the 
environment.

Psychological 
reactance.
Learned 
helplessness.
Perceived control.

Traffic 
jams.

Behav-
iour
setting 
theories

The environment 
makes you behave 
in a certain way

We are pro-
grammed to 
behave in a certain 
way

Rules and 
customs

Library

 Activity 2.1

Study the examples in the table below. Complete the table by deciding which of 

the theories discussed above fit with which example.
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Example Theory

1 Students in a study hall cannot concentrate because the 
teacher’s phone keeps ringing and one of the lights is broken 
so the lighting is very poor. As a result, the students become 
frustrated and do not study for their exams.

?

2 Susan works in a factory where she has to check on bottles 
passing by her on the conveyor belt. Sometimes this be-
comes very boring and she loses concentration.

?

3 Vusi is extremely stressed by the time he arrives for work. 
He was caught in rush-hour traffic and the trip to the office 
took an hour longer than usual!

?

4 Samantha has recently moved into a new apartment and 
spent the weekend decorating it exactly the way she likes 
it. She cannot decorate her office because company policy 
controls how the offices must look.

?

5 Thandi and her friends are about to enter the movies. They 
have been chatting about the events of the past week but as 
soon as they enter the cinema, they start to whisper and by 
the time they sit down they are completely quiet.

?

 Feedback
The theories relate to the examples as follows:

Example Theory

1 Stimulus theories

2 Arousal theories

3 Stress theories

4 Control theories

5 Behaviour setting theories

2.3 THE ENVIRONMENT-BEHAVIOUR RELATIONSHIP

It is important to study environmental psychology because we would like to be able to 
understand why something happens, predict what will happen in the future and control 
the variables that may influence behaviour within a specific environment.

2.3.1 Evaluating B=f (P, E)

Think about how your own physical and social environment affect the way you function, 
whether positively or negatively:

Re-evaluating the role of the person (P) in B=f (P, E):

The theories or approaches you have studied should have made you aware of the 
various behavioural outcomes. These approaches all indicate that a certain stimulus 
from the environment elicits a particular reaction from the individual. It all depends 
from which one of these perspectives the reaction is being studied. In essence, 
however, the formula B=f (P, E) remains the basis of each of these behavioural ap-
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proaches. However, the person (P) must also be seen as imagining an environment 
where certain behaviour could be expected. Now, what do you think is the role of 
the environment when B=f (P, E) comes to mind? How do you think the person 
(P) reacts to this situation?

Re-evaluating the role the environment (E) plays in B=f (P, E):

Up to now, you have been studying the relationship between the environment and the 
person and the behaviour associated with this interaction as seen from the perspective 
of the various behavioural approaches. As an environmental psychology practitioner, 
you will have to be aware of the influence of environmental stimuli on the whole 
behavioural process.

Now that you have considered the environment and its effect on a person’s behaviour, as an 
environmental psychologist you may want to use a model to judge the person-environment 
interaction. We can also refer to this interaction as the relationship between the environ-
ment and expected behaviour.

To be able to use this model you should be aware of the fact that there are many influ-
ences, called variables, which may have an effect on the behaviour. The influence of these 
variables should not be underestimated. Whether the person judges his or her situation to 
be favourable or not also has an effect on his or her behaviour.

2.3.2 An environment-person interaction model

Now that you have considered the environment and its effect on a person’s behaviour, 
you will endeavour to formulate a model to indicate the process of interaction. As said 
before we can refer to this interaction as the relationship between the environment and 
expected behaviour.

Veitch and Arkkelin developed a “Comprehensive overview of environmental psychol-
ogy” (see figure on next page). This is a model for understanding person-environmental 
interaction. It is useful when studying a particular environment and people’s interaction 
with that environment. The environment influences behaviour directly through variables. 
Your emotions and thoughts then result in an evaluation or judgement of the situation. 
These judgements then influence whether behaviour continues as usual or is adapted in 
order to change the environment (Gifford, 2007).

The model is useful when trying to understand environmental psychology. According to 
the model, a person enters an environment with a background context of politics, economy 
and the person’s history. In addition to the politics, economics and history, the consequences 
for that person and environment are also determined by social and cultural norms. Norms 
are the rules that a group uses to decide what is appropriate and inappropriate in terms 
of their values, beliefs, attitudes and behaviours. Failure to follow the rules can result in 
punishment for example exclusion from the group.

The person’s plans upon entering the environment reflect these norms, as well as the per-
son’s own talents, personality and past experiences. When a person is in the environment, 
he or she interacts and engages with the environment by thinking, feeling and behaving 
in a certain way.

Certain variables can also influence the interaction between the person and the environ-
ment, for example physical variables like noise and lighting or psychological variables like a 
person’s personality. This interaction has outcomes both for the person and the environment 
because the person and the environment impact on one another. It is an environmental 
psychologist’s goal to understand the interaction between people and the environment and 
to improve the outcomes for both people and the environment.
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Study task
As an environmental psychology practitioner, you may be asked to explain environment-
behaviour relationships. Study the environment-person interaction model (Gifford, 2007) 
mentioned above, which explains environment-behaviour relationships.

To be able to use this model to try to understand a particular environment you should 
be aware of the fact that there are many influences, called variables, which may have an 
effect on the behaviour. The influence of these variables should not be underestimated. 
Whether the person judges his or her situation to be favourable or not also has an effect 
on his or her behaviour.

You have been asked to investigate the nature of the employees and their working condi-
tions at a privately owned steel factory.

You notice that:

 ● the noise and temperature levels are high
 ● there is inadequate natural and artificial lighting
 ● most employees have a low level of education 

and are poor
 ● some of the tasks that employees perform require 

their constant concentration
 ● the employees at these stations look tired
 ● the management’s and supervisors’ performance 

expectations are very high and as a result the 
group puts pressure on individuals to perform

 ● the rate of defects is above the industry norm

You must now evaluate the steel factory on the basis of this model.

 Feedback
In this scenario the people referred to are the steel workers who are employees in 
the steel factory. The environment is the factory which is characterised by physical 
variables such as high noise and temperature levels. In terms of the background the 
employees aren’t well-educated and come from poor economic circumstances. In 
terms of norms the group puts pressure on individuals to perform because manage-
ment’s expectations are very high. The fact that steel workers are physically tired, 
that there is inadequate lighting and high temperatures and that they have to con-
centrate very hard influences the workers’ actions in the factory (their interaction 
with the environment). The outcome of this interaction is that the rate of defects 
(such as broken items or mistakes) is very high.

Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word. Hier-
die is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
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In order to improve the outcomes for both people and the environment an environ-

mental psychologist could redesign the environment to make sure that the physical 

variables are better (better lighting and temperature). Perhaps the workers could 

work shorter shifts so that they are not so tired and can concentrate longer. All of 

this will result in fewer defects for the factory and happier employees.

2.4  ENVIRONMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY RESEARCH

In the activity above you in fact conducted research into the circumstances at a steel fac-
tory. Why do we conduct research?

Research can be defined as the search for knowledge, or as any systematic investigation, 
with an open mind, to establish the facts of a situation, usually by using a scientific method. 
Generally, research is understood to follow a certain structural process. The steps usually 
include identifying a problem; putting forward a proposed explanation for the problem; 
gathering data; analysing the data and reaching a conclusion.

Scientific research relies on the application of the scientific method, a harnessing of curiosity. 
This research provides scientific information and theories for the explanation of the nature 
and the properties of the environment around us. It makes practical applications possible.

2.4.1 Research terminology used in environmental psychology

To grasp the nature of the research methods used in environmental psychology you should 
begin by familiarising yourself with some of the key terms used by researchers in this field. 
In your second year of study you will go into more detail regarding all the various research 
methods and techniques that could be utilised. For the purpose of understanding and ap-
plying the knowledge you are gaining of environmental psychology, familiarise yourself 
with the following broad terms and concepts.

There are several important terms to be aware of and methods used to study the person-
environment relationship (Bell, Greene, Fisher & Baum, 2001; Gifford, 2007; Veitch & 
Arkkelin, 1995).

Please ensure you are comfortable with these terms and definitions as you will come across 
them throughout the study unit.

Research 
terminology

Definition

Attributes Characteristics or qualities that describe the object being studied.

Variables

Logical groupings of attributes. These variables influence reality 
and the outcome of the research depends on the manipulation of 
these variables.

Physical variables: Refers to noise, pollution, crowding, 
architecture, etc.

Social or situational 
variables:

Refers to relationships, activity, type of 
task, etc.

Person variables: Refers to a person’s abilities, personality, 
etc.
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Research 
terminology

Definition

Causation/causal Something causes something else to happen.

Reliability Reliability is the quality of being dependable, or trustworthy. It 
refers to the degree to which the research is consistent.

Validity
Validity is the quality of being authentic or genuine. It refers to 
the degree to which the research measures what it claims/in-
tended to measure.

Experiential 
reality

Refers or relates to reality based on experience. We often conduct 
environmental psychology research by making meaning from 
direct experience. We ask to what extent the experimental condi-
tions represent events occurring in real life.

Cognition Refers to the process of thought.

Affect Refers to having an emotional impact.

Observation

Observation forms the basis of science. It involves the direct 
observation of phenomena in their natural setting. Observation 
techniques must be systematic, public, repeatable, quantifiable, 
reliable and valid.

Behaviour setting
Here the focus is on observing the environment; recording 
observations within a setting and looking for differences and 
comparing differences.

Behaviour 
specimen

The emphasis is on observing the person and that person’s ac-
tions and responses to the environment. Changes in behaviour 
are because of changes in environmental response.

Behaviour 
mapping

This is concerned with accurately recording people’s actions in a 
particular space at specific times. Use any of the data collection 
methods discussed below.

 Activity 2.2

A primary school in Cape Town wanted to 
know why the children in their school did not 
go out and play on the playground as much as 
the children from the neighbouring school did. 
At this school, there was as much playground 
equipment as at the neighbouring school. How-
ever, at the neighbouring school the layout 
of the playground was in a circle so that all the children could see each other and 
play in groups. The equipment was painted in very colourful paint and many of the 
jungle gyms had shaded netting which provided shelter from the sun.

The school hired an environmental psychologist to study the behaviour of the chil-
dren at both schools during playtime and to compare the results. The environmental 
psychologist studied the children’s use of school grounds and specifically the im-
pact of school grounds on the play behaviours of the children. He found that some 
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features of school grounds stimulated more play and high levels of interaction with 

the playground. The layout of the neighbouring school was most popular as the 

children liked to be able to play and still see everyone else. At the first school on 

a sunny day, the children would hide from the sun since there was too little shade. 

The first school was also located next to a busy street whereas the second school 

was located next to a park. The children enjoyed being able to see the trees rather 

than having to shout over traffic noises.

Complete the table by giving descriptions of the terms based on the scenario above:

Term Description

Variables: Physical variables

Social or situation-
al variables

Person variables

Cognition

Affect

Observation

Behaviour setting

Behaviour specimen

Behaviour mapping

 Feedback

The table could have been completed as follows:

Term Description

Vari-
ables:

Physical 
variables

Noise from the busy street

Social or situ-
ational variables

The friendships of the children and the types of 
games they play together

Person variables How outgoing and playful the children are

Cognition What the children think of the playground

Affect The feelings and emotions that the children have 
regarding the playground
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Term Description

Observation The environmental psychologist observed how the 
children used the school grounds and played on 
the equipment.

Behaviour setting The environmental psychologist also observed the 
impact of school grounds on the play behaviours 
of the children

Behaviour specimen The children

Behaviour mapping The environmental psychologist was concerned 
with recording the children’s actions in a particu-
lar space (the playground) using the observation 
method.

2.4.2 Research methods used to gather information

You must be familiar with the types of research methods often used in environmental 
psychology for conducting research into environment-behaviour relationships:

 ● Laboratory experimentation
This research method is used under carefully controlled conditions designed to eliminate 
the influence of non-related variables. This makes it possible to manipulate certain vari-
ables and assess the outcome.

 ● Field correlation studies
Field correlation studies focus on the relationship or association between two or more 
variables associated with a natural event or real-world situation.

 ● Field experimentation
This form of research is conducted in cases where the circumstances (variables) are con-
trolled to some degree and the natural setting of the operation is manipulated.

Although all three of these research methods are accepted in the field of environmental 
psychology, there are various limitation and benefits associated with each of them.

Research 
method Constraints Benefits

Laboratory
experimentation

Outcome of experiment does 
not necessarily occur outside 
laboratory.

Controlled environment
Independent variables 
manipulated.
Results depend on manipulated 
variables.

Field correlation 
studies

No conclusions can be drawn 
about the cause of the results.
Only associations can be 
made.

No artificial circumstances.

Field 
experimentation Some control is lost.

Variables controlled to some 
degree.
Real situations and natural 
settings
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2.4.3 Research techniques and instruments used to gather information

Once you have decided what kind of research you want to do, you need to select an appro-
priate measurement technique or instrument. As a researcher, you will have to be familiar 
with the various measurement techniques and whether they will be applicable in view of 
client needs, behaviour constraints, advantages and disadvantages, and so on.

The following techniques could be used:

 ● Self-report measures – instruments used when people are asked to provide informa-
tion regarding their opinions, beliefs, behaviours and attitudes

 ● Questionnaires – instruments where people are asked to fill in a surveys
 ● Interviews – an in-depth question and answer session between an interviewer and 

an interviewee where the interviewer tries to gather information from the interviewee
 ● Rating scales – instruments that requires the rater to assign the number which is 

considered to reflect their perceived value
 ● Observation – Observation forms the basis of science. It involves the direct observa-

tion of phenomena in their natural setting. Observation techniques must be systematic, 
public, repeatable, quantifiable, reliable and valid.

Study task
Identify a situation in the work place where you would gather data based on your 

observation of employee behaviour. Study the information mentioned above under 

section 2.4, and then answer the following questions:

(a) What scientific specifications must you observe when using observation 

techniques?

(b) What scientific procedures are followed in the case of observation?

(c) What are the three kinds of observations an environmental psychology prac-

titioner could use?

(d) What are the characteristics of these observation techniques and where would 

they be applicable?

(e) What kind of measuring instrument could a researcher use to gather the data?

 Feedback
(a) Your observation techniques must be systematic, public, repeatable, quantifi-

able, reliable and valid.

(b) When selecting a schedule for observing and numerically coding behaviours at 

specific times, we use recording devices such as notes and electronic equipment.

(c) The three kinds of observations are behaviour setting, behaviour specimen, 

behaviour mapping.

(d) The characteristics of these observations are as follows:

 ● Behaviour setting. Here the emphasis is on environment; recording periodic 

observations within single settings; looking for invariance across time; and 

comparing differences in settings.

 ● Behaviour specimen. The emphasis on the person; there is continuous obser-

vation of person moving through the environment; variations of behaviour 

are attributed to variances in environmental response.

 ● Behaviour mapping. This is a combination of the techniques mentioned above. 

Questions such as “Where?”, “What?”, “Whom?” are asked.

(e) A researcher could use surveys, questionnaires, photographs, videotaping, in-

terviews, and so on.

Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word. Hier-
die is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
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Important concepts

Term Description

The arousal theory Influence of arousal on behaviour.

The stimulus theory Humans have limited capacity to process informa-
tion. The properties of a stimulus affect related 
behaviour.

The behaviour setting 
theory

The environment imposes real or perceived limita-
tions on the person.

The stress theory The person will become stressed if he or she expe-
riences too many environmental features through 
his or her senses.

The ecological theory Organism-environment fit.

Comprehensive over-
view of environmental 
psychology

Useful for understanding environment-person 
interaction.

Variables Variables influences reality and the outcome of 
the research depend on the manipulation of these 
variables.

Reliability Refers to the degree to which the research is 
consistent.

Validity Refers to the degree to which the research meas-
ures what it claims/intended to measure.

Observation Involves the direct observation of phenomena in 
their natural setting and must be systematic, public, 
repeatable, quantifiable, reliable and valid.

Behaviour setting Here the focus is on observing the environment; 
recording observations within a setting and looking 
for differences and comparing differences.

Behaviour specimen The emphasis is on observing the person and that 
person’s actions and responses to the environment. 
Changes in behaviour are because of changes in 
environmental response.

Behaviour mapping This is concerned with accurately recording peo-
ple’s actions in a particular space at specific times. 
Use any of the data collection methods discussed in 
the study unit.

2.5 SUMMARY

This study unit should have made you aware of the importance of the interaction between 
the person and the environment and the theories used to understand behavioural data. I 
hope that you have come to realise that the way in which a person interacts with the en-
vironment is of utmost importance when considering behavioural outcomes.

Having identified the importance of B = f (P, E), you are now ready to explore the methods 
used to gather behavioural information from an environmental psychology practitioner’s 
perspective. Furthermore, the role of the researcher in gathering behavioural data in a 
working environment was also discussed. Remember not to lose sight of the importance 
of observation as a measurement technique.



37    

Self-evaluation
Use the information in this study unit to answer the following questions.

(1) The stimulus theory as used in environmental psychology refers to …. 

1  the fact that how we act or behave in an environment depends on how 
stirred up we are 

2  stimulation received during childhood experiences 
3  can control the behaviour of a person within that environment 
4  the environment as full of sensory information that guides our behaviour 

(2)  According to the stress theory the environment imposes real or perceived limi-
tations on the person. Is this statement true or false?  

1 True 
2 False  

(3) Observation techniques must be systematic, public, repeatable, quantifiable, 
reliable and valid. Is this statement true or false?  

1 True 
2 False 

(4) Rating scales can be used when doing research in environmental psychology. 
They can be defined as…  

1  instruments used when people are asked to provide information regarding 
their opinions, beliefs, behaviours and attitudes 

2  carefully controlled conditions designed to eliminate the influence of non-
related variables 

3  an instrument that requires the rater to assign the number which is consid-
ered to reflect their perceived value 

4  the relationship or association between two or more variables associated 
with a natural event or real-world situation 

(5) The comprehensive overview of environmental psychology is useful for study-
ing and understanding environment-person interaction. Is this statement true 
or false?  

1 True 
2 False 

 Feedback
The correct answers are:

(1) = 4

(2) = 1

(3) = 1

(4) = 3

(5) = 1
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 STUDY UNIT 3

Environmental perception, cognition and attitudes

Last week, I had a friend visit from Upington. I knew he wasn’t a city boy, and yet 
I was convinced that when he saw my Sandton townhouse, when he discovered the 
joys of clubbing, the variety of restaurants, the energy in the air, he couldn’t help but 
be seduced by urban living. While we were out walking on Sunday, we passed along 
a stretch of luxury flats on the street-front. I mentioned that I was thankful that I 
didn’t live in an apartment whose front door practically opens into Grayston road. 
My friend laughed and said that, to be honest, he didn’t see much difference between 
my place and this one. I was dumbfounded. I live on a tree-lined residential street 
where kids play in tiny front yards. I’m a block away from the main street with a great 
diversity of restaurants, groceries store and services. To me, the contrast could not 
be more obvious, but to a guy from Upington it made no difference: the traffic was 
bad, the parking was worse, and you couldn’t see the stars at night.

 Learning outcomes
On completion of this study unit you will be able to:

 ● describe the concept “environmental perception”
 ● discuss the problems experienced in perceiving aspects of the environment
 ● discuss the influences on environmental perception
 ● describe the concept “environmental cognition”
 ● discuss environmental cognition as it relates to the design of working environments
 ● discuss the components of attitudes as they relate to the environment
 ● discuss the problem with attitudes as they relate to future behaviour

Reading and study material for this specific study unit include

 ● the information contained in this study guide

3.1 INTRODUCTION

An important question that needs to be kept in mind at when looking at the concepts of 
perception is, “Do we see the same thing?” Perception is the process of understanding of 
information through your senses, for example what you see, hear, smell, and so on. If two 
of us had to look at a particular object in the environment, would we experience the object 
in the same manner? Have you noticed how often the environment causes us to perceive 
things differently? A particular outdoor environment for example may be perceived very 
differently when it is foggy. Highly complex environments affect our behaviour and our 
ability to comprehend particular environments.
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We will start by providing a definition of environmental perception. Environmental per-
ception may be described as the initial gathering of information. We are primarily visual 
beings but environmental perception can also include the way and means by which we col-
lect information through all our senses. Perception is therefore a very complicated process.

Gifford (2007) indicates that environmental perception has many purposes and the ap-
propriate way to look at this concept is in terms of usefulness and ways of seeing and of 
perceiving the world. Most of us pay attention to useful elements of the environment rather 
than beautiful elements such as for example conducting business and making money rather 
than what colour the walls is painted.

The problem with perception is that we are faced with a great deal of information and we 
are not able to process it all at a given moment. We often only select a relatively small portion 
of the available information to deal with. Often the statement, “We see what we want to 
see” is a result of the fact that people select certain aspects which makes the environment 
meaningful to them. In addition, we often tend to ignore certain cues in the environment 
which we are used to observing for example, when we pass a certain monument or tower 
on our way to work we may totally ignore it after a while.

Have you noticed that sometimes the way we view or perceive a situation is completely 
incorrect? We call this a “perceptual 
error”. This is often as a result of pre-
vious experience, culture, gender or 
background. A number of those per-
ceptual errors have resulted in well-
known stereotypes such as “female 
drivers”, “blondes” and “German pre-
cision engineering”.

As an example consider female drivers 
in South Africa. Are women better 
drivers than men? This is a heated 
topic! There is a very strong argument 
that women are safer and more responsible drivers than men and that is why women get 
lower insurance premiums. It is difficult to compare male and female drivers because there 
are so many more men driving than women. We have typical stereotypes of what a male 
driver looks like – over-confident, showing off, speeding and prone to road rage. These 
stereotypes might be the cause of the perception that men might pose a greater accident 
risk. On the other hand, we sometimes label women drivers as slow and likely to cause an 
accident whilst looking at the mirror, putting on make-up. However, these perceptions of 
men and women are not necessarily true and only if the driving conditions and driving 
requirements for women and men were exactly the same we would be able to establish 
who the “better driver” is.

 Activity 3.1
Take a few minutes to think of the perceptual errors we make. What effect does 
this have on our behaviour and the way we perceive?
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 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised. However we tend to stereotype by attributing certain 
characteristics to a certain ethnic group or gender group. For example, German engineering 
is considered world-class. Whether this is true or not is not important – what is important 
is that we provide a blanket value judgment to a particular group of people. In this way 
we also perceive from our own experiences and background, for example, that German 
motor vehicles are superior to all other motor vehicles. Another example is the stereotype 
that women with blonde hair are dumb. There are many “dumb blonde jokes” but there is 
no scientific evidence that blonde women are less intelligent than brunettes or redheads.

According to Bell, Greene, Fisher and Baum (2001) we often adapt to certain environ-
mental displays so that we do not necessarily see them at all. For example have you noticed 
that after a while of working in a particular office or living in a certain house you do not 
notice the view anymore? We thus only become more aware of it when it is new to us or 
when we are made aware of it. Our perception is not always directed towards the physical 
environment but may also be directed towards other people or towards ourselves.

3.2 INFLUENCES ON ENVIRONMENTAL PERCEPTION

What makes us different in terms of the way we perceive? Ask someone the distance to the 
airport or the temperature in a particular room and people will probably give many different 
answers. In many instances, this has to do with personal, cultural and physical influences.

Humans’ senses all work generally in the same way, but there are definite differences 
between individuals. For instance, one person might be colour-blind and he or she might 
see the world very differently than someone who sees all the colours. Different people’s 
senses of taste and smell can be very different (you could have a cold and not be able to 
taste or smell well). The way the brain processes information from the senses also affects 
how you perceive things. For instance, if you lose your sight, your brain will devote more 
“processing power” to your other senses. For instance you may have more sensitive hear-
ing or a more intensive sense of touch. You can also train your senses, for example a wine 
expert can taste a wine and tell you precisely where in the world it comes from.

 Activity 3.2

During a meeting of teachers and students at a university in 
South Africa the temperature in the hall was set to a warm 28 
degrees. The older teachers wanted it this high and felt very 
comfortable. However, the young students soon started to 
complain about the “hot conditions” in the meeting room and 
asked for the temperature to be lowered. The air conditioner 
was switched on and soon the room was nice and cool. However, 
the older teachers soon started to complain about the “ice-cold” 
meeting room. In the end it was decided to conclude the meet-
ing very quickly as neither group was comfortable with the 
other group’s preferred temperature!

Take a few minutes to think of similar examples about how 
different people have different environmental perceptions.



41    

 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised. However an example of this could be the following: 
When a friend visited South Africa from Iceland in June (our winter), he was thrilled by 
the sunny weather and 23 degree temperature. He wore shorts and sandals while we were 
all wearing jackets and scarves because we felt it was quite chilly.

3.2.1 Personal influences

Personal characteristics such as education, training, past experience with the setting and 
whether the person likes the setting all affect environmental perception. Gifford (2007) 
indicates that we seem to adopt a way of perception that is characteristic of our chosen 
profession for example, civil engineers see roads and dams where only slopes, streams and 
valleys exist, architects see form, light and colour where the rest of us see walls, floors 
and doors.

