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Abstract: A successful transition to a lower-emission society may require major changes in the
patterns of individual behaviours. Yet, whilst awareness and concern about climate change have
increased in recent years among the global population, global greenhouse gases emissions have
not ceased to rise. This paper discusses potential reasons underlying the gap between individual
knowledge of climate change and the actions implemented to contain greenhouse gas emissions. To
investigate this phenomenon, we look at the scientific literature exploring the factors influencing
pro-environmental behaviour. First, we highlight how an individual’s environmental knowledge is
not only approximate but also biased by cognitive, affective, and cultural factors, influencing their
appraisal of climate information and their motivation to act. Second, we discuss three major models of
pro-environmental behaviour, such as the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB), the Norm-Activation
Model (NAM), and the Value-Belief-Norm (VBN), to highlight their failure to account for automatic
cognitive and affective factors influencing an individual’s ability to implement pro-environmental
intentions. Then, we discuss the Comprehensive-Action-Determination Model of pro-environmental
behaviour (CADM), and its efforts to overcome the limits of the previous models. Finally, we
examine the dispositional traits associated with pro-environmental engagement to highlight how the
relationship between dispositions and pro-environmental behaviour performance appears related
to self-regulation processes, supported by executive functioning; increased self-regulation would
enable alignment of pro-environmental intentions and behaviours, and anticipation of the long-term
consequences of present behaviours. We conclude by calling for more research to be carried out on
the effect of enhanced self-regulation, and of self-regulation training, on individual reactions to the

climate crisis.
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1. Introduction

The latest provisional report by the World Meteorological Organisation [1] provides
a perspective on the state of the environment, which supports the acknowledgement of
the anthropogenic origins of the recent acceleration of climate change. In 2022 the global
mean temperature was about 1.15 °C above pre-industrial levels, and the years 2015 to
2022 were the warmest on record. In the past year, ocean heat content reached new record
highs, accelerating cryosphere melting and sea level rise, and extreme weather events
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became more common across the globe. During the same time, global greenhouse gases
emissions continued to increase despite the call for action launched by climatologists of the
International Panel on Climate Change [2].

It is understood that a successful transition to a lower-emission society, along with the
crucial intervention of political and economic stakeholders, also requires major changes
in the patterns of individual behaviours. Evidence shows that households account for
over 60% of global greenhouse gases emissions, either through direct energy use (used
in the home and in transportation) or indirect energy use (related to the production, use,
and disposal of the products and services consumed) [3-5]. Furthermore, studies have
shown that individuals” emissions (e.g., their “carbon footprint”) [6] are strongly related
to behaviours, lifestyles, and routines over which they have a relatively large degree
of control [6-12]. That is why the importance of educating individuals on the state of
climate change, and on their role in curbing emissions, appears indisputable. However,
paradoxically, whilst awareness and concern about climate change have increased in recent
years among the global population (e.g., two thirds of the +14 population among fifty
countries consider climate change a global emergency needing urgent response) [13], global
greenhouse gases emissions have not ceased to rise, even in countries where such increases
are not justified by a welcomed improvement of living conditions [2,14]. This would suggest
that holding more knowledge and awareness about climate change does not necessarily
lead to a steady change in individuals’ behaviours.

To try to shed a light on this apparent contradiction, we review the contributions of
environmental, social, and cognitive psychology literature, in investigating what appears
to either drive or obstruct pro-environmental behaviour (PEB), i.e., behaviour that seeks to
minimize the negative impact of one’s actions on the environment [15], to try to answer to
the following question: why, though increasingly aware of the environmental crisis and
of the threats it poses to humanity, individuals are struggling to embrace the behavioural
changes needed to prevent extensive damage to humans and nature? Specifically, our article
wishes to highlight the flaws of an “information deficit” explanation of climate inaction [16]
and of the perspective of a linear relationship between knowledge, motivation, and action,
at the root of some of the most widespread models of pro-environmental behaviour used
in environmental psychology. To do so, we discuss:

