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In environmental psychology, we observe a lively
debate — one that intensifies and subsides since
decades — on the importance of theory versus im-
pact (Lange et al., 2021; van Valkengoed et al.,
2021; Stern, 2000). Although environmental
psychology is an applied science in itself, at times
environmental psychologists lose a sense of the
bigger picture of the complex interdependence
of entities in the world. We identify three pain
points that we would like to address: (1) In re-
cent years, calls for a stronger impact orientation,
an inclusion of contextual factors, and a consid-
eration of different actor groups in studying
pro-environmental behavior increased again
(Bogel et al., 2022; Lange et al., 2021; Nielsen et
al., 2021). Critique arose that the current strong
focus on theories in environmental psychological
research may render our findings less applicable
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or even irrelevant to other disciplines and sectors
(Nielsen et al., 2021). Indeed, to date, it remains
often unclear how to actually change the predic-
tors that we find for certain behaviors and how
to actively contribute to innovations. (2) There
seems to be a stronger focus on environmental
impact of existing behavior alternatives (e.g.,
how to convince people to use the bike instead of
the car) than on systemic change, which we be-
lieve is needed to achieve long-term impact. (3)
Research from environmental psychology still
addresses primarily consumers or citizens — or
psychology students — as distinct entities.

First, to pursue more impact orientation within
environmental psychology, we argue that an
overarching framework well suited is transforma-
tion research (Wiek & Lang, 2016). Transforma-
tion research comprises two strands (Wittmayer
& Holscher, 2017): (a) descriptive analytical re-
search, which describes and analyses sustainabil-
ity related challenges and solutions, (b) transfor-
mative research, which involves societal actors
(e.g., companies, municipalities) in the research
process and actively supports societal change
processes. Especially transformative approaches
provide promising elements in terms of impact
orientation. However, thus far, psychological
theories and methods, allowing a deeper under-
standing of people’s behavior, motivations, and
attitudes, are hardly applied in transformation
research (Bogel & Upham, 2018).



Current contributions to the discussion, among
others, point to ontological and epistemological
differences between psychology and transforma-
tion research as a reason for the scarce integra-
tion of both fields (Wullenkord & Hamann,
2021). At the same time, recent discussion pa-
pers (e.g., Hanss, 2021) highlight possibilities
and advantages of a stronger integration of both

lines of research.

Second, systemic approaches might facilitate a
more holistic approach to behavior change. For
instance, the idea of system innovations (Klei-
hauer & Fiihr, 2023) aims at integrating all rele-
vant stakeholders to establish long-lasting and
far-reaching change. System innovations are in-
terplays of technical, social, and organizational
innovations embedded in a regulatory frame-
work (Elzen et al., 2004). As such, system inno-
vations exceed the sum of single innovations to-
wards sustainable development. For instance, an
effective transformation of mobility systems
(e.g.,
CO,-emissions will not succeed, if only focusing

local transport systems) to reduce
on individual behaviors (e.g., citizens using an
innovative vehicle). Instead, a system innova-
tions perspective would consider relevant stake-
holders and context factors, such as cycling infra-
structure, availability of public transport,
gasoline prizes, parking space regulations, an es-
tablished culture of going by bike or car, and
many more. Here, a systemic approach integrat-
ing technical as well as organizational innova-
tions can benefit from scientific evidence derived
from environmental psychological studies (e.g.,
Miiller et al., 2024; Theis et al., 2021). At the
same time, environmental psychological meth-
odologies can be advanced through adaptation to
the requirements of transformative research

problems.

To develop impulses for system innovations in
those lines of research, a number of analytical in-
struments are commonly applied. Among them