Ones’ previous experience with the evaluation of the setting affects perception of the 
environment. If we are familiar with the setting or the environment, we tend to see it in 
a different way to people who are not familiar with that environment.

3.2.2 Cultural differences

Cultural differences distinguish societies from one another. All cultures are known to 
have a set of beliefs that defines the code of conduct and values for that particular culture. 
People living together in a society share the same culture. An important contributor to the 
cultural difference is the history of a particular region or country. The events of the past 
certainly shape the moods and opinions of people living in that specific country. When a 
large group of people observe a set of traditions, social norms and values, it gives rise to 
culture.

How we are brought up and the environment in which we are brought up will often affect 
the way we perceive the world. For example, people that come from very rural environ-
ments may view big cities in a different way to people who have been brought up in urban 
settings where high buildings and considerable traffic congestion are the norm. In addi-
tion, rural people may be quite affected by the rectangular lines and the way in which the 
city or suburb is laid out compared to a lack of structure in the areas in which they live.

Brain research is proving that culture can affect not just language and custom, but how 
people experience the world. Culture does not change the way you see the world, but rather 
how you think about it and interpret it. What people see when they look at a city street, 
for example, or even how they perceive a simple line in a square can differ from person to 
person. The study found that Western culture (American) people to think of themselves 
as highly independent entities. And when looking at scenes, Westerners tend to focus on 
central objects more than on their surroundings. In contrast, Eastern cultures (Asian) 
people stress interdependence. When Easterners take in a scene, they tend to focus more 
on the context as well as the object: the whole block, say, rather than the BMW parked in 
the foreground. The Easterner probably then sees more, and the Westerner probably sees 
less, but the Westerner sees in more detail. Understanding cultural differences is really 
important as the world globalises, because there can be a breakdown in communication 
because of misperceptions (Hedden & Gabrieli, 2008).
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 Activity 3.3
One of the aspects influencing our perception is cultural factors. Mention the cultural 
factors that you are aware of which influences the way aspects of the environment 
are perceived.

 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised. However we can look at factors such as the 
manner in which certain rural African tribes build their dwellings or portray their 
everyday life through art. Shelter, animals, fire and other aspects of nature are per-
ceived as all important. Different cultural backgrounds mean that we all act differ-
ently and value different things. Cultural differences can be overcome by listening 
to the point of view of other races, trying to get know them and understand them. 
You can also read a book on other cultures in order to understand the different 
cultures. You can participate in the activities of other races like joining them during 
their festivals. We need to be tolerant of each other.

3.2.3 Physical influences

An example of a physical influence is the effect that colour 
has on us. We attach meaning to certain colours, for ex-
ample waving a white coloured flag shows we don’t want 
to fight anymore!

Gifford (2007) uses an example of choosing a colour from 
a paint store sample and then finding that the paint is not 
really the colour required once one has gone home and 
painted it on the wall. This happens because colours have 
different impacts on us when they appear isolated as to 
when they appear on our walls.

The meaning of colour is different when we see it alone 
versus when it is combined with for instance the design of a low-income multifamily 
housing complex. Different designs suit different colours; the meaning of a colour is not 
equal to the meaning of that colour cluster design.

Gender is another example of a physical influence on perception (Kruger, 2009).

In a study, researchers compare our shopping mall visiting behaviours to prehistoric days 
when men hunted and women foraged. Modern men, for example, generally want to get 
into a store and get right back out, just like their hunting forefathers wanted to find and 
bring meat home as quickly as possible. On the other hand, women get back to their forag-
ing roots by sorting through racks of sweaters on sale.
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 Activity 3.4
For those of us who have been to areas of the country where fog closes in quickly 
or just as suddenly lifts, we know what a disorientating experience it can be. It can 
be even more disturbing if one is climbing a mountain and fog moves in. Our percep-
tion is therefore greatly affected by physical influences in the situation. In addition 
fog causes us to see objects as being large and further away than they really are. 
This is possibly one of the reasons for aircraft crashing into mountains, when fog 
or cloud moves in and pilot judgment of distance is distorted. Think of a few other 
physical influences which affect the way we perceive the environment or situations.

 Feedback
Your answer would be individualised. A famous physical influence on our percep-
tion is that of Table Mountain in the city of Cape Town. It is perceived as being flat 
when it is really not _ also because the other mountains around it are very steep 
and pointed. Chapman’s Peak next to Table Mountain may also create a contrast 
effect. What do you think? Is this point of view a valid one? Is this a physical influ-
ence at work in terms of the way we perceive?

The role of physical influences on perceptions 

in office environments

Have you noticed that an employee who has a very untidy 
office is often perceived to be incompetent, disorganised 
and possibly lacking in performance, in contrast to an 
employee with a neat and uncluttered office who is per-
ceived to be competent, well organised and functioning 
effectively? Whether this is true or not is open to perception. 
AA Milne, the author of Winnie the Pooh, stated that “a 
tidy desk is the sign of an empty mind”. What do you think?

3.3 ENVIRONMENTAL COGNITION

The term “cognition” refers to the ability to process information and apply knowledge. 
Environmental cognition concerns the way we acquire, store, organise and recall infor-
mation about locations, differences and arrangements in buildings, streets and the great 
outdoors. It includes spatial cognition, which is the thinking process that helps us to find 
our way, in other words, successfully navigate in an environment, estimate distances, 
recognise route cues and generally understand the relative locations in space of different 
places. Spatial cognition includes the concept of cognitive maps, which are pictorial and 
semantic images in our heads of how places are arranged (Bell, Greene, Fisher & Baum, 
2001; Gifford, 2007).
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3.3.1 Non-spatial environmental cognition

Not all environmental cognition concerns the spatial relations among environments. For 
example, when we think about or remember a place with no particular reference to its rela-
tive location or distance that is environmental cognition in the non-spatial sense. Memory 
can also for example be considered as non-spatial cognition as we endeavour to recall our 
memory of places that we have visited.

3.3.2 Environmental cognition in design

Have you ever been in a large shopping mall and found that you are completely lost and 
that certain alleys or certain areas appear to look similar to the others? Many places such 
as large buildings, campuses and shopping malls are difficult for people to find their way 
around in.

Wayfinding
2. 

If you’ve ever wandered around a department 
store, mall or national park, you’ve probably 
encountered a “You are here” sign. A way 
of solving this problem of not finding your 
way is to utilise the so-called “You are here” 
signs or maps, which we see often at the en-
trance to campuses and to shopping malls. 
These maps are an attempt to make the area 
more understandable and this is referred to 
as “wayfinding”. Whether you’ve walked past 
the same pond five times or just can’t find 
your way out of the section for men’s shoes, 
the “You are here” sign indicates where you 
are in relation to other areas. To determine 
location, users will rely on landmarks and signs to identify where they are. If the user has 
determined that he or she isn’t in the right place, these signs or landmarks act as naviga-
tional aids to guide the user in the right direction.

According to Bell, Greene, Fisher and Baum (2001) ways of improving the “you are here” 
maps are the following:

 ● The person should be able to establish where he or she is on the map, so he or she 
must recognise a known point. The map should practically reflect the layout and the 
appearance of the setting it represents.

 ● Orientation should be employed where the map is aligned in the same way as a setting 
of the particular environment, for example east is east and west is west, in other words, 
the map should reflect the correct direction orientation.

What we are saying is that “you are here maps” can be utilised effectively but should suc-
ceed in improving the environments legibility, in other words the person should be able 
to identify with the map as it relates to the environment.

 Activity 3.5
The design of a “you are here sign” can be a fun experience while also contributing 
to the legibility of a particular environment or building. Colour-coding could be used 
to improve our way-finding. Draw a “you are here” map or sketch of a particular 
environment: it can be of your residence or work environment and utilise forms of 
coding to make it easier to find one’s way.
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 Feedback
Each drawing of a map will be individualised. Environmental cognition has to do with 
how individuals respond to everyday scenes. At times through experience, cultural 
influences or physical influences we may lose certain information, which is impor-
tant in our need to make sense of the world in which we function. We therefore 
see things differently and this has an effect in our ability to function in particular 
environments. In an organisational context, it is therefore possible that people who 
have different experiences, backgrounds, may require certain exposure and training 
before they perceive environments in a similar manner.

Below is an example of a “you are here” map for this course _ you are busy with 
study unit 3.
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3.3.3 Colour coding

Another way of improving way-finding in terms of finding ones’ 
way in a building is the use of colour coding. Paths can be colour 
coded and a numbering system utilised which is understandable 
for the user. Gifford (2007) indicates that researchers in a hospital 
setting have shown that a minor detail such as the way the floors 
below the ground floor are numbered could seriously affect how 
many patients and visitors get lost on their way to an appointment.

 Activity 3.6
You work as the Health and Safety representative at a factory. You want to colour 
code the workplace hazards and make warning posters featuring the colours, so 
that the employees will remember it better. At this factory several types of hazards 
and related injuries are experienced. These include:

 ● heat/hot objects
 ● ergonomic hazards (hazards that result in back or repetitive strain injuries)
 ● stressors/work design hazards (like understaffing, problem with work load or 

work pace, overtime, shift work, production quotas, problematic management 
techniques, threat of or actual harassment or violence)

 ● physical hazards (like noise, vibration, radiation, poor lighting, lack of ventila-
tion, extreme temperature)

 ● chemical hazards (like solvents, asbestos, silica, metal dust, diesel fumes)
 ● safety hazards (like unguarded or unsafe machines or equipment, confined 

spaces, electrical hazards, fall hazards, slippery floors, lack of training)

Complete the table below by sorting the workplace hazards based on the scenario 
above according to different colours. You can decide which hazard fits with which 
colour:

Colour Workplace hazard description

Red

Orange

Yellow

Purple

Blue

Green

 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised but the table could have been completed as follows:

Colour Workplace hazard description

Red heat/hot objects

Orange ergonomic hazards
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Colour Workplace hazard description

Yellow stressors/work design hazards

Purple physical hazards

Blue chemical hazards

Green safety hazards

3.4 ENVIRONMENTAL ATTITUDES

Attitudes are generally positive or negative views of a person, place, thing, or event. Gif-
ford (2007) defines environmental attitudes broadly as the individual’s concern for the 
physical environment and something that is worthy of protection and understanding or 
enhancement.

3.4.1 Components of attitudes

Attitudes are known to have three components, namely cognitive, affective and conative 
components. In terms of the environment, the cognitive component refers to what an 
individual knows or thinks about a place, including facts and opinions about it. The af-
fective component refers to the emotional aspects of attitudes towards the place and the 
conative component relates to an individual’s behaviour and intentions towards the place.

3.4.2 Do attitudes translate to action?

A major question is whether attitudes do translate into action. One would suppose that 
our attitudes towards a particular place should translate into behaviour or that an attitude 
would predispose us to act in a particular manner. In the study of environmental psychol-
ogy, it is important that we do understand if people express a particular concern or express 
an opinion on a particular aspect that this may result in a particular behaviour.

However, we know that often a concern expressed on a particular issue, may not translate 
into actual behaviour. For example, laboratory testing of animals in the cosmetic industry 
may result in a boycott of cosmetic items sold by the particular supplier. It is important 
therefore as environmental psychologists to understand that an attitude does not neces-
sarily result in a particular behaviour.

Study task
As an environmental psychology practitioner, you may be asked to explain the ef-
fects of changes in the environment on environmental perception. Study the sec-
tion below which discusses a study done by Rashid, Wineman and Zimring (2009). 
This study was conducted at a government office which moved from an office with 
enclosed workspaces to an open-plan office with open workspaces. The purpose 
of this study was to measure and understand the effects of layout changes on 
environmental perception

Office layout refers to the arrangement of workplaces and the types of boundaries 
in an office. Changes in office layout may affect an organisation in different ways. 
At the very basic level, layout changes may affect accessibility and visibility within 
an office, thereby affecting individual and organisational behaviours. They may 
also affect user attitude and perception of the work environment because of their 

Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word. Hier-
die is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
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effects on behaviour. Variations in open-plan offices can be quite significant. While 

all open-plan offices are characterised by an absence of floor-to-ceiling walls, the 

extent to which these offices provide private work areas for an employee may vary 

significantly. For example, in some open-plan offices furniture with partitions can 

reduce visibility but provide some privacy.

Rashid, Wineman and Zimring (2009) found that:

 ● Not all open-plan offices are equally accessible and visible.

 ● Despite different visibility and accessibility we may observe more people mov-

ing in more accessible and visible spaces.

 ● Not all behaviours are equally affected by design changes. For example, visible 

presence of other people and face-to-face interaction in offices may be more af-

fected by organisational culture and functions than it is affected by office layout.

 ● Design changes may affect the culture of interaction at workplaces in several 

ways. For example, a change from an open-plan office with enclosed workspace 

to another open-plan office with open work-spaces may generate a higher number 

of face-to-face interactions.

 ● Improvement in perceived privacy is possible when design changes are made 

in workplaces.

 ● The underlying effects of perceived privacy on job satisfaction and commitment 

to an organisation may persist even in conditions with significant design changes.

This study and its conclusions help designers and decision makers to make sensible 

decisions regarding workplace design changes.

Discuss the effects of layout changes on observed behaviours and the effects of 

layout changes on environmental perception in your own words. Using the informa-

tion given above, what conclusions can be drawn from the study by Rashid, Wine-

man and Zimring (2009)?

 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised. However, several conclusions were drawn from 

the study.

 ● Not all open-plan offices are equally accessible and visible.

 ● Despite different visibility and accessibility, the effects of space on patterns 

of movement may remain the same in offices. That is, we may observe more 

people moving in more accessible and visible spaces.

 ● Not all behaviours are equally affected by design changes. For example, organi-

sational culture may affect interaction in offices more than design or layout.

 ● Design changes may affect the culture of interaction at workplaces.

 ● Improvement in perceived privacy is possible even when design changes are made.

 ● Finally, the underlying effects of perceived privacy on job satisfaction and com-

mitment to an organisation are significant.
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Important concepts

Term Description

Environmental perception The way and means by which we collect informa-
tion through all our senses.

Influences on environmen-
tal perception

Personal, cultural and physical influences will have 
an effect on how we perceive the environment.

Environmental cognition The way we acquire, store, organise and recall in-
formation about our environment.

Environmental attitudes The positive or negative views of a person of his or 
her environment.

3.5 SUMMARY

The manner in which we perceive our world has major applications for the decisions we 
take and the behaviour we exhibit. How many times have we heard a remark passed to 
the effect that a certain person’s behaviour is inappropriate – possibly because the person’s 
perception of the situation or the environment differs from the majority.

A major challenge facing environmental psychology practitioners is the need to alter be-
haviour through a change in attitudes and then translating specific behaviours into action. 
The issue of recycling waste or saving water is often emotional but if this is not translated 
into action, for instance by the actual saving of water, it is all to no avail.

Self-evaluation
Use the information in this study unit to answer the following questions:

(1) What is environmental perception?   

1 The way and means by which we collect information through all our senses. 

2 The way we acquire, store, organise and recall information about our envi-

ronment.  

3 How individuals respond to everyday scenes.  

4 How we think about or remember a place with no particular reference to 

its relative location. 

(2) Attitudes are known to have three components namely, cognitive, affective and 

conative components. What is an example of a conative component?

1   emotion  

2 thought  

3 behaviour  

4 situation     

(3) Personal, cultural and physical ………… will have an effect on how we perceive 

the environment. 

1 personalities  

2 activities  

3 reactions  

4 influences     
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(4) Improvement in perceived privacy is not possible even when design changes 
increase visibility and accessibility in workplaces. Is this statement true or 
false?   

1 True  
2 False  

(5) Environmental cognition refers to the way we acquire, store, organise and recall 
information about our environment. Is this statement true or false?

1 True  
2 False  

    

 Feedback
The correct answers are:

(1)  = 1

(2)  = 3

(3)  = 4

(4)  = 2

(5)  = 1
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THEME 2

Environmental psychology in the workplace

Study unit 4: The effects of environmental stressors

 Study unit 5: Population density, urbanisation and crowding

  Study unit 6: Territoriality, privacy and personal space
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 STUDY UNIT 4

The effects of environmental stressors

The morning started well. It was raining when you woke and it took you a bit longer 
than usual to get going, but the sound of the soft rain was quite soothing. Finding 
parking however, was the usual struggle and the fact that you had forgotten an um-
brella meant that you were drenched by the time you got to work. Your mood was 
still fine – until you stepped into the office…

Ever since the office layout changed to this open-plan design you have had trouble 
coping. Mrs Smith is constantly sniffing away and Ms Malloy keeps turning up the 
sound on what must be the worst radio station in the world. Seeing that you are wet 
everyone comes by to make a joke at your expense. You smile and play along, but 
secretly you feel like screaming. You wish you could just go sit somewhere quiet and 
gather your thoughts. By the end of the day you are about ready to crack!

 Learning outcomes
At the end of this study unit you should be able to understand that stress is a con-

dition or feeling experienced when persons perceive that their demands exceed 

their personal and social resources that they are able to gather together. Stress is 

a negative experience and one therefore needs to understand the various variables 

influencing the stressful experience.

To reach these learning outcomes you must be able to:

 ● define stress and environmental stress

 ● distinguish between the physiological and psychological processes that take 

place in a stressful situation

 ● evaluate different variables influencing the stressful experience

 ● identify ways to lessen environmental stress

 ● explain the role stress plays in person-environment relationships

 ● describe the role of environmental stressors in the workplace

 ● discuss the role of environmental psychologists in creating favourable work 

environments

Reading and study material for this specific study unit include

 ● the information contained in this study guide
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4.1 INTRODUCTION

The relationship between a person and the environment should be in constant balance. 
Sometimes, however, this balance is disturbed. In a state of imbalance, the person may 
experience some stress. This reaction to stress takes many forms and may be dealt with 
in various ways. As a student of environmental psychology, it is important to be aware of 
the stressors that exist in the workplace. Ignoring these stressors may have catastrophic 
consequences for workers’ health, productivity and finally, the long-term survival of the 
organisation. With this in mind it is important that you are familiar with:

 ● the various views on environmental stress
 ● personal reactions to stress
 ● types of stressors (a condition, event or experience that causes stress)
 ● attitudes towards stress
 ● coping methods

In the next section, we are going to look at the role of environmental variables in work 
performance in organisations. The physical environment at work is important in terms of 
worker productivity, satisfaction, relations with fellow employees and health.
2. 

Gifford (1997) mentions that over a 40-year life cycle of a building, 
only about two to three percent of all spending is spent on the initial 
cost of creating a favourable work environment. In contrast, about 
90 percent is spent on salaries and benefits. It is a fact that over 
the last few years, office space has become increasingly expensive, 
which has meant that more people are forced to work in smaller 
confined spaces. This has implications for productivity, employee 
wellness and overall productivity. Good workplace design begins 
with the knowledge of the effect that the environment has on 
employee relations.

4.2 ENVIRONMENTAL STRESS

Stress can be defined as any condition or state that occurs when the individual is faced 
with demands in the environment that require him or her to change his or her behaviour. 
Stress is a type of alarm reaction, involving heightened mental (psychological) and bodily 
(physiological) condition. Your brain exhibits a stress reaction when you are in a situation 
that is physically or mentally demanding.

Stress is the emotional and physical strain caused by our response to pressure from the 
outside world. Common stress reactions include tension, irritability, inability to concentrate, 
and a variety of physical symptoms that include headache and a fast heartbeat. It’s almost 
impossible to live without some stress. But if stress gets out of control, it may harm your 
health, your relationships, and your enjoyment of life.

Examples of “overload” situations are common in today’s world:

 ● A wife and husband both work full time while raising a family. At the same time, their 
parents are retired, in ill health, and are dependent on their help with shopping and 
running errands.

 ● You are a single person living alone and your salary isn’t rising as fast as the rate of 
inflation. It’s getting harder each month to pay the bills.

 ● A divorced parent is sharing the custody of her children with her ex-husband, but the 
conflict between them on matters concerning the children is becoming very bitter.

Good workplace design begins with the knowledge of the effect that the environment 
has on employee relations. The five major aspects of the physical setting, which can affect 
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employees in the work setting, include sound, temperature, air, light and space. When these 
aspects are not optimal it can lead to stress.

 Activity 4.1
Ramona is feeling so tired! Her child has been very sick at home for a long time 
and this has kept her awake at night. She has been making mistakes at work and 
this has been stressing her out even more. She hasn’t told her colleagues at work 
about the situation with her child, except for her one friend Sally. Her boss is very 
frustrated and angry with her as she has been missing many deadlines. When he 
confronts Ramona she blames the computer and other colleagues for her mistakes. 
He puts Ramona on probation and tells her that if she makes another mistake she 
will have to leave the company. Sally has noticed that Ramona has become forgetful, 
that she can’t concentrate and that she is very tense. Ramona has also complained 
recently that her head hurts and her heart beats very fast. Sally has tried to cover 
for Ramona but this has been difficult because other colleagues don’t understand 
what is going on and are mad at Ramona because she has been so cranky with them.

(1) Define stress in your own words.

(2)  What signs of stress is Ramona showing?

(3) What do you think caused this stress?

 Feedback
Stress is the emotional and physical strain caused by our response to pressure from 
the outside world. Common stress reactions include tension, irritability, inability 
to concentrate, and a variety of physical symptoms that include headache and a 
fast heartbeat.
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4.2.1 What is environmental stress?

Environmental stress is defined as the irritations and frustrations of everyday life that we all 
experience. The five major aspects of the physical setting, which can affect employees in the 
work setting, include sound, temperature, air, light and space. Examples of environmental 
stress include such things as the quality of the air we breathe, the type of lighting that we 
have to work in, and the level of noise in the environment. In addition, environmental stress 
can include trying to get things done amongst chaos and disorganisation, being late for 
work or an appointment and then getting caught in a traffic jam, being interrupted when 
trying to concentrate or aches and pains from sitting in an uncomfortable chair all day.

Although environmental stress may seem trivial, these constant irritations add up to 
decrease our overall feelings of happiness as well as cause us to secrete small amounts of 
stress hormones into the blood stream. When we experience major stress, environmental 
stress makes these experiences even more difficult to handle. That is why it is important 
to recognise environmental stress and take steps to alleviate it as it occurs.

 Activity 4.2
The expectations and competition at your workplace is becoming fierce. You find 
yourself coming in early, staying late, and taking on more work than you can han-
dle. You spend hours in a small office without windows. The light in your office is 
very bright and this makes your eyes hurt. Your neck and shoulder ache, you get 
slight headaches, break out in hives, and have trouble concentrating on what you 
are doing. You feel as if your mind is wondering all over the place and you feel 
overloaded. You try to get some rest but you find yourself tossing and turning in 
bed, resulting in sleepless nights.

This is an example of someone experiencing stress at work. Team up with a friend 
or colleague and discuss what causes environmental stress in either your work or 
living environment, at church, school or in your families, and what you can do to 
reduce its effects.

(1) What types of stress have you identified?

(2) What are the causes of stress that you have identified?
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(3) What can you do to reduce the effects of stress?

 Feedback
Some of the issues under the spotlight could be the following:

 ● Poor air quality _ ensure that you properly air areas that you spend much of 
your time. In addition you can install filters to clean the air of pollutants caus-
ing environmental stress. Poor air quality can be caused by everyday house-
hold items such as dusty carpets, some furniture, mildew, animal hair, cleaning 
supplies, adhesives, heating, air conditioning, excess humidity and dryness and 
even copiers. Environmental stress caused by poor air quality in polluted cities 
can cause concentration problems, headaches, and fatigue. Carbon monoxide 
and nitrogen dioxide are two environmental pollutants that cause problems. To 
reduce environmental stress caused by dry air, use humidifiers and plants. Plants 
naturally dampen the air because when you water them, some of the water gets 
absorbed into the air. Plants also produce oxygen and reduce carbon dioxide in 
the air. If you are experiencing environmental stress from dryness, you should 
be sure to consume the recommended amount of water (six to eight glasses) a 
day. To reduce environmental stress caused by humid air, use a dehumidifier.

2. 

 ● Smoking indoors can release toxins into the air that can cause environmental 
stress. People can be negatively affected by 
environmental stress from even small amounts 
of these toxins in the air. Some people can 
even get physically ill with anything from al-
lergies to headaches. With our modern, energy-
efficient homes, we have actually made this 
type of environmental stress worse because 
our windows and doors are too efficient. It 
used to be windows and doors that allowed 
drafts. This may have caused higher heating 
and cooling costs but it also ensured that the 
same motionless air was not being breathed in 
constantly. Whenever you can, open windows to allow some fresh air into your 
home or office. To avoid environmental stress caused by smoking indoors, be 
sure to work in a smoke-free environment and do not allow others to smoke in 
your home. This is especially true if you have children and indoor pets because 
they are more affected by second hand smoke than adults due to their smaller 
lung capacities.