1. The characteristics of environmental knowledge underlying its limited effects on
pro-environmental behaviour (Section 2);

2. The role of motivational factors (i.e., intentions) and their limits in explaining pro-
environmental behaviour (Section 3);

3.  Theinterfering effects of cognitive and affective factors with regards to the behavioural
implementation of pro-environmental intentions (Section 4);

4. The (seemingly) enabling role of specific cognitive factors (e.g., self-regulation and exec-
utive functioning) underlying individual dispositions to engage in pro-environmental
behaviour (Section 5).

Finally, we conclude by suggesting avenues of research that could be explored to
enhance our understanding of the environmental knowledge-action gap.

2. Why Environmental Knowledge Fails to Explain Pro-Environmental Engagement

The direct relationship between environmental knowledge and pro-environmental be-
haviour appears to be challenged in research. Though some studies suggest that knowledge
about climate change issues would have a direct impact on individuals” likelihood to act in
favour of the environment [17-24], others seem to point out that knowledge is necessary but
insufficient to bring about behavioural change in the environmental domain [15,21,25-27].
Multiple potential explanations of the knowledge-behaviour discrepancy can be found, re-
ferring either to the abstract and imprecise nature of individuals’ environmental knowledge
or to the biases affecting it.

The first potential explanation relates to the nature of individuals’ environmental
knowledge: even though knowledge of the environmental crisis is more widespread nowa-
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days compared to the past, such knowledge is often approximate. For instance, people
might have a generic understanding of the issue of climate change but lack know-how
regarding what they can do about it, or about the benefits of specific behaviours. Scientific
findings point out that only action-related knowledge (i.e., knowing what can be done
about environmental problems) and effectiveness knowledge (i.e., knowing the benefits
of environmentally friendly behaviours) would exert a direct effect on pro-environmental
behaviours, whilst system knowledge (i.e., theoretical knowledge of climate change) would
only exert an indirect influence [17,28,29]. Similarly, Shi et al. [30] differentiate between
knowledge of the causes of climate change and knowledge of the physical characteristics
of the phenomenon, and indicate that only the knowledge of the causes increases individ-
ual concern about the issue. Moreover, people’s knowledge of the environmental impact
of their everyday decisions appears often inaccurate [31]: a phenomenon referred to as
“carbon innumeracy” [32], which regards, in particular, emissions that are “embedded” in
the products and services we consume [33]. For example, there is a tendency to underes-
timate the mitigation potential of certain high-emissions behaviours, like reducing meat
consumption [31,34-36], switching to more efficient energy appliances [37], or reducing car
travel [32], or air travel [31]. On the other hand, the benefits of recycling and using canvas
bags appear often overestimated [38]. As a matter of fact, whilst generic knowledge on
climate issues and environmental deterioration appears rather widespread, action-related
knowledge on desirable consumption behaviours appears less common even among highly
educated populations [19].

Whilst one could think that carbon innumeracy would be at the origin of the collective
inertia in front of the climate crisis, recent studies indicate that more accurate knowledge
about the environmental crisis does not necessarily lead to more mitigative action [39,40].
For instance, a study by Taube et al. [39] explored the role of environmental knowledge
on the perception of the causes of global warming among the general population. The
results indicate that having state-of-the-art information on the origins of climate change
does not increase individuals’ acceptance of human responsibility for it, suggesting that
more accurate environmental knowledge would not directly translate into an increased
acknowledgement of one’s own role in the crisis. This viewpoint appears to be supported
by data showing that scepticism about human responsibility for climate warming has been
rising among certain populations, like those who adhere to right-wing ideology, despite
the overwhelming scientific consensus on the anthropogenic origins of the climate crisis
reached in recent years [41].