are systems analyses and actor analyses to deter-

mine, which actors are relevant for a certain
change process as well as the more complex /nzer-
disciplinary Institutional Analysis proposed by Bi-
zer and Fithr (2015). One popular methodology
is the development of a so-called Theory of
Change (Oberlack et al., 2019; Deutsch et al.,
2021; Schenten & Rehn, 2021a, 2021b). Usual-
ly, a transdisciplinary team of researchers and
relevant stakeholders create a conceptual long-
term strategy comprising specific steps (outputs),
and results (outcomes) that eventually should
lead to a specific systemic goal (impact) (Claus
and Belcher, 2020), e.g., climate neutral urban
transport. To develop such a theory of change, a
goal is defined for a certain sector (e.g., using sce-
nario processes such as the approach coined by
Geschka, 2006) and backcasting will reveal
which elements have to change in order to reach
that goal. Once key actors are identified, it will
be investigated which factors influence key actor
groups and their behaviors, i.e., incentives and
constraints. As the systems approach stems from
ecosystem research (Geels, 2004), it requires de-
fined system boundaries (e.g., transportation in
Germany or in a specific region). This facilitates
the consideration of contextual factors that may
be relevant and to include them in empirical in-
vestigations. Insights on behavior-influencing
factors from such empirical studies may be spe-
cific to the system at hand. However, reviewing
these studies across systems may allow for identi-
fying commonalities. These can inform the fur-
ther development of behavior theories with high
applicability to impactful behaviors. This ap-
proach considers a variety of actors, it involves
complex interrelations between individuals, in-
frastructure, regulations, and it acknowledges
contextual factors (e.g., time, societal develop-
ments) at a large scale. Across these different
steps of analysis, environmental psychologists
can contribute their expertise in terms of e.g.,
behavioral change, motivation, and identity in
relation to environmental issues. Importantly,
such work requires openness for broadening
one’s own disciplinary scope, translation capabil-
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ity, and ‘disciplinary modesty’: (environmental)
psychologists alone cannot save the planet. We
desperately need inter- and transdisciplinary col-
laboration (Freeth & Caniglia, 2019; Rau et al.,
2018).

Third, we argue that psychology should not lim-
it itself to consumers or citizens, when it can also
(a) contribute on a level of interrelated groups
(e.g., social psychology, organizational psycholo-
gy; cf. Upham et al., 2020), and (b) address indi-
viduals of other target groups in relation to their
role in a larger social context (e.g., mayors,
CEOs; IPCC, 2022). Therefore, we suggest re-
considering action theories and the role of indi-
viduals: acknowledge their power without shift-
ing the entire responsibility for required
behavioral change upon the individual — thus
neglecting important roles of economy, indus-
tries, and politics.

To conclude, while there already are theories
from environmental psychology that acknowl-
edge contextual factors (cf. van Valkengoed et al.,
2021), systemic analyses in transformative re-
search informed by environmental psychology
can integrate both contextual and psychological
factors. Furthermore, such lines of research can
facilitate the development of explanatory models
for high impact behaviors and it can ensure the
applicability of findings in real-life contexts.
(Environmental) psychologists can contribute to
transformative research not only with their
methodological expertise but on a theoretical
and organizational level, as well (e.g., Stokols et
al., 2008). In sum, we believe that such strong
integration of transformative research and envi-
ronmental psychology can substantially advance
research and practical solutions for sustainable

development.

Increasing impact for sustainable development

Contact

Dr. Helena Miiller
helena.mueller@h-da.de

Hochschule Darmstadt

Innovations- und Transformations- Platt-
form fiir Nachhaltige Entwicklung (itp:ne)
Holzhofallee 36 b

D-64295 Darmstadt

References

Bizer, K., & Fiithr, M. (2015). Compact guidelines: Practical proce-
dure in interdisciplinary institutional analysis. Darmstadt: Son-
derforschung 6konomische und juristische Institutionenanalyse
(Sofia-Diskussionsbeitrige zur Institutionenanalyse, Nr. 15-4).

Claus, R., & Belcher, B. (2020). Theory of change. Swiss Academies
of Arts and Sciences: td-net toolbox for co-producing knowl-
edge (td-net toolbox profile, 5). Available online at: www.trans-
disciplinarity.ch/toolbox.

Deutsch, L., Belcher, B., Claus, R. & Hoffmann, S. (2021). Lead-
ing inter- and transdisciplinary research: Lessons from applying
theories of change to a strategic research program. Environmen-
tal Science and Policy, 120, 29-41.

Elzen, B., Geels, EW., & Green, K. (2004). System innovation and
the transition to sustainability: Theory, evidence and policy. Ed-
ward Elgar Publishing: Cheltenham.

Freeth, R., & Caniglia, G. (2020). Learning to collaborate while
collaborating: advancing interdisciplinary sustainability re-
search. Sustainability Science, 15, 247-261.

Geels, EW. (2004). From sectoral systems of innovation to so-
cio-technical systems. Research Policy, 33(6-7), 897-920.

Geschka, H. (20006).
Frithaufklirung. In O. Gassmann & C. Kobe (eds.), Manage-

Szenariotechnik als Instrument der

ment von Innovation und Risiko (pp. 357-372). Springer: Hei-
delberg.