 ● Lighting can cause a very subtle form of environmental stress. Many people 
work in artificial light and are not aware that it causes environmental stress. 
It is important to get as much natural light as possible, because natural light 
improves your mental state and normalises the internal body clock. In winter 
the lack of sunlight might make us feel depressed and causes stress so that we 
feel like eating more which may lead to weight gain. If possible, work next to 
a window so that you have more exposure to natural light or take your breaks 
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outside in the sunlight rather than in the break room. Do you work in an office 
with windows? Have you ever worked or studied in a place without any win-
dows? What did it feel like after you spent a few hours in that place? How did 
you feel when you went outside at a break or lunch time?

3. 

 ● Environmental stress may even be 
caused by the chaos and disorgan-
isation in your environment. Take 
a good look around, and eliminate 
items in your environment that you 
do not really need. Even if you feel 
that you spent a lot of money on 
your “stuff”, the question remains: 
Is it really making you happy if it is 
in a messed up, disorganised state? 
What are these things costing you 
as regards peace of mind? Give it 
away, throw it away or sell it if you 
have not used it in at least a year. 
You probably won’t miss it and will 
feel better in an organised, clean 
environment.

 ● Believe it or not, colour also has a lot to do with environmental stress. Studies 
have shown that people’s frame of mind is affected by colour. Some people 
associate the colour red with anger and this colour may actually trigger these 
feelings and stress. On the other hand, the colours green, white and blue tend 
to be calming colours. Have you noticed that most waiting areas in hospitals 
are painted white? Can you think of any place where the colour is so ugly that 
it makes you not want to ever go there? My friend painted her bathroom in 
contrasting black and white checks once. It looked like a big checkerboard. If I 
went to use her toilet, I quickly got a headache. I eventually had to stop visiting 
her because her bathroom gave me such a headache!

 ● Be aware that background noise can also cause environmental stress. Reduce 
it as much as possible. If you were to observe the reactions of people at the 
mention of the word “noise”, you would observe that many feel irritated and 
annoyed. A white noise generator can be used to wipe out background noise. 
White noise is a type of noise that is produced to cancel out other noise. By 
producing white noise, all other noise is blocked out or lessened.

4. 

 ● Another source of environmental stress is poor ergo-
nomics. Ergonomics is the science of designing the job, 
equipment, and workplace to fit the worker. Tension 
and pain are caused by bad furniture, or by bad use of 
good furniture. This normally shows itself in a backache 
caused by badly designed chairs, or by bad seating 
positions in properly designed chairs (although it can 
come about in other ways). To reduce these tensions 
take the time to arrange your working environment so 
that it is comfortable. For example when you consider 
that you may spend a large proportion of each day sit-
ting in a particular seat, it is worth ensuring that it is 
properly adjusted, and is not causing you pain or damaging your body. If you 
spend a large part of each day working at a computer, then make sure that the 
monitor and keyboard are comfortably placed and that you are well positioned 
when using both. Make sure you use a properly designed, properly adjusted 
chair _ otherwise you are very likely to end up with a backache. If you find 
that tendons in your hands get sore when you type for sustained periods, it 
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may be worth experimenting with an ergonomic keyboard. If you find that your 
eyes get sore when looking at a monitor, or that you start to get headaches, 
then try taking breaks periodically, and get your eyes tested. Whenever your 
environment causes you pain; look at what you can do to relieve it. It may be 
worth getting expert advice on this as in most cases the ideal solution may not 
be immediately obvious.

 ● A less obvious source of stress comes with the difference between working in an 
open-plan environment versus working in individual offices. On the one hand, 
it is much easier to work as a team in an open-plan environment because walls 
and barriers get in the way of good team performance. On the other hand, open-
plan offices can be very distracting when you are doing a job that needs intense 
concentration. The noise of telephones and of people talking can significantly 
lower performance in these jobs. Open-plan offices also lack privacy. This is im-
portant because it forces people to constantly go the “Keeping up appearances” 
route and to be constantly sociable when they may be more efficient focusing 
on the job at hand. This requirement of constant sociability can be a source of 
stress, as people really need to be able to control the level of social activity 
they participate in, and the way in they interact. If you need personal space 
but none is available, try blocking off areas with furniture, screens or blinds. If 
noise is an issue, then padded screens and plants can help to suppress it. Make 
sure that you explain to your colleagues why you are doing this; after all you 
do not want them to think that you are avoiding their company.

 Activity 4.3
Talking too loudly, munching food, tapping pencils, and rustling paper are just some 
of the annoying things our colleagues do that can affect our ability to concentrate on 
work. Uninvited invasion of space can further affect our ability to work efficiently. 
Such annoyances may force us to leave the room to regain our composure before 
returning to our desks where we will once again try to do our work efficiently and, 
hopefully, without interruptions.

Open-plan offices have many benefits such as bringing about a closer working 
relationship with colleagues from within your own department. And, if there were 
any departmental barriers previously in place, they are likely to be crossed within 
an open-plan office. Additionally, open-plan offices can be a fun place to work in 
due to increased social interaction giving a feeling of belonging to large family. It 
can improve communication and productivity of the workforce. However, there are 
some disadvantages such as that a lack of privacy and increased distraction could 
make workers less efficient. It is well known that introverts like to focus on work 
and for such people interruptions may break their concentration whilst extroverts 
appear to be able to deal with interruptions and even regard them as stimulation 
and as being part of work.

If everyone in the office follows the guidelines of good office behaviour it will 
cause less stress:

 ● Always read the signs given by your colleagues when they want to be left alone.
 ● Avoid using speaker phones and set a low volume telephone ring.
 ● Remember, your conversation may be disturbing others, so keep your voice low 

and do not stand about chatting close to another person’s workspace.
 ● Shouting across the office to fellow colleagues is rude. Avoid eating at your desk 

(or at least avoid eating things that are smelly and crunchy)!
 ● If you have to use a mobile phone ensure it is set to vibrate to signify an incom-

ing call rather than ring or have the volume set low.
 ● Consider booking a conference room if you need some peace and quiet to read 

important documents.
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(1) What are some of the annoying things that happen in an open-plan office that 

cause stress and can affect our ability to concentrate on work?

(2) What are guidelines of good office behaviour that can reduce the effects of 

stress from working in an open-plan office?

 Feedback

Uninvited invasion of space, talking too loudly, munching food, tapping pencils, and 

rustling paper are just some of the annoying things our colleagues do that can af-

fect our ability to concentrate on work. Guidelines for good office behaviour include 

avoiding using speaker phones, keeping your voice low, and not chatting close to 

another person’s workspace.

4.2.2 How do we assess the nature of stress?

The way a person perceives stress and his or her attitude towards stress are important 
mediating factors in the manner in which he or she deals with that stress. This appraisal 
process helps to determine the appropriate behaviour. There are three basic types of as-
sessments made with regard to a potential stressor. They determine how the person will 
respond to environmental stress. The person may assess the stressor in terms of:

 ● harm or loss – damage has already occurred and it is concerned with the immediate 
situation

 ● threat – this relates to future dangers and prediction or anticipation helps to prevent 
occurrence

 ● challenge – focuses on overcoming stressors and there is an attitude of coping and 
taking on the challenge, the person is confident about the ability to cope

4.2.3 What processes are involved in a stressful situation?

The two main processes related to stress are the physiological and psychological processes. 
Each of these processes has specific functional characteristics. Let us start by considering 
the physiological process.
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4.2.3.1 The physiological process

The physiological process refers to your body’s reaction to stress. The General Adaptation 
Model developed by Hans Selye is a very handy way of understanding the body’s reaction 
to stress (Kalueff & LaPorte, 2008).

The three bodily reactions to stress are:

(1) The alarm reaction: Physiological processes take place to deal with stimulus. Your 
brain is constantly on the lookout for anything that threatens to upset its balance. 
If there are serious stressors around, it triggers off an alarm reaction. The alarm 
reaction prepares your body for action – sometimes known simply as the “fight or 
flight reaction”.

 Stress hormones prepare your body for vigorous muscular activity as follows:
2. 

breathing
rate increases

blood flow to
skeletal muscles

increases

heart rate
increases

blood sugar
levels increase

pupils
dilate

intestinal muscles
relax

STRESS
HORMONES

blood pressure
in arteries
increases

    The person becomes aware of, or is aroused by the stressor which triggers a physi-
ological process which involves brain, neural and bodily activity.

The person is now ready to 
respond.

STRESS HORMONES
 ● breathing rate increases
 ● blood flow to skeletal muscles 

increases
 ● heart rate increases
 ● blood sugar levels increases
 ● blood pressure in arteries 

increases
 ● pupils dilate
 ● intestinal muscles relax

(2) Resistance: After recovering from the initial stress, the person begins to attempt to 
cope with the situation. The person mobilises himself or herself to meet the demands 
of the situation and environment. If the person is unable to cope, it leads to the last 
stage of exhaustion.

(3) Exhaustion: If a person is unable to cope or if the stress persists, the ability to cope 
is exhausted. Stress produces “wear and tear” on your system and when coping 
abilities are exhausted a person becomes vulnerable to certain disorders or illnesses.

Below is a table which highlights some of the body’s physical reactions to stressful situa-
tions and the long-term effects of prolonged exposure to stressors:

Body’s response to stress Common conditions after 
prolonged exposure to stress

Release of adrenaline which provides added 
energy

Anxiety; depression

Release of blood sugar which provides added 
energy

Diabetes

Rising blood pressure to provide more oxygen to 
body Hypertension
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Body’s response to stress Common conditions after 
prolonged exposure to stress

Pulse rate increases to provide more oxygen to 
body Abnormal activity in the heart

Muscles tense in anticipation of action Neck pain, back pain, spasms

Pupils dilate to see more in less light Blurred vision

4.2.3.2 The psychological process

The psychological process refers to your mental and emotional reaction to stress (Veitch 
& Arkkelin, 1995). This process involves the following two main processes:

(1) The cognitive (thought) process: Recollection is the process of “remembering” and 
occurs by means of symbols (representations, clues), and anticipated dangers are 
perceived together with the current stressful event.

(2) Coping reaction: The coping reaction has been identified and is completed when 
the results of the reaction to the stressor have been evaluated. There is a growing 
awareness of the role and importance of psychological factors in a person’s response 
to stressors in the environment.

Human beings and animals have the ability to tell that a situation is dangerous and stressful 
and this helps them to prepare. The primary evaluation process associated with the psychol-
ogy of stress is triggered by the anticipation of danger. It is influenced by our recollection 
of dangers and our experiences in the past. The secondary appraisal process is the process 
whereby the person searches for coping responses or options for dealing with the threat.

The factors that influence the primary appraisal process include:

 ● the attitude toward sources of stimulation and attitude prior to experience
 ● the knowledge of how to cope
 ● the knowledge of consequences
 ● the evaluation of apparent cost involved

Coping involves the ability to:

 ● prevent, avoid or control emotional stress
 ● engage in action-orientated behaviour in order to manage, tolerate or reduce the stress
 ● consider, for example, social, psychological and constitutional resources which may 

help to improve the situation
 ● evaluate the success of coping mechanisms

4.2.4 How do we measure stress?

Stress may be experienced in various forms and in different situations and may elicit many 
different responses. The environmental psychology practitioner is interested in the level 
a potential stressor must reach before the worker experiences stress. This appraisal is in-
fluenced by the nature of the stressor, and the fact that:

 ● stressors might be harmful under certain circumstances but harmless under other 
circumstances

 ● some sources of stress are ever present while others are recurring and acute
 ● stressors vary in predictability and controllability
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As previously stated, stress arises from the demands a stressor makes on a person in the 
context of a particular environment. Stressors may be classified as:

 ● daily hazards
 ● disastrous events
 ● major personal life events
 ● ambient stressors (environment or surrounding)

The following table illustrates the nature of different types of stress and stressors, how long 
it may last, a person’s possible reaction to a stressor, who may be involved and lastly gives 
an example (Bell, Greene, Fisher & Baum, 2001; Gifford, 2007; Veitch & Arkkelin, 1995):

Stressor Nature Duration Response People 
involved

Example

Daily 
problems

Chronic en-
vironmental 
stressors.
May occur 
daily.

Short term Individually 
they are not 
very demand-
ing but ac-
cumulatively, 
they affect 
behaviour and 
physical and 
psychological 
responses.

The 
individual

Car will 
not start.

Major life 
event

Impact de-
mands great 
effort to cope 
effectively.
Unpredict-
able.

Sudden, 
powerful
Long- and 
short-term

All who are 
involved

War.

Cataclysmic 
event

Challenges 
the person’s 
adaptive 
ability.

Short- and 
long-term.

People re-
sort to social 
behaviour to 
cope by con-
necting with 
other people.

The 
individual

Illness.

Ambient Coping with 
environmen-
tal conditions.

Continuous.
Stable.

Habitual 
(becoming 
accustomed).

The in-
dividual 
or many 
others

Work 
overload 
or air 
pollution.

 Activity 4.4
Look at the following list of stressful events and identify the type of stressor in 

each example. 

Use the table below to sort them according to the types of stressors, namely daily 

problems, major life event, cataclysmic event, and ambient stressors:

 ● 2010 earthquake in Haiti

 ● Your colleague smokes close to you

 ● The tsunami in Thailand in 2004

 ● Your sister’s wedding
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 ● A pet dog dies of illness

 ● A colleague gets a promotion that you wanted

 ● You get divorced

 ● You are late for work

Stressor Example

Daily problems

Major life event

Cataclysmic event

Ambient

 Feedback

The way you have sorted these events may differ because as an individual you have 

a unique perspective, but they could have been sorted as follows:

Stressor Example

Daily problems You are late for work

Major life event You get divorced

Cataclysmic event 2010 earthquake in Haiti

Ambient Your colleague smokes close to you

4.2.5 Response to stress

Although various stressors and stress variables – and their effects on stress – have been 
identified, the short-term and long-term reactions or responses to stress should not be 
overlooked. Short-term responses to stress are commonly measured to determine the 
extent of the bodily reaction to stressors. It is, however, the long-term response to stress, 
such as illness that is a clear indication of the harm stress may cause.

The table below illustrates some of the theories and concepts that highlight the harmful 
effect of stress on health, either directly or indirectly (Dohrenwend, 2006):

Concept Definition

Victimisation Direct effect of stressful events on health – no intervention – 
no control.

Strain Strain has an effect on health and illness: when eliminated 
illness diminishes.

Vulnerability Personal deficits and social conditions may have a negative 
effect on health.
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Concept Definition

Added burden Personal variables and social conditions plus added burden 
contribute to ill health.

Chronic burden Personal characteristics and social conditions cause ill health.

Event proneness Stressful life events are characteristic of individual with ill 
health.

There are different ways of assessing stress responses such as by conducting psychological 
tests. For example, the Hopkins’s symptoms checklist measures how well the person copes 
with a particular stressor. In such assessments it has been found that various conditions of 
discomfort such as headaches, pain and restlessness may occur during the exposure to a 
stressor. The after-effects of a stressful experience may include an increase in aggressive-
ness, helplessness or withdrawal. These effects are related to the way in which individuals 
cope with the stressor and their ability to adapt.

4.2.6 How do we alleviate stress?

There are ways in which stress may be alleviated. The following factors play a significant 
role in stress alleviation:

 ● attitude towards the source of stress
 ● control over the stressor
 ● hardy personality
 ● social support network
 ● relaxation

The table below indicates how each of the stress relieving factors may assist in stress 
reduction:

Stress relieving factor Behaviour

Attitude The person’s attitude acts as a filtering device that 
controls perception of stress: if a person has a positive 
attitude towards a potential stressor, the stressful situa-
tion may not necessarily cause him or her stress.

Control A sense of control allows the person to cope better; 
having a sense of control over things helps the person 
to predict events and determine the consequences be-
fore they actually take place.

Hardy personality Fitness level and personality contribute to hardiness: 
hardy personalities are not overwhelmed by stressors, 
experience less stress and seek solutions. Less hardy, 
more pessimistic individuals experience more illness 
and stress.

Social support Role played by a support network during times of 
stress: a strong support network such as friends and 
family helps the person cope with stress.

Relaxation Relaxation is a good anti-stress measure: the state of 
arousal is lowered as is the heart rate and blood pres-
sure, etc.



65    

4.3 ENVIRONMENTAL STRESSORS

Environmental stressors refer to any force or event in the human or natural environment 
that may cause a person to experience stress. Some examples of environmental stressors 
include noise, air pollution, crowding, traffic congestion, natural disasters and extremes of 
temperature. As discussed in the previous section, studies on the effect of different envi-
ronmental stressors on people indicate that they can impact on people’s behaviour, mood, 
cognitive function, physical health and/or psychological well-being.

 Activity 4.5
Think of the environment in which you function for most of the day (whether this 
is the work or home).

(1) What aspects of the environment do you consider to be stressful (i.e. cause 
discomfort or result in a certain amount of stress for example, noise, lack of 
privacy, etc)? It should apply to your particular environment.

(2) What could you do to make the environment less stressful and more encourag-
ing to better performance?

(3) What do you believe is the single biggest thing that makes you to feel tired 
when your day ends?

 Feedback
The answer to each of these questions will be specific to your environment and 
individualised. For example, the factor causing you to be tired at the end of the day 
could relate to stress caused by bad office furniture such as a chair that causes 
backache.
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4.3.1 Sound
2. 

Sound may originate from a number of sources such as 
background music, colleagues talking and from various 
machinery that is used in the workplace. Some of these 
sounds may be desirable while others may affect a worker’s 
functioning and productivity. What distinguishes noise 
from sound?

Noise is defined as unwanted sound, in other words, it is possible that a particular sound 
or noise depends on the situation. Thus the difference between noise and sound has a 
great deal to do with the context in which it occurs and whether the individual perceives 
the sound as noise, in other words, is the sound desirable or undesirable (Bell, Greene, 
Fisher & Baum, 2001).

 Activity 4.6
Think of everyday sounds to which we are exposed. Some people do not mind 
working with a certain level of background sound. It actually seems to help them 
to concentrate. Some people sit in their offices and play music on their computers 
when working. However, outside the window there are often birds building nests 
and chirping _ this can be so annoying that they have to go outside and yell at the 
pigeons. So, there’s noise and there’s noise! Provide examples of sound which you 
consider to be noise and examples of sound which you consider not to be noise.

 Feedback
Although your answer will be individualised, typical everyday sounds include traffic 
sounds, alarms, the humming of ventilation equipment, the sounds of birds, etcetera. Your 
perception of the sound will determine whether you think it is noise or not.

4.3.1.1 Work performance and noise

Workers operating heavy industrial machinery are often exposed to noise or to sound 
levels which can cause either temporary or permanent damage. Most workers today use 
protection devices, which are supposedly aimed at reducing noise levels and protecting 
workers from hearing loss. Unfortunately, studies have indicated that much of these pro-
tection devices maybe overrated and that workers still suffer a certain amount of hearing 
damage. Leather, Beale and Sullivan (2003) indicate that individuals exhibit higher levels 
of heart, lung and hormonal functioning when exposed to noise while doing demanding 
mental tasks. These authors also cite research that indicates that shift workers similarly have 
greater exposure to health risks when working in noisy occupational settings compared 
to quiet ambient conditions.

Leather, Beale and Sullivan (2003) further indicate that the overall conclusion is that the 
research investigating the effects of occupational noise on both well-being and perform-
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ance needs to be taken into account when trying to understand the effects of noise on 
human functioning.

Some sounds in offices seldom reach levels where hearing loss occurs, but the effect that 
the noise levels have on employees is undecided. Factors such as whether the worker can 
control the sound levels or whether the sound is predictable as well as the type of work 
that the employee is doing will affect the level of functioning.

Gifford (2007) indicates that performance will not be affected in an office environment 
by continuous loud noise when an employee:

 ● performs a routine task
 ● when he/she needs to react to signals at certain definite times
 ● is informed when to be ready
 ● when clear visual signals are given

It appears that tasks that are often affected by noise include those that ask the employee 
to pay attention to multiple sources of information or to perform more than one task at 
a particular time. Gifford (2007) indicates that noise has a number of effects on work 
behaviour, for example in industrial settings it can cause serious hearing loss. Loud noise 
can be particularly dangerous when employees do not realise that deafness can slowly and 
almost unnoticeably occur.

Noise harms performance when a certain combination of employee tasks and type of noise 
occurs simultaneously but not under all circumstances, for example with certain tasks, 
noise may even cause a person to improve performance. Some students say that they like 
to study while listening to classical music.

4.3.2 Temperature

Mohamed and Srinavin (2002) indicate that while the effect of heat and stress on mental 
performance has been a traditional subject of enquiry for ergonomists and human factors 
specialists, it still remains less clear than the effect on physical performance. The effect of 
temperature can be moderated by the type of clothing worn and the time spent undertak-
ing the task.

Gifford (2007) indicates that another complexity in temperature research is that our core 
body temperature is sometimes more important than effective temperature. Core body 
temperature takes some time to change, so short-term exposure to extreme temperatures 
may not affect work behaviour.

4.3.2.1 Work performance and temperature

It is not clear what the effect of temperature is on work performance and a great deal of 
research still needs to be conducted in this area. Nevertheless, certain findings can be made 
regarding general patterns. Firstly, as temperature rises into the hot range, creativity defi-
nitely declines and thus only manual labour can consistently still be performed. Another 
consistent result is that core temperatures negatively affect the performance of work that 
requires fine movements and sensitive touch from employees’ hands.

Lorsch and Abdon (in Mohamed & Srinavin, 2002) indicate that most mental tasks are 
unaffected by heat, with physical limits of tolerance and that over short periods motivated 
workers can sustain their productivity even under adverse environmental conditions.

Research findings into productivity and performance of employees in office environments 
indicate that performance of work similar to that usually done in offices were significantly 
better in temperatures below certain comfort levels while subjects who reported being 
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cooler than they might prefer nevertheless performed better at these lower temperatures. 
It appears that energy levels drop quicker in warm conditions and subjects experience 
greater energy loss as a result.

In the modern office environment heat or cold sufficiently out of the ordinary from the 
so-called comfort zone is uncommon and therefore rarely affects office employees.

 Activity 4.7
2. 

In the past years we have seen record-breaking attempts in sport by, for example 
long distance swimmers in the cold waters of the North Atlantic. Their success or 
failure often depends on their bodies’ ability to adapt to temperature extremes. 
Workers on oil rigs in the North Atlantic are often required to work in extreme 
conditions. Research is beginning to indicate that over a period of time, physical 
changes occur in the body which allow these workers to spend increasing periods 
of time in extreme conditions.

(1) Can you think of situations where workers adapt to extreme conditions be-
cause of exposure?

(2)  What may the long-term effects of these extremes be on worker functioning 
for example when the workers are being exposed to noise?

 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised. Extreme jobs are on the rise. An extremophile 
is defined as an organism that thrives in and may even require physically or geo-
chemically extreme conditions that are detrimental to the majority of life on earth. 
Extreme workers fit this description, as many seem to gain strength from conditions 
that would quickly grind down most other workers. Extreme jobholders usually 
say they love their jobs. People holding extreme jobs are like drug addicts _ many 
describe their work as literally compulsive and say they actually get an adrenaline 
rush from their fast paced, high pressure environments. But as with habitual drug 
users, the positive effects of their habit conceal some nasty downsides, which can 
wreak havoc on their personal lives. For example, workers exposed to certain levels 
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of noise when handling machinery may experience partial hearing loss over time, 
with research also indicating that protection devices to protect the workers’ hearing 
may not be as effective as once thought.

4.3.3 Air

In recent times, considerable attention has been paid to the quality of air in office envi-
ronments. Our new buildings tend to be sealed to conserve energy and very few have 
windows, which allow fresh air in. In many instances the role of ventilation equipment in 
employee sickness has been well documented and has been credited to the high levels of 
workers staying at home particularly in winter months.

4.3.3.1 Work performance and air
2. 

In outdoor environments workers may be subjected to moderate 
doses of carbon monoxide and higher levels of other forms of 
air pollution which may be poisonous. While with regard to the 
indoor environment this appears to be a rare occurrence, it is so 
that buildings, which are close to highways, may have environ-
ments which contain relatively high concentrations of carbon 
monoxide. Research findings indicate that moderate levels of 
carbon monoxide do not affect employees undertaking manual 
labour but may however, affect employees who are busy with 
tasks that are more complex (Bell, Greene, Fisher & Baum, 2001).

Gifford (2007) indicates that air can carry agents that make people ill, including ozone 
emitted by photocopy machines and tiny airborne particles from asbestos, cigarette smoke 
and organic solvents such as benzene, coffee machine filters, etcetera. Most of these agents 
have been linked to serious diseases such as cancer and to a wide variety of troublesome 
minor problems, including eye irritations, respiratory tract problems, allergies, etcetera.

A great deal of attention has being given to the so-called sick-building syndrome which 
refers to a collection of health problems linked to substances generated in office envi-
ronments. Gifford (1997) indicates that on a particular occasion the trading floor of the 
Toronto Stock Exchange had to be cleared when many employees and traders began to 
feel faint, spoke without making sense and complained of chest numbness. Apparently all 
the windows and doors had been closed and the employees and traders had simply used 
up all the available oxygen.