A more consistent explanation of the discrepancy between environmental knowledge
and pro-environmental actions can be found when looking at another characteristic of such
knowledge, i.e., its subjective nature [42,43]. As it happens, what people know about climate
change is rarely the result of a deliberate analysis of the environmental information received,
but most often the outcome of fallible heuristic processes [43]. Individual judgement of
the climate crisis, a highly complex process involving multiple causes and consequences
often distant in time and place, appears biased by cognitive, affective, and cultural factors.
For example, findings from recent research have pointed out that cognitive bias would
affect how individuals understand climate information, as attention is skewed to details
that confirm existing beliefs about the environmental crisis [40,44]. This would suggest that
socio-cultural characteristics (e.g., demographics, values, education, political orientation)
affecting how individuals form beliefs about the relationship between humans and the
natural ecosystem (i.e., their ecological worldview) [45] may influence the information
people retain about the climate crisis, as well as their perception of climate change risks.
This perspective seems supported by research findings, indicating that people low on
traditional values and high on altruism tend to perceive greater global environmental
risks [42,46]. Also, research findings show that people endorsing biospheric values (which
reflect a concern for the quality of nature and the environment for its own sake) [47] would
be more aware of the environmental crisis, compared with people endorsing egoistic or
hedonistic values [21,48-50]. Besides, environmental risk perception has been found to be
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related to socio-demographic characteristics such as political affiliation [40,41], place of
residence [51], education [52,53], or socio-economic background [53-55]. Finally, besides
cultural factors, cognitive appraisal of environmental information appears also affected by
emotions: how people feel about climate change would, indeed, affect how environmental
risks are perceived [56]. Moreover, evidence shows that individuals tend to be more
concerned about climate change on days that are perceived as warmer than usual [57,58] or
when extreme meteorological events, triggering negative emotions, are more salient [59-63].
This could be explained by the fact that humans tend to rely on experiences that can be
readily brought to mind (i.e., availability heuristic) [64] and on emotions (i.e., affect as
information heuristic) [65,66] to simplify the evaluation of complex phenomena.

Nevertheless, whilst objective knowledge has been associated with increased engage-
ment in high-impact mitigative actions, indicating that knowledge accuracy would affect
the effectiveness of one’s environmental engagement, subjective knowledge (i.e., what
people think they know) has been found to be a better predictor of pro-environmental
behaviour [26,67-70]. As a result, despite their potential unreliability due to biased in-
formation processing, the inaccurate perceptions that people have of the environmental
crisis would have a stronger influence on environmental action than more accurate per-
ceptions, which instead affect the type of action embraced. This would mean that the
subjective (e.g., cognitive, emotional, and cultural) factors influencing individual appraisal
of environmental knowledge would be as important as the knowledge itself in determining
individual likelihood to act for the climate.

Hence, if higher environmental proficiency is supposedly necessary to improve the
mitigative impact of individual behaviours, it is not sufficient to motivate individuals to
engage in pro-environmental action.