Hanss, D. (2021). Commentary: We need to change: Integration
psychological perspectives into the multilevel perspective on
socio-ecological transformations. Frontiers in Psychology, 12,
724768.

Lange, F, Nielsen, K. S., Cologna, V., Brick, C., & Stern, P. C.
(2021). Making theory useful for understanding high-impact
behavior. A response to van Valkengoed et al. (2021). Journal of
Environmental Psychology, 75, 101611.



Miiller, H., Novotny, T. L., Theis, A., Engel, L., Schweikert, M.,
Albers, V. K., Eisen, C., & Hanss, D. (2024). Using insights on
potential users' behavior and transport requirements to inform
the development of a more sustainable vehicle concept as part
of a mobility transition. Transportation Research Interdisciplinary
Perspectives, 23, 100979.

Nielsen, K. S., Cologna, V., Lange, F, Brick, C., & Stern, P. C.
(2021). The case for impact-focused environmental psychology.
Journal of Environmental Psychology, 74, 101559.

Rau, H., Goggins, G., & Fahy, F. (2018). From invisibility to im-
pact: Recognising the scientific and societal relevance of inter-
disciplinary sustainability research. Research Policy, 47(1), 266-
276.

Schenten, J., & Rehn, J. (2021b). A Theory of Change (ToC) sup-
porting the visioning of a sustainable supply chain. Beitrag im
Portal ,SCNAT wissen - Methoden und Werkzeuge fiir die Ko-
produktion von Wissen“. Akademien der Wissenschaften Sch-
weiz Netzwerk fiir transdisziplinire Forschung (td-net). Avail-
able online at: https://naturwissenschaften.ch/co-produc-
ing-knowledge-explained/
practical_experiences/theory_of_change

Schenten, J., & Rehn, J. (2021a). Fahrplan fiir Systeminnovation.
»Theory of Change® als Methode zur Zielsetzung und Vermit-
tlung in transformativen Forschungsprojekten. In A. Gemein-
hardt und K. Lehmann (eds.), Wege transformativer Forschung:
Zielorientierung und Indikatoren (pp. 46-52). Darmstadt:
Schader-Stiftung.

Stern, P. (2000). New environmental theories: Toward a coherent
theory of environmentally significant behavior. Journal of Social
Issues, 56(3), 407-424.

Stokols, D., Hall, K.L., Taylor, B.K. & Moser, R.P. (2008). The
Science of Team Science. Overview of the field and introduc-
tion to the supplement. American Journal of Preventive Medi-
cine, 35(2), S77-589.

Theis, A., Helferich, M., Schweikert, M., Eisen, C., Frommer, B.,
Fiithr, M., Meyer, H., Miiller, H. & Hanss, D. (2021). Gemein-
schaftsbiiros — Eine psychologische Analyse der Nutzungsintention
und Ableitung von Gestaltungsempfehlungen. Forschungsbericht
des Darmstidter Instituts fiir Wirtschaftspsychologie der Hoch-
schule Darmstadt.

Upham, P, Bégel, . M., & Diitschke, E. (2020). Thinking about
individual actor-level perspectives in sociotechnical transitions:
A comment on the transitions research agenda. Environmental

Innovation and Societal Transitions, 34, 341-343.

van Valkengoed, A. M., Steg, L., Perlaviciute, G., Schultz, P. W.,
Brosch, T., Gatersleben, B., Nordlund, A., Pahl, S., & Whit-
marsh, L. (2021). Theory enhances impact. Reply to: “The case
for impact-focused environmental psychology’. Journal of Envi-
ronmental Psychology, 75, 101597.

Wick, A., & Lang, D.J. (2016). Transformational Sustainability
Research Methodology. In H. Heinrichs, P. Martens, G. Mi-
chelsen, & A. Wiek, (eds) Sustainability Science. Springer: Dor-
drecht.

Wittmayer, J., & Hélscher, K. (2017). Transformationsforschung:
Definitionen, Ansitze, Methoden. Available online at: https://
www.umweltbundesamt.de/publikationen/transformationsfor-
schung.

Wallenkord, M. C., & Hamann, K. R. S. (2021). We need to
change: Integrating psychological perspectives into the multi-
level perspective on socio-ecological transformations. Frontiers

in Psychology, 12, 655352.

Muller & Rehn-Groenendijk

249