Jean (1992) sees the incidence of illness in offices as having a major psychological and 
social component and says that unlike the safety problems in industry health problems in 
the office can boil down to a matter of behaviour. Social and psychological factors depend 
largely on whether office workers cope with or become disabled by symptoms that were 
once regarded as trivial. Managers and health and safety consultants employ the psycho-
social environment to try to reverse this trend. Clearly stated goals, incentives and wellness 
promotion will encourage more robust health behaviour.

4.3.4 Light

Light is important to our overall well-being and general health. We know that people in the 
Northern Hemisphere often experience levels of depression because of a lack of sunlight 
during winter. This is referred to as Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD), also known as 
winter depression or winter blues (Bell, Greene, Fisher & Baum, 2001). Ultraviolet light 
assists in the formation of vitamin D and the bodies’ processing of calcium. The advent 
of artificial lighting has changed the biological rhythms of most industrialised people.
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 Activity 4.8
Weather often affects people’s moods. Sunlight breaking through clouds can lift our 
spirits, while a rainy day can make us feel gloomy. While noticeable, these shifts 
in mood generally do not affect our ability to cope with daily life. Some people, 
however, are vulnerable to a type of depression that follows a seasonal pattern. For 
them, the shortening days of late autumn are the beginning of a type of depres-
sion that can last until spring. Think about yourself. Which is your favourite time of 
year? Summer or winter? Do you like sunny days or cool, cloudy days better? Do 
you sometimes get sad when it rains? Do you know people whose mood changes 
when the weather gets bad or good?

 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised. Have you perhaps had the opportunity to go 
overseas and experience the snowy winter? Can you remember how that made you 
feel? Talk to friends who have gone overseas and ask them how they felt.

Gifford (2007) indicates that in the range of lighting, from slightly dim to quite 
bright, performance of office tasks increases with more light. This requires further 
elucidation:

 ● Firstly, optimal light level depends on the task. Proofreading, fine print, etcetera 
requires more light than a round table discussion.

 ● Secondly, work surface is important. Surfaces that cause glare definitely un-
dermine performance in many tasks. A particular problem is the glare caused 
from video display screens.

 ● Thirdly, the angle of the light is important for some tasks, as performance is 
enhanced when the light is defused. Surgery or a similar line of work may for 
example require defused light.

Thus, it is important that the level of lighting is tailored to the particular work 
undertaken by the worker. Findings indicate that the ability of our eyes to gather 
light diminishes with age and therefore older workers may require more light in 
order to experience the same level of illumination. People who are 60 years old on 
average need about three times as much illumination as people 20 years old, thus, 
workplace lighting must take the age of employees into account.

4.3.5 Space, density and workplace arrangements

This is an area that has in recent years received considerable attention. Research findings 
indicate that employee performance ratings decline when people work in offices with a 
combination of higher density and closer interpersonal distances and when they have dif-
ficulties in screening unwanted, undesirable stimulation (Bell, Greene, Fisher & Baum, 
2001).
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One of the biggest issues in workplace arrangements is whether open-plan offices increase 
worker functioning. The trend has been towards open-plan offices for a variety of reasons, 
such as the fact that they are conducive to communication, improves supervisory control, 
and utilise space more effectively.

Gifford (2007) says that the majority of the employees’ reactions to open-plan offices are 
negative. Despite the fact that employees tend to be negative regarding open-plan offices, 
this type of office arrangement has increased and grown in popularity. This is possibly the 
result of the fact that employees have not voiced their concerns sufficiently or open-plan 
offices are seen as the answer to many work functioning problems faced by organisations.

Research findings on open-plan offices indicate that this type of work arrangement is 
supposed to improve communication and supervisory control and facilitate other posi-
tive work related behaviour. We know that most of these open-plan offices are designed 
therefore to improve work functioning, but a great deal of research is still necessary before 
definite conclusions can be made. What is known however, is that the overall perceptions 
of employees of open-plan offices tend to be negative for a large number of reasons.

Study task
As an environmental psychology practitioner, you may be asked to explain what 
effect your work space, as well as the density and arrangement of the office may 
have on the human-environment relationship. Study the information below and an-
swer the questions that follow.

Most theories of stress at work refer to a mismatch or misfit between the demands 
of the situation and the resources of the individual. Prevailing models of stress at 
work emphasise the need for a good fit between a person’s abilities, skills and de-
gree of control and the work environment’s demands, complexity, expectations and 
challenges. A poor fit in either direction (too many skills, too many demands and 
insufficient control) generates stress (Vischer, 2007). Ergonomics is one way in en-
vironmental psychology of measuring how the physical environment meets people’s 
(users’) needs, in which many varieties and examples of misfit are recorded. The 
definition of misfit is one in which the environment places inappropriate or excessive 
demands on users, in spite of their adaptation and adjustment behaviours (coping).

Elements in the physical workspace that can be identified as affecting fit or misfit 
between person and environment at work can include lighting, sound, floor space, 
and the openness of the layout, architectural design such as colour and artwork, 
etcetera. The use of open-plan office design results in employees’ voicing dissatis-
faction related to a number of issues.

Gifford (2007) found that employees who work in densely populated offices with not 
much room, felt more crowded, were late for work more often, wanted leave more 
often and were less satisfied with their jobs. He also found that most employees are 
very negative about open-plan offices. Yet despite the negative reaction, open-plan 
offices continue to be built because of the cost benefits for the organisations. But 
what may be the long-term consequences of choosing the cost benefits over the 
needs of employees? Although companies may initially save money on furniture and 
other office equipment, in the long term employees who are dissatisfied with their 
working conditions, become less committed to the company and less productive.

Unfortunately in today’s times there is less space available, so employers are forced 
to put more people together in smaller spaces. Open-plan offices are a cost-effective 
way to do this. On the positive side, open-plan offices seem to facilitate communica-
tion (Gifford, 2007). People are forced to socialise and communicate more readily.
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Study task questions
(1) Do you think dissatisfaction with open-plan or crowded workspaces is reason-

able? Explain.

(2) What do you believe are the negative aspects related to open-plan offices?

(3) What are the positive aspects associated with open-plan design?

 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised. Some of the benefits of working in open-plan of-
fices include bringing about a closer working relationship with colleagues, increased 
social interaction, improved communication and productivity of the workforce. 
However, there are some disadvantages such as a lack of privacy and increased 
distraction. The dissatisfaction with open-plan offices is reasonable to a degree 
because research has shown that employee’s performance ratings go down and 
there is higher turnover (people leave the company quicker). According to Gifford 
(2007) open-plan offices can affect employee’s performance, feelings, health and 
stress, as well as their social behaviour. Unfortunately in today’s times there is less 
space available, so employers are forced to put more people together in smaller 
spaces. Open-plan offices are a cost-effective way to do this. Unfortunately em-
ployees sometimes just have to adapt. When employees adapt to a bad situation 
or do not realise that the surrounding could be better this is called ‘environmental 
numbness’ (Gifford, 2007).
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Important concepts

Term Description

Stress Any condition or state that occurs when the individual 
is faced with demands in the environment that re-
quire him or her to change his or her behaviour (often 
an alarm reaction).

Environmental stress The irritations and frustrations in our environment 
that we all experience every day.

Physiological process Refers to your body’s reaction to stress.

Psychological process Refers to your mental and emotional reaction to 
stress.

Stressors Any force or event in the human or natural environ-
ment that may cause a person to experience stress. 
Major aspects which can affect employees in the 
work setting include sound, temperature, air, light 
and space.

4.4 SUMMARY

We have seen that stress has a major influence on the behaviour of a person. If a person’s 
coping behaviour is successful, he or she will be able to adapt to the stressor and its negative 
effects will be diminished. It is important for the environmental psychology practitioner 
to be aware of the effects that certain stressors may have on the employee in the work 
environment. The impact of environmental variables or stressors on the functioning of 
workers has received a great deal of attention in recent times.

The role of the environmental psychology practitioner will become increasingly important 
as employees demand a working environment which enhances the quality of their work-
ing life. In addition, the renewed emphasis on the costs to the organisation as a result of 
unhealthy work environments means that environmental psychology as an applied science 
will find particular relevance in the design of workplace environments.

Self-evaluation
Use the information in this study unit to answer the following questions.

(1) … is an example of the physiological processes that take place in a stressful 

situation..  

1 The cognitive process 

2 Emotional outbursts 

3 The alarm reaction 

4 The secondary appraisal procedure  

(2) Coping involves the ability to… .  

1  prevent, avoid or control emotional stress 

2  engage in action-orientated behaviour 

3  consider social, psychological and constitutional resources 

4  all of the above  
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(3) Which of the following is not a stress relieving factor?  

1  Attitude 
2  Relaxation 
3  Action 

4  Control  

(4) The difference between noise and sound relates to the context in which it oc-
curs and how it is perceived. Is this statement true or false?  

1  True 

2  False  

(5) Lighting, sound, floor space, and the openness of the layout and architectural 
design are examples of …  

1  elements in the physical workspace that can be identified as affecting fit 
or misfit between person and environment 

2  characteristics of the physical environment of work affecting personality 
3  prevailing models of stress at work 
4  psychological aspects that affect performance 

 Feedback
The correct answers are:

(1) 1 = 3
(2) 2 = 4
(3) 3 = 3
(4) 4 = 1
(5) 5 = 1
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 STUDY UNIT 5

Population density, urbanisation and crowding

“Chronic overcrowding on Johannesburg’s taxis has turned people into animals!” 
fumes Patricia who is seven months pregnant. Travellers ignore pregnant women or 
parents with babies in a “survival of the fittest” mood on the sardine-packed transport 
system, which is struggling to cope with thousands of commuters.

After being pushed aside she wonders why people become “different” when travel-
ling on the overcrowded taxis and why they let go of the normal codes of behaviour. 
However, it does not help to stand around and daydream! Patricia needs to get to 
work and pushes onto the next taxi. She is already weary from the stress of rush-hour 
travel and the day has hardly started!

 Learning outcomes
After completing this study unit, you should have a clear understanding of the vari-
ous human impacts caused by population density, crowding and urbanisation on the 
natural and work environment. You will be aware that these impacts range from the 
local and regional scale to impacts that can be felt on a global scale.

To achieve the learning outcomes for this study unit you should be able to:

 ● discuss the relevance of population density, crowding and urbanisation as en-
vironmental stressors

 ● explain aspects of the urban environment which may be environmental stressors
 ● describe the way in which people experience crowding
 ● identify the various variables that influence crowding
 ● discuss the effect of crowding on environmental design

Reading and study material for this specific study unit include

 ● the information contained in this study guide

5.1 INTRODUCTION

Environmental change is a process, which has been developing for a long period. Gradual, 
and sometimes, catastrophic stress on the environment continually take place through 
human impact, either caused by crowding, population density or urbanisation. As time 
passed, human beings gained greater insight into science and technology and developed 
their ability to alter the environment drastically. Human beings are considered by many 
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to be the most powerful instigators of environmental change at this point in time. This 
study unit will give you a brief overview of population density, urbanisation and crowding 
as environmental stressors.

5.2 POPULATION DENSITY AND ENVIRONMENTAL STRESS
2. 

Population density refers to the 
number of individuals per given 
unit of land area (usually square 
kilometres). Do large popula-
tions affect and put stress on 
the environment, society and re-
sources? The answer is yes. The 
worldwide increase in population 
has given rise to the fear that the 
earth might not be able to sustain 
a satisfactory quality of life for 
each of its inhabitants. Part of 
this fear is related to the growing 
urbanisation that has stemmed 
from the population problem.

A number of other problems such as an increase in starvation, pollution, communicable 
diseases, physical problems and stress might arise if the current growth rate in population 
is maintained. Our choices of how to use those resources (i.e. our economic policies) and 
for what purpose (i.e. our political directions and policies) are critical issues we need to 
understand to protect the environment.

Study task
As an environmental psychology practitioner, you may be asked to explain the ef-
fects of population density, urbanisation and crowding on human-environment re-
lationships. Study the section below on human forces behind environmental issues 
and answer the questions that follow.

At the beginning of the 21st century, humankind is faced with a complex diversity 
of environmental issues. The one problem causing most of the other problems is the 
tremendous increase in human numbers (population growth). The combined effect 
of the rapidly increasing population and the technological progress and develop-
ments of the 20th century have, however, led to environmental change, which some 
experts regard as permanent and irreversible (Middleton, 2003).

The interactions between humans and the environment results from our attempts 
to satisfy our needs. We require resources from the environment to survive and to 
satisfy our needs. There are several classifications of resources (Middleton, 2003):

Type Description

Continuous resources Resources that will in all probability never run out, 
such as solar energy (from the sun).

Renewable resources Resources which can naturally regenerate as long as 
their capacity to do so is not hindered such as trees 
growing in forests.

Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word. Hier-
die is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.



77    

Type Description

Non-renewable 
resources

Resources of which only a limited quantity exists and 
when it is depleted, no more is left such as fossil fu-
els used for oil and gas,

Extrinsic resources Resources related to humans, such as their skills and 
abilities.

From the table above it is clear that some resources such as non-renewable resources 
must be managed very carefully, otherwise it will all be used up.

The effect of humans on the natural environment could be direct (e.g. pollutants 
released into the air, water and soil) or indirect (e.g. people moving to cities). These 
people do not affect the environment directly, immediately and perceptibly, yet 
their urban lifestyle leads to various environmental problems such as crowding and 
pollution.

We are more aware of the direct effects of humans on the natural environment, 
as more often than not the associated consequences are drastic and immediately 
apparent. It is difficult to evaluate the indirect effects since environmental change 
under such conditions is slow and unpredictable. Other examples of indirect effects 
are the building of squatter camps, habitat destruction and deforestation (cutting 
down trees without planting new ones) (Middleton, 2003).

What makes people act in an inappropriate way? Middleton argues that there are 
underlying driving forces that promote human impact on the environment and miti-
gating forces, which acts as checks or controls to the driving forces and the impact 
of the driving forces:
2. 

Human behaviour

Driving forces

 ● Population
 ● Technology
 ● Culture

Mitigating forces

 ● Regulation
 ● Market adjustment

Adapted from Middleton (2003)

Environmental change

There is a positive association between population growth and the impact of people 
on the environment. The more people there are, the more resources are used and 
the more waste is produced. The earth’s natural resources are relatively constant 
(they do not increase continuously) but population numbers increase year by year. 
The association between population numbers and the impact on the environment 
is however not a simple one. Various factors complicate this relationship. If the ex-
tensive usage of paper in industry and wood for making office furniture and paper, 
the utilisation of land for building more industries, and if industry’s waste disposed 
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of in the air and water is not managed in a sustainable manner, natural resources 
will be further depleted (Middleton, 2003).

Although we live in one global village, the world is very unbalanced in terms of 
environmental quality and human welfare. There are distinctions between rural and 
urban areas, between different groupings of people, and between the rich and poor 
countries. Although we would like the whole world to be concerned with the envi-
ronment, the rich and poor countries have different motivations and act differently 
with regard to resource consumption and environmental change (Middleton, 2003).

Study task questions
(1) Explain the relationship between population size and density and the impact 

of humans on the natural and work environments.

(2)  Environmental degradation is the deterioration of the environment by destroying 
and using up resources such as air, water and soil; the destruction of ecosys-
tems; and the extinction of wildlife. There are many types of resources. When 
resources are destroyed or depleted, the environment is degraded. Make a list 
of all the instances of environmental degradation that you have noticed in your 
immediate living and working environment.

(3) Reflect on the informal housing settlements, which have sprung up around the 
major cities in South Africa in the recent past. What range of stressors do these 
people face? Can these people function effectively in work situations? Discuss.

 Feedback
Compare your answers with the following:
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(1) It makes sense that the effect of population density on the natural environ-
ment also spills over to the work environment. More people for example means 
more workers, more workers mean more resources used, more resources used 
means more depletion of natural resources. Added stress is put on the worker 
who needs to manage congested roads (petroleum emissions placing further 
stress on the atmosphere) to get to work on time.

(2) Your answer will be individualised. Environmental degradation refers to the 
depletion or destruction of potentially renewable resources because they are 
used up more rapidly that the rate at which they can be naturally replenished. 
Examples may be a forest nearby that is chopped up for the firewood or a 
water source such as a fountain that is destroyed by pollution.

(3) Your answer will be individualised. Consider the resources that are available 
to the residents of these settlements. Consider also inadequate lighting, water 
and sewerage facilities and the impact of satisfying the needs of the residents 
has on the surrounding resources.

5.3 URBANISATION AND ENVIRONMENTAL STRESS

Urbanisation is the physical growth of urban areas because of global change. Urbanisation 
is also defined by the United Nations as the movement of people from rural to urban areas 
with population growth equating urban migration. The flood of people into the urban 
environment is a cause for concern as it places a heavy demand on essential services. In 
addition, aspects such as a lack of space and privacy influence people’s everyday function-
ing. Over the past five decades, more and more people have been migrating to cities. The 
United Nations reports that half of the world’s population lives in urban areas. This per-
centage does not apply to all countries and continents. However, some parts of the world 
are more urbanised than others (see the table below):

World’s top 10 most urbanised countries

Country Total Percentage

Hong Kong
Monaco
Nauru
Singapore
The Vatican
Belgium
Kuwait
Qatar
Iceland
Bahrain

6,961,000
34,000
13,000

4,108,000
1,000

5,444,000
1,894,000

534,000
261,000
603,000

100,0
100,0
100,0
100,0
100,0
 97,4
 96,1
 92,9
 92,7
 92,5

“The top ten most urbanised countries in the world”

Source: http://www.mapsofworld.com

Most countries with a high rate of urbanisation are countries with limited liveable lands, 
many of them islands or small states, others with large uninhabitable desert areas. Coun-
tries with a high rate of urbanisation generally have a very high rate of industrialisation. 
Poorer countries also show high rates of internal migration from rural to urban areas and 
uneven economic growth within the country. Urbanisation progresses, but not without 
repercussions: critical problems are being experienced in all large cities across the globe 
and it is generally accepted today that the present world cities are not sustainable.
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5.3.1 Effects of the urban environment

Now we shall try to determine the effects of the urban environment on the physical, social 
and psychological functioning of people as discussed by Veitch and Arkkelin (1995):

Physical effects

The unrestricted physical expansion of cities has created what some have called urban 
sprawl. This term refers to a random, and sometimes unseemly, spreading out of the city in 
all directions. One consequence of such random growth is the difficulty in maintaining an 
efficient and effective public transportation system. Other environmental problems include 
garbage, sewage and industrial waste disposal, energy shortages, air and noise pollution.

2. 

Urban-rural comparisons

A number of studies have compared differences in the incidence of physical and psycho-
logical disorders in urban and rural environments:

Urban areas are equipped with all the modern-day facilities like the internet, telephone, 
television and satellite connections. In urban areas, there is easy access to shopping com-
plexes, theatres and restaurants. Huge constructions, large housing complexes, skyscrapers 
are found in most of the urban metropolitan cities. Due to a greater availability of all the 
modern facilities, increased educational facilities and career opportunities, people of the 
urban areas lead an economically more stable and a luxurious life. The increasing attrac-
tion of the people towards the urban parts of the world has resulted in crowding of urban 
areas. Excessive industrialisation has invited environmental problems like pollution. It is 
perhaps not surprising that there is a higher rate of respiratory diseases in cities, since these 
ailments are closely linked to air pollution.

Rural areas are not crowded – houses are far apart with lots of room for fields and gardens. 
People in rural areas live in close proximity of nature. Apart from people, there is room 
for pets and grazing animals that help maintain equilibrium in nature. Due to a relatively 
lesser number of people inhabiting the rural areas, these parts are not overcrowded by peo-
ple. These areas have fewer industries and thus less pollution. The peaceful and relatively 
slow-paced life of the rural regions is less stressful although life may not be as lavish as 
in the urban areas. Although common depictions of city life suggest a greater presence of 
stress, the incidence of mental disorders is higher in rural areas than in cities.
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Social-behavioural effects

Studies have indicated that city people are less friendly toward strangers than are people 
in rural areas. City people tend to avoid eye contact with strangers and are less likely to 
return friendly gestures than rural dwellers. These differences could be explained simply 
in terms of urbanites paying less attention to other people, perhaps as a means of coping 
with excessive stimulation. Finally, clear differences have been reported between urban 
and rural areas in the incidence of crime, with rural areas definitely being safer than cities. 
Given that there are many more people than there are jobs, unemployment is higher in 
cities, leading the unemployed to resort to crime to “make a living.”

 

 Activity 5.1
Conduct the following survey: Interview two people, one who lives in a small town 
(10,000 people or fewer) and one who lives in a city (200,000 people or more). 
Ask them to list the things that they like most and least about their experiences 
in that environment. Are any of the problems or benefits discussed above on their 
list? Ask them to imagine what their city/town will be like in 20 years from now. 
Do they think the quality of life will be better or worse? Ask them whether they 
would prefer to live the rest of their life in an urban or a rural setting. How would 
you explain their choice in terms of the issues discussed in the section concerning 
urbanisation?
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 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised. Remember that human beings are remarkably 
adaptable, and whether increased population density leads to detrimental effects 
is still under debate. One line of inquiry receiving increased attention deals with 
the fundamental issue of how humans respond to high levels of physical density 
(i.e. the study of crowding).

5.3.2 Urban sustainability
2. 

"Urban sustainability” is a 
term used to describe prac-
tices that facilitate a place’s 
progress towards the goal of 
sustainable living. Sustain-
able living is a lifestyle that 
attempts to reduce an indi-
vidual’s or society’s use of 
natural resources. Attention 
is paid to technological and 
government policy, which 
enables urban planning for 
sustainable architecture and 
initiatives, that promote sus-
tainable agriculture. This topic has gained much prominence in recent years. The burden 
of urbanisation is a huge problem in developing countries (including South Africa and 
almost all countries on the African continent). The larger the urban population, the larger 
the demands made on resources, housing, services and the infrastructure. The first three 
of these are expensive to maintain, with the result that in many cases the poorer develop-
ing countries are ill equipped and unable to afford them. The developing countries also 
have a much shorter history of urbanisation than the prosperous, established cities of the 
Western world.

In the developed countries, infrastructure such as roads, services and resources, could be 
phased in and developed over longer periods. The generation of wealth also often led to 
urban growth in these countries. On the other hand, in the cities of the developing coun-
tries, housing and services must be provided and infrastructure established virtually in 
an instance, which is often much harder to accomplish. A further problem is that a large 
proportion of the growth in these cities can be attributed to the influx of poor people 
from the rural areas. The per capita base from which the development and maintenance 
of housing, services and the infrastructure can be financed is therefore lacking.

In the search to produce a balance between human development and the utilisation of 
resources, many of today’s cities do not comply with the above requirement. The creation 
of sustainable cities realises the aspiration of every inhabitant to lead a dignified existence. 
The economic system is of such a nature that everyone in society prospers or does well and 
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has quality of life. The rights of the individual are respected and each citizen realises what 
his or her responsibility towards society and the environment is. Crime is an unknown 
occurrence. There is no pollution or dumping of waste in the sustainable or environment-
friendly city. In fact, the emphasis is placed on the prevention of pollution and the re-use, 
recycling and effective utilisation of energy and material.

In the sustainable city, local energy resources (e.g. solar energy) are fully exploited, and all 
buildings, motor vehicles and appliances must comply with high levels of energy-effective-
ness. The inhabitants themselves produce a portion of the city’s food in community gardens, 
in their backyards or on the balconies of their flats and roof gardens of buildings. Trees 
and plants that are adapted to the local climate and soils beautify the city, reduce pollution 
and noise levels and serve as a habitat for animal life. Densely populated flora (vegetation 
and plant-life) in the close proximity of the city, farms and natural veld are protected and 
are not taken over by urban expansion. (Consider the controversial issue in South Africa 
between property developers and residents of well-established suburbs trying to prevent 
development of further housing and especially high-density housing in these areas where 
the natural environment will be affected.)

 Activity 5.2
A sustainable city is a city that has been designed with environmental concerns 
in mind. The sustainable city is not motor vehicle oriented; it is people oriented. 
Inhabitants are able to walk or cycle to most places. Mass transportation is chosen 
above private transportation because it is convenient as well as cost and energy 
efficient. The sustainable city is a people friendly, liveable environment. Unfortu-
nately, most of the world’s cities do not resemble the ideal sustainable city that 
we have described above; in fact, they differ from it in every aspect.

Consider your own experiences in your city for instance the smog that hangs over 
Johannesburg on a cold winter’s morning dismays us. It is also unpleasant to see 
that most South African cities are becoming increasingly polluted by litter or that 
most South Africans have been directly affected by crime in their cities. It is a 
frustrating experience to be caught in the peak-hour traffic on major highways 
such as the N1 between Johannesburg and Pretoria, the N3 between Durban and 
Pietermaritzburg or the N2 between Cape Town’s CBD (central business district) 
and surrounding suburban areas. There is little involvement in one another’s lives in 
major cities such as Johannesburg and Pretoria _ the lack of neighbourliness and 
a lack of genuine interest in others is certainly a symptom of the rushed city life.

(1) What are some of the characteristics of the sustainable city?