3. The (Limited) Role of Motivation

There is a large amount of scientific literature, across different disciplines, that tries
to investigate what motivates people to engage in pro-environmental behaviour. Some
explanations find their origins in rationalist models of human behaviour, which see hu-
mans as rational decision-makers, who ponder their behavioural choices based on the
information they have about alternative options, with the aim of maximising benefits and
minimising losses [15,71]. In this perspective, adopting environmentally friendly behaviour
would be the outcome of a purposeful cognitive process designed to discover and balance
the advantages and disadvantages of taking environmental protection measures [72]. In
consonance with this view, the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) [73,74] conceptualises
environmental decision-making as a rational process through which individuals evaluate
behaviours based on behavioural beliefs (i.e., attitudes, or the extent to which engaging
in the behaviour is evaluated positively or negatively), normative beliefs (i.e., subjective
norms, or the extent to which the person believes that relevant others would approve
of their behaviour), and control beliefs (i.e., perceived behavioural control, or the extent
to which the person perceives themselves able to perform the behaviour). According
to the TPB, one of the most widespread models used to explain pro-environmental be-
haviour, attitude, personal norms, and perceived behavioural control, would determine
pro-environmental intentions, considered to be direct predictors of pro-environmental
behaviours. Across multiple studies, the TPB, in its original or extended form, has success-
fully explained specific environmental behaviours, like transportation choice [75-77], meat
consumption [78,79], and energy-saving behaviours [79-82]. Yet, the rationalistic view of
human decision-making in the original TPB model fails to provide a coherent explanation
of why most people do not embrace an environmentally friendly life, despite being aware
of the necessity of acting in front of the climate crisis, and despite having adequate means to
do so [83]. This phenomenon has been referred to as the environmental intention-behaviour
gap, or attitude-behaviour gap [15]. Studies have revealed that intentions would explain
only 30% of the variance in actual behaviour [83-85]. Also, it can be observed that certain
people seem to act pro-environmentally even when it involves higher costs for the indi-
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vidual compared to less environmentally friendly alternatives, challenging the predictive
power of rationalist models altogether [21]. As a matter of fact, recent usages of the TPB
in applied research (e.g., in social marketing, consumer psychology, and management)
have integrated ad hoc variables to the model in order to increase its predictive power of
specific pro-environmental behaviour like, for instance, green consumption [86,87], garbage
sorting [88], travel choices [89,90], emissions reduction [91,92], and eco-entrepreneurial
behaviour [93]. Also, social marketing researchers have suggested that the concept of
consumer value-in-behaviour (i.e., the subjective functional, social, emotional, economic,
and ecologic values individuals attach to the performance of a certain behaviour) [94] could
be a more precise attitudinal predictor of pro-environmental action than generic attitudes
towards the environment [95].

Contrary to rationalist models, which explain people’s behaviour facing the climate
emergency in terms of computation of utility, normative models of environmentalism,
like the Value-Belief-Norm theory of environmentalism (VBN theory) [96] and the Norm-
Activation Model (NAM) [97], highlight the role played by moral considerations. Nor-
mative models suggest that individuals would perform pro-environmental behaviours
because they feel it is right to do so, i.e., because a personal norm (i.e., the feelings of moral
obligation to perform or refrain from certain actions) is activated. According to both the
VBN and NAM models, such moral obligation would stem from individuals” awareness
of the environmental consequences of their behaviour, prompting them to recognize and
embrace their responsibility for them [96,97]. This process, according to the VBN, would be
determined by individuals’ values (i.e., desirable trans-situational goals serving as guiding
principles in the life of a person) [47,98] responsible for forging generic beliefs about the
legitimate role of humans in the ecosystem (e.g., their ecological worldview) [45]. In line
with the VBN explanation of pro-environmental engagement, several studies have pointed
out how people endorsing strong biospheric values (who judge phenomena on the basis
of costs or benefits to ecosystems or the biosphere) [50] and, to a lesser extent, people
endorsing altruistic values (who are motivated to contribute to the well-being of others
and of society as a whole) [99], are not only more aware of the climate crisis (as suggested
above) but they also tend to engage more in pro-environmental behaviours [88,100-104]

Like the TPB, the NAM and the VBN models have received empirical support in ex-
plaining different types of pro-environmental behaviour [105-113], yet their predictive power
appears higher for low-cost pro-environmental behaviours compared to behaviours implying
high behavioural costs [75,114]. Moreover, just like the TPB, the VBN has been challenged for
predicting intentions rather than actual pro-environmental behaviour [83,115] and for falling
short of explaining repeated behaviours [116]. Contextual factors and lack of access to
environmentally friendly alternatives to current behaviour certainly contribute to explain
why the above models tend to better predict pro-environmental intentions rather than their
behavioural implementation. Yet, other intra-individual factors, like automatic cognitive
processes and affects, seem to also play a role in explaining whether we engage (or not) in
actual pro-environmental behaviour when we are motivated to do so.