(2)  How could you personally contribute to the urban sustainability of the city by 
adapting your life-style in both your living and working environments?
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 Feedback

(1) The table below indicates the characteristics of the sustainable city versus the 

non-sustainable city lifestyle.

The sustainable city The non-sustainable city

 ● Residents are relatively prosper-
ous  and maintain a high quality 
of life.

 ● The rights and property of the  
individual are respected and each  
person contributes to a crime-
free  environment.

 ● Pollution is prevented to a point.
 ● Re-use and recycling is a way of 
life.

 ● Local renewable energy sources 
are used.

 ● The motor vehicle is not one of 
the  main considerations in the 
planning of the city.

 ● Food is also produced in the city  
(communal gardens).

 ● Indigenous trees and plants cre-
ate a green city.

 ● The city does not threaten its  
surrounding rural areas.

 ● The number of people and the  
population growth rate are  
sustainable.

 ● Poverty is widespread and the  
unemployment figure is very high.

 ● There is a high crime rate.
 ● The fight against pollution fo-
cuses on control rather than 
prevention.

 ● A consumer culture exists _ large  
volumes of waste are generated.

 ● Fossil fuels are used (Fossil fuels 
are formed in the ground from the 
remains of dead plants and ani-
mals. It takes millions of years to 
form fossil fuels. Oil, natural gas, 
and coal are fossil fuels.)

 ● The motor vehicle culture 
dominates.

 ● City dwellers are very dependent 
on  the rural areas for food.

 ● The city is more like a concrete 
and  steel jungle.

 ● The city expands horizontally and  
threatens the surrounding rural  
areas.

 ● Population numbers overwhelm 
the  infrastructure.

(2) Since we cannot read your thoughts, we cannot prescribe to you what you 

should do or how you should change your lifestyle. However, do not think that 

your contribution would be too small to really make an impact or difference.

 If everyone reasons in this way, no success can ever be achieved. The activity 

is of value to you in that you could have also identified aspects that cannot be 

reconciled with sustainability in your own work lives and households.

 People are doing their part to save the environment. They are changing the 

way they live in order to produce less waste, create less pollution, and use less 

energy. The following list is a compilation of tips on sustainable living:

 ● Recycle paper. (A few years ago at Unisa, we were not allowed to utilise 

used paper printed on one side only. It nowadays however makes cost ef-

fective sense to the institution in protection of the natural environment to 

use this recyclable paper, especially for proof copies of study guides, tuto-

rial letters, etc.)

 ● Use lift-clubs or do car pooling with colleagues living in your area or use 

public transport.
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 ● Make a compost heap. You will be sending less waste to the dump and the 
process of composting produces fewer methane emissions than the process 
of waste disposal that takes place at your local landfill.

 ● Put newspapers and glassware aside for recycling, etcetera.
 ● Hit the switch! Turn off all lights that are not in use.
 ● Install energy efficient light bulbs. They use less energy and last longer 

than traditional light bulbs, saving you money on two fronts.
 ● It takes energy to make hot water! Take shorter showers and turn the shower 

off while you shampoo and lather up.
 ● Set your hot water heater to the lowest possible setting.
 ● Use cold water to wash your laundry.
 ● Turn your thermostat down when you leave the house during the winter.
 ● Turn your thermostat down at night. Use extra blankets to stay warm.
 ● Shrink-wrap the windows in your home during the winter. This prevents 

unnecessary heat loss, so you will save a lot of money on your heating bill.
 ● Use a fan instead to keep cool during the summer. Fans use dramatically 

less energy than air conditioners.
 ● Turn your computer off when you are not using it. Even when in hibernation 

mode computers continue to use a lot of energy.
 ● Use your microwave. It uses less energy than ovens.
 ● Rethink your kitchen layout. Make sure your refrigerator is not located nearby 

any heat source, like ovens or heating apparatus.
 ● Plug computers, appliances, and other consumer electronics into power strips. 

These devices may continue to siphon valuable energy even when they are 
turned off. By flicking the switch on a power strip to the “off” position, you 
ensure this waste does not occur.

 ● Eat less meat. Meat is the least energy efficient type of food.
 ● Buy in bulk. Bulk packaged goods produce less waste by using fewer pack-

aging materials.
 ● Wash and reuse zip lock bags. Do not toss them out after one use.
 ● Invest in Tupperware. By making a relatively cheap one time purchase you 

can end your reliance on wasteful disposables like tin foil, plastic wrap, 
and paper bags.

 ● Use bags of leaves for insulation! By placing the bags of leaves you rake up 
each autumn around your house you can provide your home with natural 
insulation all winter long!

 ● Walk or ride a bike. Be healthy!
 ● Make sure you inflate the tires on your vehicle correctly. This will lead to 

increased fuel efficiency.
 ● Turn your car off when parked. Do not leave it idling.

5.4 CROWDING AND ENVIRONMENTAL STRESS

Crowding occurs in situations of high population density and is a source of environmental 
stress. In these situations, personal space is at a premium. Crowding is a subjective experi-
ence often influenced by culture, which may or may not be reflected in population density 
factors. There are also many other situations that could lead to the experience of crowding 
such as walking in a mall packed with people. Crowding is one of the psycho-ecological 
phenomena that will be investigated in this study unit and is related to privacy, territoriality 
and personal space, all of which are subject areas discussed in the next study unit.

What is the difference between density and crowding? Gifford (2007) defines density as a 
physical condition involving limited space. Crowding is an experiential state determined 
by whether the individual perceives himself or herself to be restricted when exposed to 
limitations regarding their space. The effects of increasing density on the individual’s 
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physiology and health are strongly influenced by the individual and by social coping 
mechanisms that he or she may have learned to use in these situations. For instance, the 
individual may experience a rise in blood pressure, increased sweating as well as other 
irregular heart functions.

The effect that density has on the task performance of a person in a working environment 
includes diminished performance of tasks that are sufficiently complex or require high 
rates of information processing. There are performance impairments where people must 
interact to carry out or process their tasks. In terms of social behaviour, density affects 
social behaviours in the following ways:

 ● Attraction. An increase in density leads to a decrease in attractiveness, so the more 
crowded we feel, the less attractive we find a situation.

 ● Unselfishness (altruism). Density is not directly related to helping (unselfish) behaviour, 
but helping behaviour is adversely affected by high density. So, the more crowded we 
feel the less we feel like helping others.

 ● Aggression. When an affective response is experienced in a negative light, the individual 
may become aggressive – when someone feels crowded the person may become violent.

Important concepts

Term Description

Population density Refers to the number of individuals per given unit of land 
area.

Urbanisation Movement of people from rural to urban areas and the 
growth of urban areas.

Urban sustainability Practices that facilitate the progress of a place or regions 
towards the goal of sustainable living.

Crowding High population density.

5.5 SUMMARY

In this study unit, you were introduced to population density as an aspect of urbanisation. 
Population density can lead to crowding; this means that the more people there are in a 
limited space, the more cramped and crowded they may feel.

One could conclude that population density is one of the factors which gives rise to urbani-
sation and therefore has a negative effect on the environment. This in turn has physical, 
social and psychological effects on the person.

Crowding is what people experience when they are exposed to population growth, urbani-
sation, high density, and so on. Whether a person experiences crowding or not depends 
on how he or she has adapted to the density levels in his or her environment. They may 
experience stress at work, at home or in their social interaction with others.

The next study unit will introduce three other psycho-ecological phenomena, namely 
privacy, personal space and territoriality, which are related to crowding.
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Self-evaluation
(1) The term “urbanisation” used in environmental psychology refers to: 

1 Movement of people from rural to urban areas and the growth of urban areas
2 High population volumes
3 Practices that facilitate a place or regions progress towards the goal of 

sustainable living
4 High population density 

(2) The worldwide increase in population has given rise to the fear that the earth 
might not be able to sustain a satisfactory quality of life for each of its inhab-
itants. Is this statement true or false? 

1 True
2 False 

(3) What does the term “environmental degradation” mean? 

1 the impact of cities on the natural environment
2 unsustainable practices
3 the depletion or destruction of potentially renewable resources
4 the effect of humans on the natural environment 

(4) “Urban sustainability” refers to practices that facilitate progress towards the 
goal of sustainable living with government policy, which enables urban planning 
for sustainable architecture, and initiatives that promote sustainable agriculture. 
Is this statement true or false? 

1 True
2 False 

(5) Which one is not a characteristic of a sustainable city? 

1 The rights and property of the individual are respected.
2 The consumer culture prevails.
3 Local renewable energy sources are used.
4 Pollution is avoided to a large extent.

 Feedback
The correct answers are:

(1)  = 1
(2)  = 1
(3)  = 3
(4)  = 1
(5)  = 2
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 STUDY UNIT 6

Territoriality, privacy and personal space

I once stayed at a luxury hotel in India. Although it was midday, I was really tired, 
so I hung the “Do not disturb” sign on the door to take a nap. A few minutes later 
the hotel staff knocked on my door telling me something really unimportant like 
what the spa hours were or something of the kind. I asked them to leave and went 
back to sleep. Then I heard my room phone ringing – it was the receptionist asking 
me if I was aware of the “Do not disturb” sign hanging on my door. I told her I was 
and asked her to stop disturbing me. I disconnected the phone and you would think 
that by then everything would be right. Only minutes later, someone was knocking 
at my door again to tell me that my phone was disconnected.

By now I was completely awake and decided to go for a swim in the hotel pool to 
relax. To my dismay, there were no private changing rooms and I realised that you 
were expected to change into your bathing suit in full view of everyone else, in a 
large, brightly lit room!

 Learning outcomes
After completing this study unit, you should have a clear understanding of the 
important issues and concepts that environmental psychologists need to know 
concerning human spatial regulation.

We will begin with the unravelling of the term “territoriality”; then we will consider 
a central concept in understanding humans’ use of space; privacy; and finally we 
will review some of the considerable research on the concept of “personal space”.

To reach these learning outcomes, you should be able to:

 ● define the terms “territoriality”, “privacy” and “personal space”
 ● identify the types of territoriality, privacy and personal space
 ● discuss the functions of territoriality, privacy and personal space
 ● give an account of the mechanisms used to achieve territoriality, privacy and 

personal space (relevant influences and theories that may be applicable)
 ● explain how territoriality, privacy and personal space may be used to design 

better human environments
 ● identify the importance of territoriality, privacy and personal space in the spatial-

environment relationships of human beings

Reading and study material for this specific study unit include
 ● the information contained in this study guide
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6.1 INTRODUCTION

For the greater part of the preceding study units you were presented with information 
on the environment and its effect on a person’s behaviour or – more to the point – how 
a person would react to a certain individual stimulus, be it noise, atmospheric pollution, 
urbanisation, high density, and so on. This study unit will focus on territoriality, privacy 
and personal space — all of which are known as person-environmental spatial relationships. 
All three of these topics concern factors influencing the ways humans position themselves 
in comparison with others in the social and physical environment.
2. 

To illustrate the variety and subtlety of these three concepts, 
we invite you to reflect on common experiences that you 
have had that involve (perhaps unconsciously) the use and 
regulation of space in everyday life. For example, when having 
a meeting in your office, you might close your door and put 
up a sign saying: “Meeting in progress: please do not disturb”. 
Think back to your childhood where you posted a threatening 
warning sign on your bedroom door when you were studying 
for an exam: “Keep out! Studying for exams.” Perhaps you 
remember your first day at school when you held on tight to 
your Mom’s coat and did not want to let go.

Contrast that behaviour to the distance that you tried to keep from a work colleague that 
you did not like or the school bully whenever you walked through the school gates! Per-
haps more recently you can recall your disgust at being sandwiched between people while 
queuing at the bank at peak time at the end of the month; or the annoyance you felt when 
a motorist suddenly cut in front of you while driving when there was no need to! Now 
compare that to how you felt upon returning home to find that you had been robbed and 
a stranger had invaded your private space and territory.

Perhaps you were outraged when the United States marched on Iraq, but were you just as 
dismayed when South Africa did not assist Zimbabwean citizens during their land invasion 
crisis? These are just a few examples of how we perceive and react to territory, personal 
space and privacy.

Our exploration will take the form of defining each of the three concepts and then identify-
ing the types, mechanism and behavioural characteristics of each. Let us begin by consider-
ing the nature of territoriality (which is the term to describe how we feel about territory).

6.2 TERRITORIALITY

Territoriality can be described as the expression of ownership or occupancy towards an 
object or space. The previous study unit explored the possible effect of environments with 
limited space on human behaviour. We concluded that the inhabitants of those environments 
might experience crowding. Territoriality is one of the means whereby we lay claim to a 
spatial environment (how we say: “back off this is my place!”), whether it is our workspace, 
our home, a train seat, or space in a queue at the bus terminal.

We are all familiar with the various ways in which animals “stake out their turf” (i.e. 
establish the spatial boundaries of areas that they have claimed for their own). A familiar 
example would be a dog’s reaction when an uninvited “guest” like the postal worker dares 
to intrude upon his sanctuary by stepping over that invisible, but well established defined 
territorial line. Once you recognise them, indicators of territoriality are everywhere: 
from fences and trespassing signs, to locks and barriers. Although territoriality exists, it is 
difficult to agree that humans truly exhibit territoriality. We will nonetheless attempt to 
understand this complex concept (Gifford, 2007).
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 Activity 6.1
There are many examples of territoriality and territorial behaviour. Cats display 
territorial behaviour when they scratch or claw surfaces other than designated 
scratching posts _ they are showing that they “own” whatever they have scratched. 
You can also see this when a colleague at work always works with a closed door, 
or a teenager slams the door to his or her room and shouts “Leave me alone!”.

Another example is of a fruit farmer in Mpumalanga who has put up “no trespass-
ing” signs to protect his harvest. He is also considering putting up electric fencing 
all around his property to keep the local community from taking the fruit without 
permission. In the past, he has suffered great losses as a lot of the fruit was stolen 
before it could be harvested.

(1) Think about the situation above. Do you agree with the farmer? Shouldn’t he 
be willing to share his fruit with his neighbours?

(2) What happens if everybody eats the fruit free of charge? Will he have to lay 
off workers? What happens to the community then?

(3) Do you think that territoriality can be a good thing?

 Feedback
Although we may not always agree with other people, everybody has the right to 
protect his or her property. Although we may want the farmer to share his harvest 
free of charge, he employs many members of the local community and if his harvest 
is gone then they will lose their jobs. Then the community will suffer a great deal. 
Territoriality can be a good thing if we exercise it with respect and if we are clear 
and honest about our reasons for marking our territory.
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6.2.1 Definition of territoriality

Territoriality can be defined as the behaviour a person uses to lay claim to an area and 
to defend it against intrusion. It can also be described as behaviour used to govern space. 
There are different types of territoriality and the table below illustrates their various char-
acteristics (Bell, Greene, Fisher & Baum, 2001; Gifford, 2007):

Type Characteristic

Primary territory  ● Ownership is exclusive to the occupant for a certain period, and 
the owner is perceived as being in full control.

 ● The territory is “off limits” unless otherwise indicated by  
owner.

 ● Intrusion without permission is serious, and attempts 
to  ward off intruders are common, while boundary markers  
such as fences, name plates and personalised objects are just as 
common.

Secondary 
territory

 ● There is perceived ownership.
 ● The rights to these areas not exclusive to the occupant  
(The territory might be shared by others such as the tearoom 
in your workplace).

 ● The person is not in complete control; the duration of  
occupation is usually temporary.

 ● It is semi-public territory.
 ● Unspoken norms and rules regulate usage; personal  markers 
are used such as putting your name on your  office tea-mug so 
that everyone in the office knows that it is yours.

Public territory  ● There are free access areas, and equal rights to the area.
 ● The area might be closed to certain individuals due 
to  discrimination (such as that you must be 18 years and  
older to enter bars and taverns) and unacceptable behaviour 
(someone who causes trouble may be banned from entering a 
certain public establishment, for example a bar or restaurant).

 ● The area is open to all outsiders who are not specifically  
excluded.

2. 

Territorial markers protect the spatial environment proclaimed by 
the person in a crowded area. Personal effects are more effective than 
non-personal items. Maintaining privacy with territorial markers 
enhances the perception that the area belongs to the owner, and the 
markers serve as signals to intruders that they are not welcome. The 
effectiveness of the defence of space depends on the social and physical 
context of markers (Bell, Greene, Fisher & Baum, 2001).

6.2.2 Benefits of territoriality

There are some psychological benefits, which a person experiences when territoriality has 
been achieved and include a sense of well-being, a greater feeling of control, and a pleas-
ant setting. Territoriality is important because the presence of a territory gives us a sense 
of control over our lives. It enables us to regulate with whom and where we interact with 
others. Some of the functions of territoriality are to:
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 ● create social order
 ● protect spatial environment by means of markers
 ● organise social behaviour
 ● have clearly defined demarcations of what is yours, which could serve to reduce hostil-

ity and aggression
 ● facilitate friendly relationships among people

 Activity 6.2
(1) How would you define “territoriality”?

(2) What types of territoriality are there and what are their features?

(3) What benefits do people experience when they are able to mark their territory?

 Feedback
Territoriality can be defined as the behaviour a person uses to lay claim to an area 
and to defend it against intrusion. There are different types of territoriality, namely 
primary, secondary and public. Territoriality is important because as a result people 
experience benefits such as a sense of control and a sense of well-being.

6.3 PRIVACY

What is the difference between privacy and territoriality? Privacy is a fundamental human 
right, which underpins human dignity. It is the desire by each of us for space where we can 
be free of interruption, intrusion, embarrassment or accountability. The attempt to control 
this private space is territoriality (a way of drawing the line at how far others can intrude). 
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Therefore, territoriality means the setting of limits on intrusion into the domestic and 
other environments such as the workplace or public space in order to protect our privacy.

You probably know what it feels like to want to be alone in order to, for example study 
for an examination. You also know what it feels like to be prevented from doing so by 
continuous interruptions. Territorial behaviour is aimed at protecting privacy by creating 
a private environment and defending it. You may have experienced a sense of crowding 
due to a lack of privacy when you could not maintain your territoriality.

6.3.1 Definition of privacy

Privacy is a process by which we regulate our contact with others. When we choose to be 
open or closed off to others, we regulate contact over time and in particular circumstances 
(especially when we want to be alone).

In gaining further knowledge concerning privacy, certain terms become important and 
need clarification (Bell, Greene, Fisher & Baum, 2001; Gifford, 2007; Veitch & Arkkelin, 
1995). They are the following:

(a) Optimisation process: Acquiring a balance between too much privacy (i.e. being socially 
isolated) that could lead to loneliness and too little privacy that could be experienced 
as crowding. The various combinations of desired versus achieved privacy levels can 
be seen in two extremes of mismatches between desired and achieved privacy levels: 
(1) where a person desires a great deal of social contact, but has achieved little, and (2) 
where the individual desires very little contact, but experiences a great deal of contact. 
Put more simply, at any given moment, where there is the best possible degree of 
privacy sought, there are extremes in either direction producing “loneliness” on the 
one hand, or “crowding” on the other.

(b) Selective control: We experience particular forces that cause us to approach some for 
interaction and to avoid others to be alone (depending on time and situations). For 
example, as I sit here writing this study guide, I would rather not have family mem-
bers or colleagues interrupt me to sit down and chat. On the other hand, when I go 
to the local gym at 17:00, I would be very disappointed if those same people were not 
there to greet me.

(c) Interpersonal boundary control: In terms of this type of control, we decide with whom 
to interact; whether others will be permitted to join in, and on the type of interaction 
we want to engage in. For example, when I feel like talking to someone about the 
soccer match that I just saw, any of my acquaintances would do. However I will not 
discuss my private fears and anxieties with just anybody.

Study task
Today, new technology makes it possible for employers to monitor many aspects 
of their employees’ activities, particularly on telephones, computer terminals and 
through electronic and voice mail. In a recent survey about 22 per cent of the 
businesses have “spied” on employee computer files, voice mail, email, or other 
networking communication. However, there is an increasing amount of attention 
paid to protecting an employee’s “right of privacy” (Mei-Sha Chieh & Kleiner, 2003). 
When you are at home you can do what you like, but companies argue that when 
you work for them they have the right to know what you are doing and saying in 
your emails and phone calls because it may have implications for the business.

As an environmental psychology practitioner, you may be asked to assist organisa-
tions in addressing and managing the issue of employee privacy. In general, there 
are four types of recognised employee privacy issues: intrusion, appropriation, 
public disclosure of private facts, and false light (Mei-Sha Chieh & Kleiner, 2003). 

Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word. Hier-
die is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
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Although there are some common elements, each of the four types of claim still 
has important differences and arises in different contexts:

 ● Intrusion: A claim for “intrusion” arises when someone intentionally intrudes 
upon another person’s private affairs or concerns. Most intrusions are consid-
ered highly offensive to any reasonable person. Intrusions can include making 
repeated phone calls, taking pictures of a person in a private place, opening mail 
marked personal, making rude and obviously unsuitable inquiries in an interview 
or questionnaire, or reaching into a person’s clothes or pockets.

 ● Appropriation: Appropriation means the use of another person’s name or like-
ness for a commercial or economic benefit. Usually, claims for appropriation in 
employment arise from cases in which employers still use former employees’ 
name or likeness in order to pretend to keep the clients or customers served by 
the former employees.

 ● Public disclosure of private facts: Public disclosure of private facts can mean 
that unreasonable publicity is given to another person’s private life. In general, 
this usually includes an employer’s use of information gathered about the em-
ployee or applicant during the application, orientation, screening, or medical 
examination process and maintained in personnel or other files. A disclosure, 
which is unauthorised and offensive, especially regarding genuinely private 
matters, is illegal.

 ● False light: False light is what happens when a person is publicly placed in a 
false light, which is highly offensive to any reasonable person.

Mei-Sha Chieh and Kleiner (2003) suggest the following steps which can help or-
ganisations to manage their employee privacy issues:

 ● Background check: An employer must investigate all information contained on 
an applicant’s CV, contact references to decide if the applicant misrepresented 
his or her credentials and investigate gaps in the applicant’s employment his-
tory. This process can help employers to minimise the risk of hiring an unsuit-
able employee.

 ● Employee handbook: Employers should institute written policies in employee 
handbooks to tell employees or applicants clearly about any possible intrusion, 
screening, and examination in the workplace. For instance, a written policy states 
that all communication systems within the company, such as computers, tape 
recorders and voice-mail, are company property, must be used for job-related 
purpose only, and are subject to monitoring at any time by the employer.

 ● Advance notice: If the employer must conduct a search of an employee, they 
should give the employee a written notice in advance.

 ● Appropriate application forms and interview inquiries: Employers must prepare 
their application forms and interview inquiries to gather information only about 
an applicant’s ability and suitability to perform the related jobs. Employers 
should refrain from asking highly personal questions.

 ● Checking every document: To avoid lawsuits, the employer must check every 
company document after any employee leaves the company. The key is to 
make sure that there are not any former employees’ names or likeness on any 
company documents.

 ● Restricted information control: Employers must discuss information carefully 
about employees with anyone other than an individual who has a legitimate 
need to know. Restricting access to information and to files about employees 
can minimise the risk that private information will fall into the wrong hands.

Study task questions
(1) Although there are several different kinds of privacy issues, what are the four 

types of employee privacy issues that are highlighted in the above article?
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(2) What steps can organisations take to manage their employee privacy issues?

 Feedback
Compare your answers with the following:

(1) Types: The four recognised employee privacy issues described include intru-
sion, appropriation, public disclosure of private facts and false light.

(2) Steps that can be taken (but not limited to) include conducting background 
checks on employees, complying with policies in the employee handbook, 
written advancing notice, preparation of appropriate application forms and 
interview inquiries to gather information only about an applicant’s ability and 
suitability to perform related jobs, checking every document after the employee 
leaves the organisation and restricted information control, restricting access 
to information to minimise the risk that private information about employees 
will fall into the wrong hands and permit legal redress.

6.3.2 Types of privacy

Privacy may be described as solitude, intimacy, anonymity or reserve.

 ● Solitude: It is a popular but limited notion of privacy: being alone like when you want 
to be alone when you are studying for examinations.

 ● Intimacy: It refers to group privacy, like when lovers wish to be alone.
 ● Anonymity: It is the form of privacy desired when a person wishes to be among oth-

ers but does not want to be personally identified or to interact on a personal basis like 
when famous celebrities like actors or singers occasionally desire to walk among people 
as just an ordinary individual to see what normal life is like. Ordinary individuals also 
desire anonymity sometimes. Do you ever go to the shopping mall simply to absorb 
the hustle and bustle without wanting to interact with anyone else?