4. How Automatic Cognitive and Affective Factors Interfere in the Implementation of
Pro-Environmental Intentions

To overcome the limits of the TPB, the NAM, and the VBN, and to provide a frame-
work able to explain both sporadic and recurrent behaviour, Klockner and Bloblaum [117]
have proposed a model of pro-environmental behaviour called the Comprehensive-Action-
Determination Model (CADM). The model sees pro-environmental behaviour as deter-
mined by intentions, perceived behavioural control and habits, with personal and social
norms acting as modulating variables on intentions, and with values modulating personal
norms. As such, in addition to incorporating intentional and normative influences from
the previous models, the CADM emphasises the role of automatic processes, like habits
(i.e., cognitive structures that automatically determine future behaviour by linking specific
situational cues to behavioural patterns), in determining individuals’ likelihood to perform
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pro-environmental behaviour [118]. The model also emphasises that subjective situational
constraints, evoking feelings of self-efficacy, would be as important as intentions and habits
in determining pro-environmental action by introducing perceived behavioural control as a
direct determinant of such behaviour. This would indicate that affective factors would also
play a role in determining whether a person performs pro-environmental behaviour or not.

Evidence from multiple studies appear to support the view that automatic cognitive
and affective processes would affect whether individuals implement pro-environmental
intentions. First of all, the CADM has received good empirical support in explaining
pro-environmental behaviour across different domains [119-124]. Furthermore, findings
from other studies indicate that habits would modulate the effects of intentions and per-
sonal norms on pro-environmental behaviours [77,81,125-128]. Habits appear, indeed,
to interfere with the pursuit of goal-directed behaviour [129,130], and to hinder individ-
uals” ability to change, by reducing the attention that individuals pay to behavioural
options that are alternatives to the automatic ones [128,131]. Also, the implementation
of pro-environmental behaviour has been found to be affected by techniques aimed at
eliciting heuristics (i.e., automatic mental shortcuts), such as nudging [132-134], attribute
translations [135], or priming [136,137].

Finally, scientific evidence points out that feelings modulate whether and how indi-
viduals react to the climate crisis and engage in pro-environmental behaviour [138,139].
For instance, high levels of eco-anxiety, e.g., anxiety experienced in relation to the climate
crisis [140,141], and climate change information eliciting feelings of personal helplessness,
would lead to defensive responses characterised by apathy and by demoralization towards
environmental issues, rather than to pro-environmental action [142-144]. Contrarily, eco-
anger would lead to greater engagement in both personal and collective pro-environmental
behaviours [139]. Similarly, maladaptive coping strategies (like avoidance, denial, unre-
alistic optimism, and wishful thinking) have been identified as major barriers towards
engaging in pro-environmental behaviour [138]. Self-regulation skills, on the other hand,
would positively influence individuals” ability to implement pro-environmental behaviour
by increasing individuals’ ability to comply with their intention and to refrain to perform
potentially unsustainable automatic behaviours [145-150].

These findings suggest that, whilst being a fundamental factor to explain pro-environmental
engagement, motivation alone cannot explain why some individuals are more likely to
perform pro-environmental behaviours than others. Intrinsic dispositional abilities and
cognitive functions, enabling better behavioural and emotional regulation, would also play
a role in determining whether we engage (or not) in pro-environmental behaviour when
we intend, and are enabled, to do so.

5. The (Enabling) Role of Dispositions and Cognitive Processes

Multiple studies have pointed out that individual propensity to engage in pro-environmental
behaviours, across situations and over time, would be related to dispositions [151] (i.e., intrinsic
individual characteristics which distinguish an individual from others and determine
recurrent behavioural, cognitive, or affective tendencies) and to higher-order cognitive
processes related to executive functioning [150].

Specifically, dispositions seem to relate with pro-environmental behaviours at two
levels, predicting either an increased motivation to act in favour of the environment or an en-
hanced ability to enact pro-environmental intentions. For instance, studies have found pro-
environmentalism to be positively related with the traits of honesty and humility—i.e., the
tendency to embrace sincerity, fairness, greed avoidance, and modesty, and to cooperate
and not exploit others [151-153]; with connectedness to nature—i.e., the tendency to feel
connected to the natural world and in symbiosis with other living organisms [154-159];
with global identity—i.e., the tendency to feel connected with people all over the world
and concerned for their wellbeing [153,160-165]; and negatively related with social domi-
nance orientation—i.e., the tendency to accept and even prefer circumstances that sustain
social inequalities and hierarchical social structures [166-169]. This would suggest that the
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relationship between traits and pro-environmental behaviours would be explained by an
increased tendency to experience empathy and concern for the damaging effects of the
climate crisis on other humans and species, which could potentially contribute to increase
individuals’ motivation to reduce their environmental footprint.

On the other hand, other dispositional traits seem to predict differences in individuals
ability to control and regulate their behaviour in front of the environmental crisis. This
would support the perspective that cognitive functions underlying self-regulation processes
would also contribute to explain why certain individuals are more prone to perform pro-
environmental behaviours. For instance, openness (or openness to experience, i.e., the
tendency to seek out novelty and variety, and to be imaginative and creative) has been
identified as the strongest correlate of pro-environmental engagement among the Big
Five [170] and Hexaco [152] traits [151], and as an important predictor of pro-environmental
intentions, goals, and behaviours [153,171-177].

Whilst the relationship between openness and pro-environmental behaviour could
be explained in terms of an increased tendency to appreciate, and therefore preserve, the
beauty of nature [172,174] and in terms of greater environmental knowledge linked to
higher-crystallized intelligence [19,178,179], individuals with high openness traits tend to
also show increased cognitive flexibility [173,180]. This would suggest that individuals with
high openness traits would be more capable to adapt their behavioural strategies to address
the challenges posed by the climate crisis. As a matter of fact, cognitive flexibility (i.e., the
executive function referring to the ability to shift cognitive sets, perspectives, thoughts,
thinking styles, or strategies and to adapt to a constantly changing environment) [181-183]
has been found to enable long-term-oriented behaviour [184]—of which environmental
conservation behaviours can be considered part [185,186]—and to facilitate disengagement
from obsolete and ineffective strategies standing in the way of goal pursuit [187,188].
People high in openness appear, indeed, to be more likely to engage in abstract thinking,
a condition which seems necessary to grasp the long-term environmental consequences
of one’s behaviour. This would be in line with studies suggesting that pro-environmental
engagement might be related to the ability to develop a mental theory of others” mental
states (i.e., perspective taking) [177,189] and that of mentally simulating possible future
states (i.e., prospective thinking) [190,191].

Beyond openness, other dispositional traits seem to be linked to increased individual
abilities to plan and enact the implementation of pro-environmental intentions. For instance,
pro-environmental behaviour has been repeatedly found to relate with dispositional mind-
fulness [156,167,192-199]. Whilst most of the studies on the topic explain the correlation
between mindfulness and pro-environmental behaviour in terms of a higher tendency of
mindful individuals to feel empathy for humans and species affected by the environmental
crisis [156,167,197-199], some point out that higher present-moment awareness, entailed
in mindfulness traits, would predict a lower inclination to act by default [192,200] and a
higher ability to regulate one’s behaviour to address pro-environmental goals [197,201].
Parallelly, pro-environmental behaviour has been also linked to conscientiousness—i.e., the
tendency to be diligent, organised, and responsible [171,174,175,202] and to the self-control
trait—i.e., the disposition to display ability to inhibit undesired behavioural tendencies
and refrain from acting on them [146,147,149,150,203-205], implying that performing pro-
environmental behaviour would require individuals to refrain from performing potentially
unsustainable automatic and /or hedonistic behaviour. This appears in line with neurosci-
entific studies suggesting that the right dorso-lateral prefrontal cortex (rdIPFC), a brain
region supporting inhibitory control—i.e., the executive function underlying the ability to
interrupt or inhibit automated or prepotent responses or behaviours [181,206-208], would
be activated when individuals perform pro-environmental behaviour [190,209].