 ● Reserve: This last type of privacy involves the creation of a psychological barrier against 
intrusion. Reserve means that a person wishes to limit communication about him or 
herself to others when in public or in private (consider the young royal Prince William 
who is well known for being a very reserved person with both family and the public).
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6.3.3 The functions of privacy

Privacy permits us to have times when we can just be ourselves, free from concern about 
how we look or behave in other people’s eyes, and it allows us to reflect on our experiences, 
to take stock of our lives and relationships with others, and to formulate strategies for future 
events (Gifford, 2007). In general, privacy can be thought of as serving two basic functions:

 ● the achievement of the development of self-identity
 ● the management of personal interactions between the self and the social environment

There are two mechanisms by which people maintain preferred levels of privacy:

 ● Verbal mechanisms: “I want to be alone right now,” “Please leave!” or the more forceful 
and direct, “Get out or I’ll throw you out!” The message is clear and usually successful 
in preventing contact. We also use subtle cues to enhance the message, such as the rate 
(speed at which we deliver the message), pitch (tone in which we deliver the message) 
and intensity of speech (the amount of force we use to deliver the message).

 ● Non-verbal mechanisms: Gestures like fist-shaking, outstretched arms, facial expres-
sions (smiling or sneering), body orientation (leaning toward or leaning backwards), as 
well as eye contact or fidgeting all communicate the desire to be with someone or not.

2. 

 Activity 6.3
(1) From your understanding of the concept “privacy”, what type of privacy are 

you currently experiencing in your life?

(2) Describe an experience where you needed to exhibit a desire for privacy either 
in your personal or work life. What privacy mechanism or mechanisms did you 
make use of?

 Feedback
As the above activity entailed using your own personal experiences, we cannot pre-
scribe specific guidelines. However, try to be as critical as possible in your analysis 
so that you can engage in the study unit productively and successfully.
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6.4 PERSONAL SPACE

Personal space is the area surrounding an individual in which other people should not 
physically enter in order for them to feel comfortable and secure. The amount of personal 
space required depends on each person. For example, someone who is accustomed to busy 
city life, especially riding on crowded taxis, is more tolerant of others standing very close to 
them than someone who may live in a more rural area. In fact, one who is used to having 
their personal space respected may become extremely anxious and claustrophobic when 
placed in a situation where people stand too close to them and crowd them.

Have you ever stepped back from a person who was in conversation with you? The reason 
for this reaction was that you found the personal distance between yourself and the other 
person uncomfortably close. Your reaction was to create an appropriate distance between 
the two of you. The distance you created was part of your personal space.

6.4.1 Definition of personal space

According to research (Bell, Greene, Fisher & Baum, 2001; Gifford, 2007; Veitch & 
Arkkelin, 1995), personal space is the region surrounding a person, which they regard as 
psychologically theirs. Personal space is an area with invisible boundaries at unfixed dis-
tances surrounding a person. Invasion of personal space often leads to discomfort, anger, or 
anxiety on the part of the victim. Personal space is highly variable. Those living in densely 
populated places tend to have a smaller personal space for example residents of India tend 
to have a smaller personal space than those living in the Saharan desert.

The table below illustrates the differences between personal space and territoriality:

Personal space Territoriality

Moves with us. Relatively stationary.

Boundaries invisible. Boundaries marked (visible to others).

Body as focal point. Focal point (centre): home, work environment.

Withdrawal when invaded. Fight to protect.

Personal space has become a common concept used in environmental psychology because 
of its close association with territory and crowding. The psychological experience of ter-
ritory and crowding may be triggered by the amount of people causing an invasion onto 
your personal space. Consider the new technological mediums that have developed and 
changed the way we live and do business for instance cell-phones, the internet, iPod, video 
conferencing.

6.4.2 Types of distances associated with personal space
2. 

 The types of distances are set out in 
the table below (Bell, Greene, Fisher & 
Baum, 2001; Gifford, 2007; Veitch & 
Arkkelin, 1995). Each distance is also 
indicated by having a close and far phase. 
These phases represent the distance 
zones between two people.
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Intimate space

Close phase (0–15 centimetres): This is for comforting, protecting, lovemaking, wrestling, 
and other full-contact activities. People who interact at this distance are on intimate terms, 
or they are behaving within a strict set of rules (e.g. wrestling), or they are expressing strong 
negative emotions (e.g. an angry rugby manager heatedly disputing a referee’s decision). 
There is physical contact, olfaction (smell) and heat sensation, vision blurred.

Far phase (15–45 centimetres): This is used by individuals who are on very close terms. 
(Note how the English language contains many words that describe the state of relation-
ships in terms of interpersonal distance, such as close, in touch, distant, etc.) A typical 
behaviour at this distance is whispering. Generally, the participants in the interaction at 
this distance are very good friends. However physical contact is absent, vision is distorted, 
there is heat sensation as well as odour is detected and there is comfortable vocalization.

Personal space

Close phase (45–75 centimetres): This is the zone for those who are familiar with one 
another and are on good terms. Good friends or a happy couple will use this distance to 
talk. There is absence of physical contact and visual distortion, radiant heat is not detect-
able, odours are possibly present and there is vocalisation, reserved for spousal relations.

Far phase (75–120 centimetres): This is used for social interactions between friends and 
acquaintances. If you observe two co-workers who are acquainted but not special friends 
talking in the office corridor, chances are they will be standing in the far phase of personal 
distance. There is lack of physical contact, vision unusually acute, radiant heat undetect-
able, normal odours not detected, voice level moderate, open to others, subjects of personal 
interest are discussed.

Social space

Close phase (1,2–2 meters): This is the distance someone might select while being introduced 
to a work colleague from another department or talking to a car salesperson on buying an 
economical motor vehicle. This zone is used more for interaction between unacquainted 
individuals (casual social gatherings) or those transacting business (work relations). There 
is touch involved, visuals are good, smell sensation operative for unusual odours and voice 
level essentially social.

Far phase (2–3,5 meters): This is typical of more formal and impersonal business transac-
tions. Here there is little sense of friendship or even of trying to be friendly. The interac-
tion is best described as the meeting of two organizations’ representatives, for example if a 
company is owned by your colleague’s father and is about to buy out the car dealer outlet, 
he and the car salesperson’s boss might interact at this distance. There is louder voice level 
evident here, diminished visuals, lack of smell sensation clues and no physical contact.

Public space

Close phase (3,5–7 meters): This zone is used less often by two interacting individuals than 
by speakers and their audiences. This would be a lecturer whose class has grown just large 
enough that speaking from a seated position no longer feels comfortable. When someone is 
speaking to a group of 30 or 40 people, the average distance between speaker and listener is 
likely to be in this range (speaker-audience situation). A loud voice is evident, lack of acute-
ness, and less peripheral stimuli perceived.

Far phase (7 meters): This used when ordinary people meet important public figures. If you 
were formally introduced to a head of state, you would probably halt your approach at about 
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this distance, the important public figure must beckon you closer if communication between 
the two of is to occur. Voice loudness, tempo and pronunciation changes in the amount of 
peripheral stimuli entering the field of vision, or by the amount of acuteness with which the 
peripheral stimuli are perceived.

The distances show that an interaction is taking place between both participants and observ-
ers by identifying the place and nature of the relationship between the interactors, and the 
nature of the activity taking place. Also applicable to understanding distances is the social 
learning theory, which asserts that personal space is gradually learned behaviour resulting 
from an individual’s history or reinforcement (Bandura, 1997). Parents and others often 
deliver verbal reinforcements to children about the appropriateness of their interpersonal 
distance such as saying, “Stay close to your brother or sister on the way to school”.

6.4.3 Functions and factors of personal space

According to Veitch and Arkkelin (1995), personal space has certain functions:

 ● Self-protection: We use space to avoid any threat to self.
 ● Communication: The space maintains distance and communicates information re-

garding the relationship between the interactors as well as the nature of the activity.
 ● Close distance: Communicates interest and desire to audience.
 ● Far distance: Communicates lack of intimacy and desire to avoid interaction.

The factors that influence personal space include:

 ● Individual differences based on, for example, culture and gender
 ● social/situational factors or variables involving a degree of attraction between individuals

6.4.4 Alternative workplace strategies and space allocation

Alternative workplace strategies (AWS) (also sometimes referred to as alternative officing) 
have paved the way for greater innovation and freedom. A great space in which to conduct 
business no longer has to be defined by four walls and a desk. It may mean simply a laptop 
and a lounge chair. Alternative officing initiatives are either space saving or space neutral. 
The goal of space saving initiatives is to reduce occupancy costs by improving densities 
and the goal of space neutral initiatives is to support new work processes, regardless of 
the space impact.

Now let us look at what alternative workplace strategies entail by looking at the following 
table:

Types of alternative workplace strategies

Team 
environment

In many organisations work is done in groups or teams because a team 
can accomplish more than an individual can. Teams usually consist of 
people with different skills and personalities who have to work together 
in order to achieve a goal. A well functioning team should meet regu-
larly to discuss each person’s progress and concerns and to share ideas. 
Teams need a flexible work area designed to support work teams as they 
expand or shrink, such as activity centres, project team environments 
and team suites.
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Types of alternative workplace strategies

Non-territo-
rial office

Two decades ago, when you said you were going to work it meant you 
were going to an office building where you would sit in a dedicated 
space for most of the day. Today, when people say they are going to 
work it could be anywhere in the world. A program will allocate avail-
able space where a person can go do his or her work. Examples include 
“hoteling” and shared offices. Hoteling (also called office hoteling) is 
the practice of providing office space to employees on an as-needed ba-
sis rather than on the traditional, constantly reserved basis. This reduces 
the amount of physical space that a company needs, lowering overhead 
cost while ensuring that every worker can access office resources when 
necessary.

Home-based 
telecommut-
ing

Home-based telecommuting can also be referred to as telecommut-
ing, e-commuting, e-work, working from home (WFH), or working 
at home (WAH) and is a work arrangement where employees enjoy 
flexibility in working location and hours. In other words, the daily com-
muting to a central place of work (the office) is replaced by telecommu-
nication links and is based on the belief that “work is something you do, 
not someplace you travel to”. Benefits include flexibility for employees 
with children at home, it reduces traffic congestion, relieves the strain 
on transportation infrastructures, reduces greenhouse gases and saves 
fuel, reduces the spread of illness in companies, reduces costs of renting 
office space, increases productivity, reduces staff turnover and absentee-
ism, and improves employee morale.

Telework 
centre

A telework centre involves the re-creation of physical and technical 
work space attributes in a central suburban office for employees who 
live nearby. It is also known as a satellite office centre.

Virtual office If you work away from your office utilising a computer, modem, fax 
machine, email or other electronic means to perform your job and com-
municate with your place of employment, you work in a virtual office. 
In a virtual office an employee works from an outside location using a 
company email address, mailing address and phone extension. A virtual 
office doesn’t necessarily have to be a room in a person’s home; it can 
be any non-traditional work settings such as client’s offices and airline 
clubs. A laptop in a hotel or even at the beach will do. In most cases, a 
person who works from a virtual office has a computer which is setup 
so that they can work while they are away from the office.

If management of organisations believe strongly in the value of informal interaction, they 
will have to provide settings that draw people in and encourage collaboration. Status will 
be minimised, sharing of information will be maximised, and ownership/spatial-territorial 
issues will be dealt with more productively. These work environments will be comfortable, 
healthy, customised and welcoming (Quinn, 1999).

 Activity 6.4

After working through the study material above you should now be able to identify the 
important aspects of personal space by answering the following questions:

(1) Why would people maintain their distances from others?
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(2) How do we determine what distances of personal space are appropriate under 
specific circumstances?

(3) What reactions do a person show when his or her personal space has been 
invaded?

(4) What is your opinion of alternative working strategies being implemented in 
the workplace?

 Feedback
(1) Question 1 is a self-insight question in that you needed to give your own inter-

pretations and conclusions.

(2)  Determining distance: We determine appropriate distances through learned be-
haviour (also see the social learning theory). These norms on spatial behaviour 
serve to allow an individual to feel comfortable during social interactions.

(3) Reaction. An invasion of personal space causes a variety of reactions. People 
may flee, set up barriers, do nothing at all or experience uneasiness.

(4) Question 4 is a self-insight question in that you needed to give your own in-
terpretations and conclusions. You could possibly focus on the benefits for the 
company, for the individual and for the environment. Have you ever been in a 
position where you were able to work from home or perhaps you were on a 
project in another town and had to communicate with your office by means of 
email? How did this make you feel?
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Important concepts

Term Description

Territoriality The expression of ownership or occupancy towards 
an object or space.

Privacy An interpersonal boundary-control process by means 
of which we regulate contact with others.

Personal space The region surrounding a person which they regard as 
psychologically theirs.

Alternative workplace 
strategies (AWS)

Flexible work area designed to support work that are 
either space saving or space neutral.

6.5 SUMMARY
Territoriality, privacy and personal space are interrelated. A person could experience a loss 
of privacy in an unsuccessful attempt to maintain his or her personal space and territorial-
ity, which in turn could lead to a sense of crowding. These four aspects are important in 
an attempt to understand human spatial behaviour.

Self-evaluation
Use the information in this study unit to answer the following questions.

(1) Which of the options is not a benefit, which a person experiences when ter-
ritoriality has been achieved?  

1 a sense of wellbeing 
2 feelings of control 
3 regulated usage 
4 a pleasant setting   

(2) Privacy is an interpersonal boundary-control process by means of which we regu-
late contact with others. Within this context, “selective control” refers to … 

1 particular forces that cause us to approach some for interaction and to avoid 
others to be alone 

2 acquiring a balance between too much and too little privacy 
3 whether others will be permitted to join in and on the type of interaction 

we want to exhibit 
4 a dialectic process of opening and closing the self to others thereby regu-

lating contact  

(3) Anonymity refers to when a person wishes to be among others but does not 
want to be personally identified, and is a form of …  

1 solitude 
2 privacy 
3 reservation 
4 intrusion   

(4) Privacy therefore promotes personal autonomy (a sense of a central core of 
the self); emotional release (a relief from social roles and expectations) and 
self-evaluation (the integration of experiences and planning for the future). Is 
this statement true or false?  

1 True 
2 False   



103    

(5) “The region surrounding a person which they regard as psychologically theirs” 
is a definition of …  

1 personal space 
2 psychological space 
3  territoriality 
4 space allocation 

 Feedback
The correct answers are:

(1)  = 3
(2)  = 1
(3)  = 2
(4)  = 1
(5)  = 1
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THEME 3

Applying environmental psychology

Study unit 7: Creating favourable work environments

 Study unit 8: Environmental psychology and sustainability
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 STUDY UNIT 7

Creating favourable work environments

Over the years, Theo’s office has changed. He used to work alone in a small room, but 
these days it’s much more flexible. For Theo and his team this is a vast improvement 
since they feel that the workplace isn’t just as a space in which to execute tasks, but 
also a place in which to socialise, communicate and encourage creativity. For them 
it’s important to be able to throw around ideas and brainstorm – it’s how they come 
up with some of their best advertising campaigns!

In the past their workplace was designed based on the idea of squeezing the most 
bodies into a space and using leftover spaces for meeting rooms and back office func-
tions. Nevertheless, luckily, Theo’s bosses have realised that are quite a few benefits 
from a well-designed office environment. For Theo it has boosted confidence and 
improved productivity.

 Learning outcomes
On completion of this study unit, you will be able to:

 ● explain the relationship between workplace environments and employee 

functioning

 ● discuss research related to workplace design and employee functioning

 ● discuss the relationship between organisational culture and workplace design

 ● discuss the role of environmental variables in worker functioning

 ● describe the role of environmental psychologists in improving the relationship 

between people and the environment

Reading and study material for this specific study unit include
 ● the information contained in this study guide

7.1 INTRODUCTION

Can we expect employees or workers to do their best if the environment in which they 
work is not contributing to the best possible results? The world of work has gone through 
significant changes in the past decade with the leaders of industry endeavouring to find 
ways to optimise organisational effectiveness. Richter (2001) indicates that a company’s 
success is often related to the innovation and creativity of its people. As a result, people’s 
inventiveness continues to emerge as a valuable business asset.
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Managers and leaders value the many factors that affect the culture of an organisation and 
as we have learnt in the previous study units, there are a number of factors or variables, 
which influence the effective functioning of workers. As we look at the application of en-
vironmental psychology to the world of work, business can look to find new opportunities 
to increase their competitive advantage by applying environmental psychology principles 
to the workplace.

Previously in the study unit on environmental psychology in the workplace, we saw that a 
great deal of research has been done on the effect of open workspaces on worker produc-
tivity. Most of the research coming out of this area has indicated that open-plan offices 
tend to be viewed negatively by employees – particularly aspects such as a lack of privacy 
and poor communication are mentioned as factors affecting the functioning of workers. 
However, a study by Richter (2001) indicates that open-plan workplaces can be utilised 
effectively to create a culture of openness and creativity and will contribute to developing 
a culture, which allows people to be creative and innovative.

When environments communicate that ideas are welcome and heard to the degree that 
open door policies become no door policies, potential employees take note. A company’s 
work environment is every bit as much its signature as its logo. The work environment 
also communicates an organisation’s values. One of the most important of these values is 
how a company values employee satisfaction. Quality design and values expressed through 
spatial dynamics, lighting, technology, finishes and equipment contribute to the creative 
process as quality influences team members.

The environment has a direct influence upon employees’ attitudes, expressions and per-
formance. Thus, the environmental variables become part of the organisational culture and 
in addition, create an environment in which employees can function to their full potential. 
In this process, environmental psychology plays a role in determining the correct mix of 
variables, which will contribute to an environment that is conducive to those aspects of 
the organisation, which will ensure its success.

Study task
As an environmental psychology practitioner, you may be called upon to help or-

ganisations create favourable workspaces for their employees.

According to research by Vischer (2008), companies are demanding better quality 

workspaces for their employees. Previously, the design of office buildings adhered 

to a 19th century model of work where workers were expected to perform rather 

than to think, brought together in space and time so that they could be supervised, 

have access to necessary tools, and so that there would be a clear barrier between 

work and their other activities.

Today, in the 21st century world of work, few of these conditions are still relevant 

and people no longer need to be fixed in space and time to work together. The tools 

(computers and telecommunications) exist so that you can work from anywhere 

in the world.

As part of these changes, the idea of what a place of work should be has changed 

from being a passive setting to being an active setting and supporting whatever you 

need to do to get the job done. Companies are now becoming interested in designing 

workplaces that support employees. Employees may waste time and energy trying 

to cope in poorly designed and uncomfortable workspaces rather than investing 

their energy in doing the actual work (Vischer, 2008).

Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word. Hier-
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gebruik moet word.
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Most work environment studies can be organised into the typology identified in 
table 1 below. Linking the satisfaction and productivity categories is the notion of 
functional comfort. People need to be more than simply healthy and safe in the 
buildings they occupy; they need environmental support for the activities they are 
there to perform.

This notion of functional comfort goes beyond the more traditional concept of 
comfort based on environmental conditions such as temperature and relative hu-
midity for thermal comfort, air speed and freshness for ventilation comfort, and 
brightness, contrast conditions and luminance for lighting comfort. The concept of 
functional comfort links the psychological aspects of workers’ environmental likes 
and dislikes with concrete outcome measures such as improved task performance 
and team effectiveness (Vischer, 2008).

How workspace is designed and occupied affects not only how people feel, but also 
their work performance, their commitment to their employer, and the creation of 
new knowledge in the organisation. These are the cornerstones of environmental 
psychology of workspace (Vischer, 2008). The questions asked in the table below, 
measure users’ perceptions of environmental conditions. These questions can be 
asked in order to diagnose building performance and the effectiveness of building 
systems.

Table 1

Proposed typology of research on the environmental psychology of workspace 
(Vischer, 2008)

Satisfaction Territoriality and 
belonging

Productivity

Ambient en-
vironmental 
conditions

Do people like 
the lighting, noise 
levels and thermal 
comfort?

How do conditions 
such as daylight 
and natural ventila-
tion, as well as con-
trols over interior 
conditions affect 
the way people 
feel (appropriation, 
commitment) about 
their work and 
workspace?

Do changing envi-
ronmental condi-
tions help people 
work better or 
faster?

Furniture & of-
fice layout

Do people like their 
furniture, location, 
access to meeting-
rooms and on-site 
services?

How do moves, 
changes and other 
reconfigurations of 
workspace affect 
people’s feelings 
about their sense 
of privacy and their 
social status?

Does changing fur-
niture layouts, the 
location of equip-
ment, meeting 
space, territory and 
bathrooms, help 
people work better 
or faster?

Process is-
sues (e.g. user 
participation)

Do people report 
more satisfaction 
with the work envi-
ronment if they 
have been involved 
in space-related 
decisions?

How does involving 
workers in mak-
ing decisions about 
their workspace 
affect their feel-
ings of ownership 
and belonging and 
increase employee 
loyalty?

Do environments 
designed to meet 
organisational 
goals and objec-
tives have a posi-
tive impact on the 
company’s “bottom 
line”?
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Study task questions
(1) Using the information above that you have just studied, think about your own 

work, home or study environment, or any other environment where you function. 
Describe “functional comfort” as discussed above by Vischer. How functionally 
comfortable is your own work or study environment?

(2) Use Vischer’s table 1: “Proposed typology of research on the environmental 
psychology of workspace” to measure your own workspace.

 Feedback
(1) Your answer will be individualised. However, Vischer explains that people 

need to be more than simply healthy and safe in the buildings they occupy; 
they need environmental support for the activities they are there to perform. 
The traditional concept of comfort is based on for example, temperature and 
relative humidity for thermal comfort; air speed and freshness for ventilation; 
comfort, brightness, contrast conditions and luminance for lighting comfort. 
The concept of “functional comfort”, however, links the psychological aspects 
of workers’ environmental likes and dislikes with concrete outcome measures 
such as improved task performance and team effectiveness.

(2)  Your answer will be individualised and based on your own perceptions. Look at 
your own work or home or study environment and ask yourself the following 
questions:

 ● Do you like the lighting, noise levels and temperature?
 ● Do you have control over the amount of light or ventilation that you have 

and how do you feel about it?
 ● Do you like the furniture, location and layout of the rooms?
 ● Would you have liked to be involved in the design of the rooms and what 

would you change if you could?

7.2 CREATING ENVIRONMENTS HELPFUL TO WORKPLACE FUNCTIONING

The interrelatedness between the environment and business functioning is well known. 
Our interest is specifically in the area of the effect of environments on worker function-
ing. We spend a large part of our adult lives at work and much has been written about 
poor worker productivity and job satisfaction as contributing factors, among others to 
organisational downfall.
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7.2.1 Worker productivity

Worker productivity is the amount of goods and services that a worker produces in a given 
amount of time. Physical and location factors greatly affect worker productivity or the 
performances of individual work roles.

Sustainable design seeks to reduce negative impacts on the environment, and the health 
and comfort of building occupants, thereby improving building performance. The basic 
objectives of sustainability are to reduce consumption of non-renewable resources, which 
are resources that cannot be replenished (made again) in a short period of time, minimise 
waste, and create healthy, productive environments. Utilising a sustainable design phi-
losophy encourages decisions at each phase of the design process that will reduce negative 
impacts on the environment and the health of the occu pants, without compromising the 
bottom line.

Sustainable design involves the ability to:

 ● optimise site potential
 ● minimise non-renewable energy consumption
 ● use environmentally preferable products
 ● protect and conserve water
 ● enhance indoor environmental quality
 ● optimise operational and maintenance practices

7.2.2 Job satisfaction

Job satisfaction describes how content an individual is with his or her job. The happier 
people are within their job, the more satisfied they are said to be. Job satisfaction is not 
the same as motivation, although it is clearly linked. Influences on satisfaction include the 
management style and culture, employee involvement, empowerment and autonomous 
work groups. Job satisfaction is a very important attribute which is frequently measured 
by organisations. The most common way of measurement is the use of rating scales where 
employees report their reactions to their jobs. Questions relate to rate of pay, work re-
sponsibilities, variety of tasks, promotional opportunities, the work itself and co-workers.

For many employees, the workplace is not a satisfying place. A study by Bauer (2004) 
showed that worker satisfaction and higher involvement in workplace design are associated 
with higher job satisfaction. This positive effect is dominated by the involvement of work-
ers in flexible work systems, indicating that workers particularly value the opportunities 
associated with these systems, such as an increased autonomy over how to perform their 
tasks, and increased communication with co-workers. Being involved in team work and 
job rotations as well as supporting human resource practices appear to contribute relatively 
little to the increased job satisfaction from being involved in design.

7.2.3 Workplace design

The workplace today is a result of historical innovations that were designed to make the 
workplace a productive environment. However the world of work continues to change, and 
the design factors that once were helpful are adding less value than they once did (Becker 
& Steele, 1995; Marmot & Eley, 2000). Here are a set of principles and practices you as 
an environmental psychology practitioner can use in designing offices and workplaces:

 ● Work patterns – how we work differently
 ● Working spaces – patterns of space we use
 ● Design principles – basic guidelines for workplace design
 ● Psychological principles
 ● Physical design principles



111    

7.2.3.1 Work patterns

There are a number of patterns of work. If you can understand these better then you can 
design environments that suit the people better (Becker & Steele, 1995; Marmot & Eley, 
2000).

When out of the office, people:

 ● work  at home
 ● visit and work in other offices
 ● visit customers, suppliers and other third parties

When in the office, people:

 ● work at their desk
 ● are on the phone
 ● are working on the computer
 ● are doing paperwork
 ● are talking with neighbours and visitors
 ● work away from their desk
 ● are in meeting rooms
 ● are at the desks of other people
 ● are in labs, demo rooms, training rooms, etcetera
 ● are taking breaks and socialising
 ● are going for coffee or lunch
 ● are going to see other people
 ● are stretching their legs, walking and thinking
 ● are going to and from the building

7.2.3.2 Working spaces

Working spaces can vary, including how we share that space. Here are some of the spaces 
that we use (Becker & Steele, 1995; Marmot & Eley, 2000):

 ● Hotelling – It is a full-sized cubicle with network, phone and power connections. It is 
likely to be used for a day or more at a time. It may be booked ahead of time.

 ● Touchdown – It is a small space with network and power connection, plus possibly a 
phone. It is likely to be used for a short period of time.

 ● Desk sharing – It has a desk or cubicle which is assigned to a limited set of users. This 
may be several people sharing a single desk or several people sharing several desks. For 
example, a team of five people may share a set of three desks.

 ● Cave and commons – It is a team space designed with “caves” (minimised private 
spaces) and “commons” (common working areas).

 ● Huddle space – It is a small informal meeting area for around two to five people.
 ● Booth – A booth is a rectangular table for two or four people with high partitions on 

three sides. The open side makes it easily accessible, whilst the high other sides gives 
a degree of privacy and intimacy.

 ● War room – It is a room or space assigned to a team which includes permanent project 
elements, such as work preparation tables, competitive data and timelines on walls, 
etcetera.

 ● Meeting room – It is a space with table, chairs, walls and a door where people can make 
a noise, write on walls, project and generally communicate as a team.

 ● Storage – This is a space just for putting things away from where we work.

7.2.3.3 Design principles

Introduction

The goal of workplace design is to provide spaces that allow people to do their jobs with 
maximum effectiveness and comfort.
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Support the work of individuals

Work is done by individual people who must be both motivated and given the resources 
t o do the job:

 ● Workspaces that support the job – Standard cubes make layout easier, but they may also 
give space that is more or less than is actually needed. Workspaces should support the 
job, so rather than blindly giving people a standard cube, first listen and try to meet 
needs, for example racks and benches for equipment engineers, touchdown and demo 
space for sales people.

 ● Proximity – Where the things and people associated with the job are not close by, it 
makes work harder and reduces efficiency. What is required includes:

 – adequate (but not excessive) storage at the desk
 – nearby services (printers, coffee, stationery, etc)
 – teams near other teams with similar interests, customers, etcetera
 – that both functional specialists and operational teams are connected

Support the work of groups

Groups also need good workplace design. They must be able to easily work together. They 
must also feel like  a group:

 ● Create a community – A community is a group of people with shared interests who 
communicate. They define themselves by how they are different to other communities 
and by the boundaries between them. Design the workplace to include different areas 
and boundaries that help people define themselves.

 ● Link communities – A company is a collection of communities which interact. Where 
the boundaries are too high, this can shut people in and shut others out, making com-
munication more difficult. Lower boundaries and widen entrances as much as possible 
to enable communities to optimally interact with one another.

 ● Design collaboratively – Involving teams in the design of their space creates buy-in 
and allows them to optimise the environment for their specific needs.

Create a motivating environment

To give of their best, people in the workplace must be well motivated. In addition, the 
design of the workplace ca n make a big difference:

 ● Light and comfort:

 – natural light as a shared resource: not just a management perk
 – colour that alleviates boredom and creates interest
 – comfortable and ergonomic furniture

 ● Social spaces: Shared space should be perceived as beneficial and useful by the majority.

 – Spaces that refresh and encourage interaction (not unused aesthetic spaces).
 – The “buzz” of an active office is a positive social signal, indicating the presence of 

co-workers and providing cues to encourage active work.
 – Clear signage so even visitors can find their way. This includes formal signs and 

cues from layout, colour, etcetera.

Reflect company values

Company values are inculcated in many ways, including through the workplace, which 
may be functional and austere or light and frivolous.
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 Be economic

Workplaces cost lots of money to set up and maintain. The other functions may often be 
fulfilled without significant loss at a reasonably economic p rice.

 ● Balance cost and benefit.
 ● Avoid “white elephants” that will not be used.

 – Do small experiments to test new principles.

 ● Avoid opulence or waste.
 – conservatism and quality
 – touches of genius (the “wow” factor)

 ● Maximise utilisation.
 ● Use standards to reduce cost.

 – Find optimum balance with customisation.

Psychological principles

Several factors must be taken into account when designing workspaces, which are not 
related to the physical design, but rather the psychological impact it has on the workers. 
These psychological aspects are discussed below. 

Stimulation – When people are stimulated, they are more alert, more creative and more 
productive. Arousal is a state. It does not have to be caused by the work at hand. People 
are s timulated by an environment which is interesting, varying and changing, so one can 
vary colour, angles, shapes, direction, texture, etcetera. Changes can be made by regular 
revision (such as changing pictures on the walls). But beware, stimulation can be overdone, 
causing shock or confusion, for example when one uses too bright or too many colours.

Socialisation – We have a strong need for a sense of belonging. This is one reason why many 
people become unhappy if they only work at home. There are many ways of belonging, 
which  is often facilitated by an open-plan office, such as being able to look at one another 
and the sound of other people talking reminding us that we are not alone.

Identity – We have a need for a sense of identity, of who we are. This is why many peo-
ple decorate their desks with pictures of their families, etcetera. Our sense of identity is 
i ncreased by belonging to a group and getting recognition and praise from others. We 
may also associate with our friends and work colleagues, as well as the company brand. A 
sense of identity can be created with colour, logos, slogans, messages, as well as services 
and other benefits.

Control – We have a fundamental need for a sense of control and an ability to choose 
increases our sense of control. Too much choice, however, causes confusion and uncer-
tainty, dec reasing our sense of control. Control is increased by certainty, completion, and 
predictability.

Physical principles

Several factors must be taken into account when designing a work space, such as the actual 
amount of space available, how many workers are to fit in, and the costs involved. These 
physical aspects are discussed below:

Temperature – We have learned that temperature fluctuations create stress which results 
in poor productivity, absenteeism, etcetera. The individual’s ability to adapt to extremes in 
temperature is considerable. However, where this involves complex tasks, it is important 
that managers are aware of the importance of maintaining the ideal temperature in the 
workplace.
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Air – Air quality and pollution influences people’s well-being. In the work environment, 
closed buildings (where windows do not open and where ventilation systems such as air 
conditioning regulate the quality of air and temperature) often result in a number of sick-
nesses, which are ascribed to the fact that the ventilation system circulates various viruses 
and other impurities in the air (Bell, Greene, Fisher & Baum, 2001). Environmental psy-
chologists will be required to develop environments that renew and improve the quality 
of air in office environments.

Sound – Leather, Beale and Sullivan (2003) indicate that exposure to noise that is unwanted 
has been linked to a variety of negative effects such as poor well-being and hearing loss. 
In factory settings for example, exposure to continued noise has been associated with a 
range of indicators of physical ill-health, including cardiac problems. It is well known that 
the stress related to having to work under very noisy conditions is exacerbated when there 
are additional demands from the job.

Lighting – Lighting is another factor that sometimes is overlooked, but for an optimum 
work environment, old-fashioned overhead lighting may not be sufficient. Old-fashioned 
fluorescent lights provide approximately 20 percent illumination and 80 percent heat, which 
create further problems in terms of increasing the temperature in a controlled environ-
ment. In the ideal office setting workers enjoy a balanced luminous environment in which 
they feel relaxed yet alert. Leather, Beale and Sullivan (2003) found that access to windows 
and natural light had a direct influence on job satisfaction, intention to quit and general 
well-being. What is also interesting is that access to a view of nature has been found to 
counteract some of the negative impact of job stress and increase general well-being. The 
challenge therefore for environmental psychology is to ensure that the work environment 
is structured in such a way that the variables impacting negatively on the functioning of 
workers can be motivated or buffered by other environmental variables which have a posi-
tive effect on worker functioning.

Google sets the standard for a happy work environment

News article in Ezinearticles: 11 Feb 2008

Google is the place to work according to Fortune magazine, which listed the top 50 
companies to work for. Google appears as a top contender for most features, including 
unusual benefits, cafeterias, health cover and work environment. Most of the other 
companies that made the top 50 only excel in one or two areas. This is the second 
year in a row that Google has managed to capture the number one position on For-
tune’s company assessment.

Standard perks that Google offers include 100% health care coverage and onsite 
childcare facilities. In addition, new moms are entitled to 18 weeks of paid maternity 
leave while dads get seven weeks. Some benefits that aren’t quite standard include 17 
cafeterias that offer free food to all employees.

The rule at Google is that no staff member should ever be further away than 100 
feet from a source of food. That doesn’t mean that they only have access to vending 
machines with junk food, or that the cafeterias give out quick, easy and grease-laden 
meals. Chefs of the highest calibre prepare range of meals, with unique variations on 
everyday meals. Macaroni and cheese, for instance, comes with wild mushrooms and 
truffles.

They also have a keen interest in environmental conservation and have a department 
dedicated to researching “green” technologies. Google makes every effort to be as en-
ergy efficient as possible, which is a mind-set that is encouraged in their employees. 
In the spirit of energy conservation, they subsidise staff members who buy hybrid 
or electric cars to the tune of $1000. Employees based in California are entitled to 
special discounts if they install solar panels in their homes.
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Google is also unique in that they have a policy that allows ardent animal lovers to 
bring their cherished pets to work. The obvious proviso is that the various dogs, cats, 
and assorted others must be reasonably well behaved and house trained. 

The one thing that all of the businesses on the top 50 list have in common is that they 
all realise that a company is only as good as its employees, and so go out of their way 
to ensure staff happiness and contentment. Staff turnover is low, while job satisfac-
tion is high. Google has a reputation for being one of the best companies to work for, 
as they go above and beyond to ensure that their employees are happy.

 Activity 7.1
(1) In an office environment, having a view of the garden is often considered an 

unnecessary luxury. Do you think that a “view of nature” can control other 
environmental stressors in an office environment? Discuss and attempt to use 
your practical experience of an office environment.

(2)  Within the office environment, how can we change people’s behaviour towards 
usage of open spaces? In other words, how can we encourage workers to utilise 
garden areas during breaks? Discuss.

 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised. Imagine how you feel when you are able to see 
out of a window in comparison to if you had to sit in a small windowless office? 
Would you like that? How productive would you be?
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7.3 CHANGING THE WAY WE WORK

Yerkes (2003) believes that successful organisations will be required to create a place where 
people enjoy working. The concept of work has undergone change in the last few years 
and with it, employees’ perception of work has changed. For many of us, work has become 
who we are and that is how we define ourselves. Unfortunately, that often means that 
work is life without fun, without friends and without family. Environmental psychologists 
will increasingly be required to create environments where work is seen as an activity that 
creates quality, fosters creativity, and results in improved performance.

Areas where environmental psychologists can make a difference

The following areas among others have been identified as areas where environmental 
psychologists, will make a difference in improving the relationship between people and 
the environment and the functioning of people:

(1) Environmental psychologists will be involved in the push towards utilising renewable 
sources of energy. We know from reports that the world is experiencing a dramatic 
increase in the demand for energy and that most of our energy is obtained from 
the burning of fossil fuel. This has lead to ozone depletion with possible increases 
in global warming and climate change. Businesses will be required to use sources 
of energy which are renewable and which do not utilise the burning of fossil fuel 
to generate energy. As cleaner sources of energy will need to be utilised, this will 
have implications for both the outdoor environment as well as energy use in the 
indoor environment. On a macro level, people in organisations will be required to 
save energy where possible, for instance in the use of heating and lighting, possibly 
altering workplace design.

2. 

(2) Environmental psychologists will be required 
to educate business as to the long-term costs of 
dumping material in the environment. One only 
has to think about the amount of waste that is 
dumped through smoke stacks into the atmos-
phere, which has a detrimental effect on air qual-
ity. Ultimately, the community at large will pay 
for actions by businesses dumping waste material 
into the environment. The aspect of recycling 
and the recycling of waste material generated 
through industrial processes is an important issue and one which business should be 
educated about. Helping with the formulation of environmentally friendly policies 
whereby recycling, the reuse of waste materials and the prohibition of the dumping 
of waste into the environment are propagated will be ways in which environmental 
psychology and environmental psychologists can make a positive contribution. There 
needs to be a shift regarding the communities’ attitudes towards these aspects, as 
this will affect people’s propensity to alter behaviour in order to become involved 
in recycling, the reuse of recycled material, etcetera. Responsible citizenship will 
incorporate the way we utilise our natural resources and the manner in which we 
dispose of our waste material.

Internet source

Check out Consol Glass’ effort with regard to recycling:

http://www.consol.co.za/irj/go/km/docs/site/pages/glass_recycling.html

(3) Environmental psychologists will be involved in making environmental ethics and 
organisational ethics more congruent. This involves ensuring that values related to 

@
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the natural as well as the work environment are congruent as regards a better quality 
of life for all and in addition, ensuring that organisations practice ethical principles 
related to the long-term usage of the environment and ensuring that usage of the 
environment is sustainable. The business world will be required to be more aware 
of its role in the environment and its effect on the wider environment in terms of 
long term effects it has on communities in which it functions.

(4) The environmental psychologist will be involved in designing workplaces, which 
are conducive to employee wellness. This means that the areas in environmental 
psychology that have been covered in this study guide will need to be seen as areas 
where organisations will be required to pay attention to in order that the workplace 
becomes one which improves employee wellness.

(5) Lastly, environmental psychologists should be involved in assuring organisational 
success through making the organisation sustainable in terms of its functioning in 
the environment. In other words, that means providing guidelines as to what the 
organisation should and can do in order to ensure sustainability, making sure that 
the environment is utilised effectively and optimally and that it is seen as a renew-
able resource by organisations, thereby in the long term ensuring the success of 
the organisation. Organisational success and its success in the person-environment 
relationship should be seen as being part of the same system.

In other words, people functioning effectively in the environment and our understanding 
of the effect of the environment on people will ultimately put the organisation in the posi-
tion where they can optimally utilise both the employees and the environment to ensure 
and achieve long-term success. Organisational success, looking after the environment and 
ensuring that employees function effectively are all part of the system of guaranteeing the 
survival of the organisation.

 Activity 7.2
Have you looked at the expression on other commuters’ faces on the way to work 
in the mornings? You often see dull, bored, unhappy expressions _ maybe because 
they are on their way to work? Work is often seen as life without fun. Many people 
function in work environments where work is seen as an activity we have to under-
take in order to receive a salary or wages at the end of the month. It is therefore 
not surprising that those employees sometimes resort to taking a sick day off on 
a Monday or Friday in an endeavour to improve their quality of working life. In ad-
dition, it has been well documented that poor work environments are associated 
with a number of physical and mental illnesses.

How can the environmental psychology practitioner create work environments where 
work and the work environment establish quality, foster creativity and innovation 
and enhance quality of life for the employee? Discuss this.
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 Feedback
Your answer will be individualised. However you could focus on the five points 
discussed under section 7.3, “Areas where environmental psychologists can make 
a difference” in this study guide.

Important concepts

Term Description

Workplace design How the working environment is designed in support of 
productivity.

Worker productivity The amount of services that a labourer produces in a 
given amount of time.

Job satisfaction How content an individual is with his or her job.

Functional comfort Includes the physical environmental characteristics 
and the psychological aspects of workers’ likes and 
dislikes. Links workplace satisfaction with employee 
productivity.

7.4 SUMMARY

The interrelatedness between the environment and business functioning is well documented 
in research findings. Our interest is specifically in the area of the effect of environments 
on worker functioning. We spend a large part of our adult lives at work, yet much has been 
written about poor worker productivity and job satisfaction as contributing factors among 
others to organisational downfall.

The world of work has undergone major changes in recent years. Employees want work 
environments that contribute to quality of life and expect that the organisation will provide 
them with environments conducive to optimal work functioning.

We also see that individual and organisational behaviour is creating scenarios which will 
cause organisations and the community at large to pay a price in terms of increased costs 
to the organisation and added health costs to the community.

The role of the environmental psychology practitioner or psychologist will undergo con-
stant change as the relationship between the person and the environment and business 
and the environment is redefined.

Self-evaluation
Use the information in this study unit to answer the following questions:

(1) The concept of “functional comfort” is based on the traditional temperature 
and relative humidity for thermal comfort, air speed and freshness for venti-
lation comfort, and brightness, contrast conditions and luminance for lighting 
comfort. Is this statement true or false?  

1 True 
2 False   

(2) Several psychological aspects must be taken into account when designing 
work spaces which are not related to the physical design but rather to the 
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psychological impact it has on the workers. Which of the options below is not 
a psychological aspect?  

1 Stimulation 
2  Socialisation 
3 Identity 
4 Relaxation   

(3) Which of the following options are areas where environmental psychology 
will make a difference in improving the relationship between people and the 
environment and the functioning of people?

1 the push towards utilising renewable sources of energy 
2 ensuring that organisations practice ethical principles related to the long-

term usage of the environment 
3 assuring organisational success through making the organisation sustain-

able 
4 all of the above   

(4) … is a full-sized cubicle with network, phone and power connections. It is likely 
to be used for a day or more at a time and may be booked ahead of time. 
 

1 Hotelling 
2 Cave 
3 War room 
4 Huddle space   

(5) Workforce productivity is the amount of goods and services that a labourer 
produces in a given amount of time. Physical and location factors greatly af-
fect labour productivity or the performances of individual work roles. Is this 
statement true or false?  

1 True 
2 False 

   

 Feedback
The correct answers are:

(1)  = 2
(2)  = 4
(3)  = 4
(4)  = 1
(5)  = 1
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 STUDY UNIT 8

Environmental psychology and sustainability

Just before she hits the print button, Samantha pauses. The recent “Go Green” cam-
paign at the office has made her stop and think before she prints. Is it really necessary 
to print this document? In her office they like to think of themselves as paperless but 
people still print anything and everything – sometimes throwing it in the dustbin 
almost immediately. “I wonder how many trees it takes to make up the paper for the 
presentation I thought of printing?”

Samantha knows that Best Business Practices are simply the best way to perform a 
business process. They are the means by which leading companies achieve top per-
formance and they serve as goals for other companies that are striving for excellence. 
Best Business Practices are not the definitive answer to a business problem but instead, 
they are a source of creative insight for improving your business. By adapting Best 
Business Practices to their specific needs, her company has dramatically influenced 
performance, leading to breakthrough performance that saves time, improves quality, 
lowers costs, and increases revenue.

 Learning outcomes
After completing this study unit you should have a sound understanding of the important 
performance and belief tools that environmental psychologists need to be acquainted with 
in order to sustain the natural and work environment.

To reach these learning outcomes, you should be able to:

 ● define sustainable development
 ● illustrate the need for environmentally responsible actions
 ● identify the environmental issues concerned with sustainable development
 ● explain how sustainable development can enhance work and living environments by 

identifying its various views and conditions
 ● discuss Best Business Practices in environmental psychology

Reading and study material for this specific study unit include
 ● the information contained in this study guide
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8.1 INTRODUCTION
2. 

In the preceding study units you 
worked through some of the current 
issues relevant to the study of envi-
ronmental psychology. In essence, you 
learnt about the effect of environmen-
tal stressors on behaviour and the fact 
that, in depleting many of the earth’s 
natural resources, human beings are 
creating more environmental stressors.

In this study unit we ask you to be 
more of a critical thinker as well as to 
be more interactive with the theoreti-
cal content and reason by coming to 
grips with issues such as sustainability, 
environmental concerns dealing with pollution, energy, recycling of renewable resources, 
Best Business Practices which will create long-term economic wealth, and so forth and also 
questions like: “What is the future of our natural resources and environment?” and “How 
will this affect humanity?” The way you attempt to engage in such environmental issues 
has important implications for the future and for you as a student studying this discipline.

In relating this to the South African scenario as regards the implications for our living and 
work environments, let us see how this will affect us. According to newspaper and TV 
news reports, existing water supplies will become insufficient to cope with the continued 
rise of the nation’s population growth within the next 20 years. Every year at least 200,000 
additional vehicles have to be accommodated on the country’s roads and the number of 
houses will have to be doubled during the next 10 years to accommodate the expected 
increase in population size. Eskom, South Africa’s leading supplier of electricity faces severe 
electricity challenges as the average growth in electricity demand is about three percent per 
year. This is driven by industrialisation and technological developments. All the above will 
also create a huge impact in terms of waste material being produced, therefore recycling 
initiatives become essential to sustain our country, our industries and our environment.

In the light of the concern for the above issues, we shall start by considering how the 
discipline of environmental psychology can guide environmentally responsible actions in 
both our living and work environments.

8.2 A SUSTAINABLE FUTURE

All too often, the environment is discussed as an abstract concept as if it is something out 
there, something untouchable. The reality is that our natural resources are limited and if 
we use it all, there will be nowhere else to go (Kane, 2010). The environment is in a crisis: 
climate change, acid rain, increased toxins in our food and water, deforestation are just a 
few of the environmental problems that we have to deal with.

What exactly is environmental impact?

Figure 1: Environmental Impact (Kane, 2010)
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The figure above illustrates what environmental impact is. There must be a source of a 
problem (such as the release of a pollutant), a receptor (something that could possibly be 
damaged) and a pathway which connects the two. It is virtually impossible to remove 
the receptor especially if the problem is a global one. An example would be removing or 
relocating a colony of rare frogs in the path of a new road. Removing the pathway implies 
preventing the problem from reaching the receptor by a physical barrier and lastly, remov-
ing the source. By removing the source you often remove the problem. So in our example 
we would not build the new road that would destroy the frogs and their habitat.

Although this is the ideal, it is often difficult to do since business and economic develop-
ment wants to push for progress such as the building of new roads. What we must realise 
is that if we are to achieve sustainability then we must recognise that protecting the envi-
ronment makes good business sense.

Without clean air to breathe, clean water to drink, forests, agricultural land and so on, there 
will be no business, no economy (Kane, 2010).

There are several business benefits for organisations that pursue green business and 
sustainability and there are several threats or disadvantages if businesses should ignore 
sustainability. These are shown in the table below:

Opportunities Threats

Reduced costs
More profit
New markets
Positive public relations
Employee morale

Green taxes
Risk of prosecution
Customer requirements
Negative public relations
Campaigns from environmental 
protection agencies

8.3 GUIDING ENVIRONMENTALLY RESPONSIBLE ACTIONS

In theme 1 we found that environmental psychology studies both the effects of the envi-
ronment on people and the effects of people on the environment. A major concern today 
is the destruction of the environment by people (e.g. by acid rain, destruction of the ozone 
layer, nuclear waste, accidents at nuclear power plants). There are two ways of dealing with 
environmental problems:

(1) technological solutions (not all problems are solvable this way, e.g. disposal of certain 
types of waste)

(2) behavioural changes (conservation of resources, decrease of behaviours which 
contaminate the environment, e.g., littering, burning of wood stoves, dumping of 
industrial waste into rivers and lakes)

In having environmental psychologists deal with such environmental problems as non-
environmentally friendly fuel emissions, pollution, depletion of energy resources, destruc-
tion of natural areas, workplace design issues and other work environment issues does not 
require only an understanding of innovative technologies but also the understanding of 
ways of changing people’s behaviour. Almost everything that we do has either a positive or 
negative impact to our environment, be it the natural or work related impacts. By chang-
ing our behaviour we lead a higher quality of life and preservation of the environment 
becomes sustainable for the next generation. One key concept however that needs to be 
investigated further is the issue concerning sustainability.
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Study task
As an environmental psychology practitioner, you may be asked to comment on 
topics that may be important for our future in terms of sustainability. Sustainability 
is the capacity to endure. For humans, sustainability is the potential for long-term 
maintenance of well being, which has environmental, economic, and social dimen-
sions. Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. 
Study the section below and answer the questions that follow.

Environmental psychology is important for the study and improvement of sustain-
ability issues. Pelletier, Lavergne and Sharp (2008) say that during the past few 
decades the impact of humans on the planet as well as the impact of environmental 
disasters on humans have become key topics of debate. It is important because it 
influences many things such as the economy, climate and human health. Environ-
mental problems are social issues because they are caused by human behaviour 
and in turn influence human lives.

Environmental psychologists can make a positive contribution in many ways:

 ● They can research problems related to environmental problems and come up 
with solutions to these environmental problems (Gifford, 2008). This is impor-
tant because as human beings we impact on the health of the environment and 
in turn the environment affects our health.

Environmental psychology is important to sustainability because environmental 
issues impact on economic growth and development. There are psychologists who 
propose that if people were more considerate of the environment we would all be 
happier (the planet as well!).

 ● Environmental psychologists can meet with government and help policymakers 
understand the psychology and emotions behind important issues that affect 
the environment and sustainability (Gifford, 2008; Sommer, 2006). Policies and 
regulations have no effect if they are not applied by humans. In environmental 
psychology a lot of practical research has been done such as the effects of noise, 
chemical exposure, lighting, housing quality and restorative environments on 
our psychological and physical wellbeing (Veitch, 2008).

 ● Environmental psychologists and other environmentalists as well as sustainability 
experts can work together to find solutions that benefit both the environment 
and the humans living in the environment (Gifford, 2008).

Two key issues still challenge sustainability. Firstly, the belief that economic growth 
is equal to development, and secondly, that the consumption of goods leads to hap-
piness. These two beliefs have lead to our society becoming a consumption driven 
society where we equate happiness with how much we have. We want the latest 
cell phones, the newest cars and the fanciest houses and we want it now! Individu-
als would be better off if they are more intrinsically focussed, that is if they focus 
on the basic values first. One of these basic values should include a consideration 
for the natural environment in your pursuit of happiness. Everyday environmentally 
responsible actions will lead to better health and longevity, and will also have psy-
chological benefits such as feeling good about yourself (O’Brien, 2008).

What roles can psychologists play to make the world a better and healthier place? 
Psychologists can do the basics such as recycle, switch off lights when not in use, 
use public transport and do other things we have discussed in this study guide that 
will save the planet’s energy.

Perhaps the most important and vital thing that environmental psychologists can do, 
is to teach environmentally responsible practices to others and improve awareness 
of the things that impact on the environment or how the environment impacts on us.

Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word. Hier-
die is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
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Study task questions
(1) This piece emphasises the importance of psychology for the study of sustain-

ability. Why?

(2) What is the role of the environmental psychologist or environmental practitioner?

 Feedback
During the past few decades the human impact on the natural world (for example 

global warming) as well as the impact of catastrophic natural phenomena such as 

earthquakes has become leading topics of debate. Environmental psychology is im-

portant for the study and improvement of sustainability issues because it helps us 

to understand the human side of environmental concerns. Environmental problems 

are social issues because they are caused by human behaviour and in turn influence 

human lives. Environmental psychologists have several roles and responsibilities 

such as educating and training others with regard to issues of importance.

8.4 SUSTAINABILITY

Sustainability is defined as the capacity to endure. It is the potential for the long-term 
maintenance of the well-being of people, which in turn depends on the well-being of the 
natural world and the responsible use of natural resources.

“Sustainable development” is a concept that has become increasingly popular in recent 
years. This concept however means different things to different people. The concept 
sustainable development describes development which meets the needs of the present 
population without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs. 
Sustainable development requires that the use of resources should be controlled in such a 
way that the greatest possible return is ensured for the largest number of consumers over 
the longest period.

Sustainable development is, however, culturally and technologically specific and a strategy 
which ensures sustainable development in a developed country cannot necessarily be ap-
plied as in a developing country. At the World Summit on Sustainable Development held in 
Johannesburg in 2002, five areas of sustainable development were focused upon, namely:

 ● access to clean drinking water and sanitation



125    

 ● greater access to modern energy sources, increased use of alternative and renewable 
energy sources and the reduction of over consumption

 ● agricultural productivity and the reduction of land degradation
 ● health, with specific emphasis on the reduction of hazardous waste materials and vari-

ous types of pollution such as air pollution and diseases caused by water pollution and 
poor sanitation facilities

 ● biodiversity (management of plant life) and ecosystem management (the sustaining of 
all life in a particular area)

Internet source

Consult this site which consists of resources for those working to foster sustain-

able behaviours. The site includes the complete contents of the book “Fostering 

sustainable behaviour”, as well as a searchable database of articles, case studies, 

and turnkey strategies:

http://www.cbsm.com/public/world.lasso

Sustainable development implies a holistic view of the interdependent relationship be-
tween people and the natural environment and their impact on each other. The natural 
environment in the continent of Africa and in particular in South Africa will also have to 
be protected if sustainable development is to be achieved. The solution to Africa’s many 
problems lies in fundamental changes that must be made in Africa’s relation to the global 
economy. The deep divide of Africa’s global economy _ declining in terms of trade, lack of 
jobs, the crushing debt problem, rising crime statistics, political unrest and reduced foreign 
aid means that African governments can do less and less to address the urgent needs of 
their people and the natural environment.

The fact remains that if African development is to be sustainable, the focus should shift to 
big business and local communities. Big business and local communities should be given 
the opportunities to decide what development needs to be done and attended to in order 
to lead to sustainable futures for all individuals concerned. Political developments such 
as democratisation and empowerment of local communities are also developments that 
provide hope for a sustainable future in Africa in general and South Africa in particular.

 Activity 8.1

Read the following case study and answer the questions below:

Case study 1:

NATURAL RESOURCES: ENERGY

SHELL: HARNESSING THE AFRICAN SUN

South Africa was chosen as the location for a unique pilot project in which a 
number of technological partners came together to develop a new way of pro-
viding direct current electricity to remote areas.

In many remote areas of South Africa the cost of providing electricity is prohib-
itive and the potential user-base is too small to make conventional power lines 
economically viable. Therefore a different solution had to be found _ and the 
SOLAR HOME PROJECT was launched. 

The concept behind the project, a partnership between ESKOM and SHELL RE-
NEWABLES, is relatively simple. A Shell-built unit converts sunlight falling

@
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on the roof of the home into direct current, which is stored in a battery compo-
nent. This then becomes accessible to the homeowner via a pre-paid meter box 
much like those already in use all over the country. The electricity that is avail-
able to the homeowner will provide light where previously families had to rely 
on the weak light from fires and candles. In the process of installing such units 
a number of spin-offs are created. 

Firstly, sales and installation jobs are created. Then there are repair and main-
tenance jobs to keep installations running. Furthermore as this source of en-
ergy becomes popular, retail opportunities in the sale of pre-paid access codes 
will become evident. Creating jobs for a whole range of people and skill levels 
in areas where there is hardly any work is only one of the project’s success 
stories. The Solar Home project also appears to be economically viable over 
the medium to long term, depending on the expansion of the consumer base 
and other factors. Providing a clean and safe source of light is a model project 
in sustainability.

This trend to renewable sources of energy is a direct result of changing pat-
terns in energy consumption worldwide. For instance, the trend towards natural 
gas is evident in all developed communities. Consumers all over the world are 
becoming more aware of the environmental issues surrounding traditional hy-
drocarbon fuels and are increasingly making energy purchasing decisions that 
reflect that awareness. SHELL is also increasingly encouraging traditional pe-
troleum companies to diversify into more eco-friendly energy sources by creat-
ing pressures in the stock markets around the world. SHELL cannot be immune 
to such a trend. In fact the full conceptualisation of sustainable development 
has been actively built into the new SHELL international business strategies. 
This framework holds that while economic issues are obviously paramount in 
the development of any new business, the social and environmental aspects of 
any deal must be factored into the way they do business. SHELL now reports 
on a triple bottom line in which economic viability, social enhancement and 
environmental performance are fully audited.

Source: Adapted from The long walk to sustainability: A South African perspective. (2002). World Summit 
Publication, Johannesburg: IHS, 212–213.

 Questions on case study 1
(1) Are the world’s natural energy resources in jeopardy?

(2)  How can we save energy?
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(3) How can the use of renewable energy systems relieve our energy problems?

(4) How can we conserve energy?

 Feedback

(1) Yes, the world’s natural resources for energy supply are in jeopardy.

(2) By deploying the following strategies for saving energy:
2. 

 ● use and produce less
 ● use products for longer
 ● re-use discarded products
 ● make and use more durable and repair-

able products
 ● make and use simpler products
 ● recycle instead of throwing used goods 

away
 ● purchase energy-efficient products
 ● avoid articles made from energy-intensive material (a lot of energy is used 

to produce the material)

(3) Renewable sources of energy include the wind which consists of airflow pat-
terns generated by solar radiation, and solar heating systems, in which the 
sun’s rays are used directly for heating.

(4) We can conserve energy by:

 ● using less energy
 ● developing a positive attitude towards energy-saving
 ● using products for longer
 ● developing a positive attitude towards waste reduction for making or pre-

serving things

 Internet source
Consult the Shell Centre for Sustainability:

http://shellcenter.rice.edu/

 Activity 8.2
Read the following case study and answer the questions below:

@
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CASE STUDY 2:

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT: LOCAL GOVERNMENT

DURBAN _ A COMMUNITY COMMITTED TO SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT

Durban is a world within one city. It is an African city that embraces the full 
range of global sustainable development challenges. Durban is home to rural 
and tribal communities and is challenged by the largest informal settlements in 
the country and boasts the largest and busiest port on the east coast of Africa. 
Durban is also the location for nationally significant petro-chemical industries 
which exist side by side with communities who then pay the price of a pol-
luted and degraded environment. Durban and the eThekwini Municipality (that 
is the local government in Durban) has a global duty to manage its vital natural 
resource base and still address a housing backlog which requires that approxi-
mately 18 000 housing units be built every year. Previously, a globally notori-
ous hotspot of politically motivated violence and conflict, the city now faces 
the challenge of becoming an effective and representative Unicity administra-
tion. All this happens against a backdrop of the HIV/AIDS epidemic which has a 
32% prevalence rate, one of the highest in the world. Rather than be fearful of 
these challenges, Durban has constructively worked towards achieving a more 
sustainable future for all its people and has become South Africa’s leader in the 
field of sustainable development management and implementation as support-
ed by dealing with the following environmental issues.

OPEN SPACE PLANNING: In the 1980s municipal Durban revolutionised open 
space planning in South Africa by undertaking the first and only comprehensive 
vegetation survey of the city’s natural resources base and implementing the 
first urban open space system designed using ecological principles. Durban’s 
strong commitment to the conservation and management of an ecologically vi-
able open space network over the last 19 years has resulted in a number of ex-
citing innovations such as the establishment of South Africa’s first muthi plant 
nursery at Silverglen Nature Reserve. Plants used in traditional medicines and 
threatened by over harvesting in nature are cultivated at the nursery. Training 
courses are also offered to traditional healers in the cultivation of these impor-
tant plants.

SOLID WASTE MANAGEMENT: In Durban 
the quest for sustainable development 
has not only impacted on planning and 
policy preparation, but also on service 
delivery. In 1996 Durban Solid Waste 
(DSW) in conjunction with the private 
business sector and relevant community 
organisations contracted local entrepre-
neurs to deliver waste removal services 
to their communities. The program 
generates 700_750 jobs on a sustain-
able basis, with more than 90% of these 
filled by people in the contract zone. The Plant Rescue Unit (PRUNIT) at the 
Marianhill Landfill Site opened in 1997, when DSW appointed an Indigenous 
Rehabilitation Specialist to carry out a “rescue” of indigenous plants from the 
area in which the landfill was to be situated. The transplantable species have 
been used along with trees, shrubs and ground covers to create new grassland 
and forest pockets for the long-term sustainability and rehabilitation of the 
area.

WATER SUPPLY: In Durban, eThekwini (the city’s water provider) has challenged 
the traditional approach to water supply by promoting the use of more appro-
priate and sustainable technologies. The first of these is the Durban Tank
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System. With this system informal dwellings are provided with a 200 litre tank 
which is filled daily through small diameter pipes laid by the household. The 
low capital, operation and maintenance, and administration cost of the system 
allows eThekwini Water Services to provide this water free to poor households. 
The limited amount of water available for use can also be absorbed by the en-
vironment, without creating health problems.

WASTEWATER MANAGEMENT: In the past, abuse and misuse of sewage systems 
in Durban cost the eThekwini municipality approximately six million rand a 
year. In response, Durban’s Wastewater Management Department launched an 
education and public information program to inform people that the provision of 
improved services must be accompanied by increased civic responsibility. This 
was done through a number of innovative educational interventions such as the 
development of a guidebook to assist industry in understanding and conform-
ing to the recent changes in legislation and the development of a street theatre 
performance delivered where users of municipal services congregate for exam-
ple taxi ranks, hospitals, clinics, and so forth.

AIR QUALITY MANAGEMENT: eThekwini Water Services has undertaken an 
emissions inventory of all significant points, area and mobile sources of air pol-
lution throughout the metropolitan area. This emissions inventory has placed 
Durban ahead of other South African cities in terms of developing a comprehen-
sive database that will become an effective air quality management tool.

CONCLUSION: As the gap between the world’s rich and poor nations continues 
to grow, global environment degradation continues to escalate and civil dis-
satisfaction with global systems continues to rise, we know that we still have 
a long way to go in realising that most important of all global objectives _ sus-
tainable development. By investing heavily in terms of time, money and human 
resources, the eThekwini Municipality has ensured that the city has taken its 
first important steps toward greater sustainability.

Source:  Adapted from The long walk to sustainability: A South African perspective. (2002). World Summit 
Publication, Johannesburg: IHS, 212–213.

 Questions on case study 2
(1) What are some of the environmental problems facing your local municipality 

and the company you work for?

(2) What strategies would you implement to make your work environment more 

sustainable? Give a detailed discussion.

 Feedback
Your answers could be individualised. Furthermore you as an individual inhabiting the 
natural and work environment can do the following:

 ● Avoid the creation of waste.
 ● Find out all you can about pollution and report any abuse when you see it happening, for 

example, if you see a company dumping its toxic waste products into river and streams.
 ● Report air pollution to the Chief Air Pollution Control Officer (CAPCO), Depart-

ment of Health.
 ● Report freshwater pollution to the Department of Water Affairs. Report marine pollution 

to Department of Environment Affairs and Tourism, Sea Fisheries Research Institute.
 ● Report land (solid waste) pollution to the Department of Water Affairs.
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8.5 BEST BUSINESS PRACTICES IN ENVIRONMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY
2. 

As a student enrolled in the 
subject of environmental 
psychology it is also im-
portant to know how or-
ganisations can help with 
environmental problems. 
Is the statement true that 
most businesses view the 
environment as something 
which gets in the way of 
making money?

In South Africa there are 
few good news stories of multinational companies preventing large scale pollution as well 
as adhering to environmental legislation. It is for these reasons that commitment to see 
environmental improvement is crucial for big business and they need to have Best Business 
Practices in place to sustain their future business interests and longevity.

8.5.1 Characteristics of Best Business Practices

Levin (2008) state that “Best Business Practices” is a very useful concept and can be de-
scribed as a standard way of doing things and has been used by multiple organisations in 
management, keeping in mind that processes will need to change as times change. Best 
Business Practices also ought to suit the individual needs of unique organisations. Thus, 
Best Business Practices are methods that have consistently shown positive results and 
which can be used as a benchmark or standard to strive for.

 ● Best Business Practices are innovative with new and creative solutions to common 
problems.

 ● Best Business Practices make a difference. It creates a positive and tangible impact on 
the organisation.

 ● The result of the Best Business Practices should be sustainable.
 ● Best Business Practices have the potential for replication and can serve as an inspiration 

to generate policies and initiatives elsewhere.

A review of the literature and current experiences and practices at organisations across 
the world has identified several Best Business Practices, including the following aspects.

a. Raising awareness

Environmental psychology awareness programs should be aimed at all levels of educa-
tion, from schools to universities, and should also target the general public through the 
development of information programs. This should strengthen popular appreciation and 
respect for the environmental Best Practices and sustainability and keep the public broadly 
informed of the dangers threatening it as well as of activities carried out in pursuance of it.

b. Increasing protection and cooperation

There is the need to develop adequate legislation and institutional frameworks to ensure 
that Best Business Practices are entrenched in the culture of an organisation through poli-
cies and indeed in the country as a whole through legislation. These legislations, encom-
passing both local and national measures, should include provisions for environmentally 
responsible actions that promote sustainability. Some countries have a degree of domestic 
legal protection, and there is also some international standards and protocols in the form 
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of the Kyoto Protocol and the Copenhagen Accord (to be reviewed by 2016). The Kyoto 
Protocol is a protocol (a rule which guides how an activity should be performed) of the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), aimed at com-
bating global warming. The UNFCCC is an international environmental treaty with the 
goal of achieving “stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a 
level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system.” 
The Protocol was initially adopted in 1997 in Kyoto, Japan. As of November 2009, 187 
states have signed and ratified the protocol. Under the Protocol, 37 industrialised countries 
commit themselves to a reduction of greenhouse gases produced by them, and all member 
countries give general commitments.

c. Improving management

In their efforts to address person-environment challenges managers thereof face many 
difficulties. These challenges can be either local or global, and include challenges such as 
visitors or climate change. These challenges can originate outside the boundaries of the 
organisation, for example development in the vicinity of an organisation such as a building 
site can have an impact on the property (increased noise levels from blasting or increased 
dust from drilling). Management includes the establishment and implementation of effective 
legislation and policies and identifying sustainable person-environmental friendly values as 
well as recognition and respect for the relationship between the person and environment. 
An effective management system should include:

 ● a thorough shared understanding of the environment by all stakeholders
 ● a cycle of planning, implementation, monitoring, evaluation and feedback
 ● the involvement and buy-in of all stakeholders
 ● the allocation of necessary resources and capacity-building
 ● an accountable, transparent description of how the management system functions

d. Training and education

Organisations should develop and implement training and educational strategies for 
awareness creation and capacity building. Training is one of the vital elements enabling 
successful protection and entrenchment of all the values associated with environmental 
psychology and sustainability.

e. Participation of all stakeholders

All stakeholders, for example local communities, should participate in the environmental 
management arrangements that exist within any organisation. Where local stakeholders 
are invited to participate in the development of environmental psychology and sustain-
ability guidelines or even in the daily management of a property, positive outcomes can 
be expected.

f. Identification of appropriate environmental psychology values

It is crucial to highlight not only the intrinsic values but also its strategic use in manage-
ment and monitoring. Values are distinct from attitudes or beliefs because they function as 
an organised system and are typically viewed as determinants of attitudes and behaviours. 
Schwartz (1994) highlighted some of the important values including:

 ● Protecting the environment
 ● Social power
 ● Awareness for a world of beauty
 ● Respect for tradition
 ● Unity with nature
 ● Freedom
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 ● Humble
 ● Broad-minded
 ● Successful
 ● Capable
 ● Polite
 ● Honourable
 ● Benevolent
 ● Influential
 ● Helpful

g. Cognisance of threats and risks

Organisations should seek to protect against the increasing threat of damage in a rapidly 
developing world. It must be emphasised that we have few renewable assets and that many 
are irreplaceable. The ability to estimate the seriousness and urgency of potential risks 
is at the heart of preventive observation. Risks can be direct or indirect and can include 
degradation as a result of urbanisation, natural resource exploitation, population growth, 
pollution, theft and vandalism, or damage through water, chemicals, pests, and plants.

Study task
As an environmental psychology practitioner, you may be asked to explain how to 

integrate the values of sustainable development in a business. Study the section 

below and answer the questions that follow.

If true sustainability is achieved then both humans and nature will thrive. The ob-

jective is to satisfy the needs of humans while keeping a balance with a healthy 

natural environment (Garvare & Isaksson, 2001).

The following three reasons indicate why businesses should pursue sustainability 

(Garvare & Isaksson, 2001):

 ● Our morality (our ethical values and principles) and our respect for the next 

generation. This implies that we live only on what is available today without 

borrowing from future generations.

 ● In terms of survival, the stress that we are placing on ecosystems is far too 

large for the continued wellbeing of the planet. Therefore, sustainability is in 

fact a prerequisite for the long-term survival of the planet and its resources.

 ● There are several organisational benefits and by embracing sustainability, an 

organisation positions itself to face the future.

There are certain core values for sustainable development to enhance business 

excellence (Garvare & Isaksson, 2001). These include the following:

 ● Sustainable stakeholder balance. Sustainable development should be based on 

long-term balance between the interests of all stakeholders.

 ● Learning excellence. Continuous individual, organisational and societal learning 

of values related to sustainability, is needed to reach sustainable development. 

Learning creates a climate of flexibility, improvement and innovation.

 ● Process performance excellence. Process performance can be defined as man-

aging all the processes and systems effectively and efficiently with a result 

that maximises the value for all stakeholders while still protecting all interests.

 ● Stakeholdercracy. Sustainable development is based on respect for all stake-

holders and it is important for the continued existence of the environment that 

all stakeholders participate fully.

Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word. Hier-
die is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
Hierdie is net ‘n toets wat
kyk hoe lyk die teks wat
gebruik moet word.
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 ● Transparency. Open information is vital for the long-term survival of any envi-

ronmental system or business. Corruption is one of the major obstacles.

Study task questions

(1) Discuss why business should encourage sustainability in its business practices?

(2) Identify the five core values to enhance business excellence.

(3) Does the organisation you work for have a policy for sustainable development? 

If not, what would you propose to them?

 Feedback

(1) The three reasons are morality, survival and organisational benefits.

(2) There are certain core values for sustainable development to enhance business 

excellence, namely sustainable stakeholder balance, learning excellence, proc-

ess performance excellence, stakeholdercracy and transparency.

(3) Your answer would be individualised, however you can refer to the values and 

reasons mentioned above to help you plan your strategy.
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Important concepts

Term Description

Environmental impact There is a source of a problem, a receptor and a path-
way which connects the two.

Sustainability The capacity to endure in the long term.

Sustainable 
development

Describes development which meets the needs of the 
present population without compromising the ability 
of future generations to meet their needs and requires 
the controlled use of resources.

Best Business 
Practices

Methods that have consistently shown positive results 
and which can be used as a benchmark or standard to 
strive for.

8.6 SUMMARY

Much of present environmentally destructive behaviour can be related to our attitudes about 
certain things as well as our personal interests. If we change our attitudes we can ensure 
a sustainable future for the next generation and be rewarded for our pro-environmental 
behaviour. Best Business Practices are defined as successful initiatives that have obvious 
effects and tangible impacts on improving quality, are the result of effective partnership 
between the public and private sectors, and are sustainable on a social, cultural, economic 
and environmental level. In general, the sustainability of environmental psychology shows 
us the importance of paying attention to behaviour that promotes environmental actions 
at the individual, local community and global level.

This final study unit has given you a broad perspective on the environmental problems we 
will be facing in the future as environmental psychologists and on how, by understanding 
the concept of sustainable development and best business practices, we might be able to 
lessen these problems which may have an impact on our work and living environment.

Self-evaluation
Use the information in this study unit to answer the following questions.

(1) The term “sustainable development” used in environmental psychology refers 
to development which meets the needs of the present population without com-
promising the ability of future generations to meet their needs and requires 
that the controlled use of resources. Is this statement true or false?

1 True
2 False

(2) Environmental psychologists deal with such environmental problems as ….

1 pollution
2 workplace design issues
3 sustainability
4 all of the above

(3) At the World Summit on Sustainable Development held in Johannesburg in 2002 
five areas of sustainable development were identified. Which of the following 
is not one of those areas?
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1 increased use of alternative and renewable energy sources
2 the reduction of land degradation
3 the reduction of hazardous waste materials and various types of pollution
4 the building of high-rise buildings to increase housing possibilities

(4) Best Business Practices can be used as a benchmark or standard to strive for. 
Is this statement true or false?

1 True
2 False

(5) Raising awareness through environmental psychology awareness programs 
aimed at all levels of education, from schools to universities, and the general 
public is an example of…

1 increased awareness
2 sustainable practices
3 Best Business Practices
4 training and education

 Feedback
The correct answers are:

(1)  = 1
(2)  = 4
(3)  = 4
(4)  = 1
(5)  = 3
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CONCLUSION

During your exploration of environmental psychology you will have noted that this field 
of study is holistic and it therefore draws on various subject fields. This module of envi-
ronmental psychology has tried to broaden your perspective on the relationship between 
man and the environment by identifying the effects of the various environmental situations 
or stimuli on a person, with particular reference to the working environment. We trust 
that you have gained some insight into the importance of these relationships and formed 
a better understanding of the delicate balance between people and their environment.
2. 

The three themes of environmental psychology you have worked through covered person-
environmental relationships, environmental psychology in the workplace and applying 
environmental psychology, and should have equipped you with the knowledge to design 
an appropriate environment to fit the needs of the user, while at the same time remem-
bering the possibility of design impacting negatively on the broader person-environment 
relationship.

We believe that you will find the study of environmental psychology valuable to you in 
a variety of contexts and that the insight you gained through this course will make you 
more conscious of the influence of the environment on the individual – particularly in 
the work situation and the role that environmental psychology can play in increasing the 
effectiveness of the person-environment interface. It also makes an important contribution 
to the field of industrial and organisational psychology by understanding the perception, 
attitudes and behaviours of people and their impact on the work environment.
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APPENDIX A

EVALUATION QUESTIONNAIRE FOR IOP 1503

Please circle either the “yes” or “no” option and return to your lecturer at the Depart-
ment of Industrial and Organisational Psychology, Unisa:

1. Was the study guide easy to understand? Yes No

2. Do you find the concepts in the study guide easy to 
understand?

Yes No

3. Does the study material provide sufficient information to an-
swer the assignments?

Yes No

4. Do you feel that the articles and reading prescribed are 
relevant?

Yes No

5. In what way do you believe the environmental psychology 
module can contribute to your functioning (both in the work 
and private environments)?

Yes No

6. Do you believe you can apply the knowledge in your work en-
vironment to the knowledge you have gained for the course?

Yes No

7. Do you believe you can apply the knowledge in your own work 
and home environment to the knowledge you have gained in 
the course?

Yes No

Additional comment  s:
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