In this perspective, cognitive processes underlying individuals’ dispositional abil-
ity to regulate thoughts, affects, and behaviours in response to situational demands
(i.e., self-regulation abilities) [210] would play an important role in determining individual
performance of pro-environmental behaviour, besides knowledge of the climate crisis and

7
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willingness to address it. Indeed, self-regulation abilities, beyond determining individu-
als’ likelihood to align actions with intentions [150,206,211-214] seem to also improve the
ability to cope with emotionally challenging and stressful events [215,216]. This would
mean that higher self-regulation abilities could potentially improve the emotional reactions
that individuals experience facing the environmental crisis and contribute to forge more
adaptive coping strategies.

This acknowledgement entails important considerations regarding the interventions
that have been put in place, to the present day, to increase individual engagement in
pro-environmental behaviour. Indeed, if increasing environmental knowledge and per-
suading individuals of the importance of reducing their environmental footprint, whether
through rationalistic or normative arguments, remains important, training individuals’
self-regulation abilities appears equally crucial for actual behavioural change to take place.
As such, we advocate for more research to be dedicated to investigating the role of self-
regulation and underlying executive functions in increasing individual engagement in
pro-environmental behaviour. Moreover, considering that self-regulation abilities have
shown to be responsive to dedicated interventions and trainings [217-221], testing the
effect of techniques and interventions aimed at enhancing such skills in the domain of
environmental conservation would also be beneficial to society overall.

6. Conclusions

This paper discusses scientific evidence on the intra-individual factors explaining
individual engagement in pro-environmental behaviour, with the aim of increasing our
understanding of the reasons underlying the discrepancy between the global increase in
environmental concern and the current insufficient behavioural response of individuals
to the environmental crisis. After looking at the role of environmental knowledge and
of individual motivation to perform pro-environmental behaviour, driven by either utili-
taristic or normative influences, we conclude that these factors, whilst necessary, are not
sufficient to explain individual engagement in pro-environmental behaviour. In parallel, we
observe that cognitive processes underlying individual abilities to regulate one’s behaviour
may explain why certain individuals appear more prone to engage in pro-environmental
behaviour and suggest that self-regulation abilities, supported by executive functions,
would play a role in determining pro-environmental engagement, besides knowledge and
motivation. Accordingly, we propose that self-regulation abilities would contribute to
increase individuals” ability to implement pro-environmental intentions as well as their
propensity to embrace more adaptive coping strategies in front of the environmental crisis.

This perspective is not without limitations. First, the evidence supporting the hypoth-
esis of an implication of self-regulation abilities in explaining the discrepancy between
knowledge about the climate emergency and actual performance of pro-environmental
action is limited. A recent systematic review on the relationship of self-regulation processes
and executive functions with pro-environmental behaviour only found 31 articles providing
uneven evidence of a positive role of these top-down cognitive processes in explaining
pro-environmental behaviour performance [150]. Nevertheless, this limitation might be
justified by the fact that this topic has only recently attracted the attention of environmental
psychologists and has mostly been overshadowed by the widespread focus on the effects of
knowledge and motivation. Further research would be beneficial to consolidate our under-
standing of the role that top-down cognitive processes might play in enabling/preventing
individuals to implement behaviours that are aligned with their perception of the climate
change threat. Second, the reported literature on the environmental knowledge-action
gap has mostly focused on studies coming from environmental, social, and cognitive psy-
chology. As such, our perspective on the potential determinants of the environmental
knowledge-action gap cannot be considered exhaustive as it does not cover factors that are
non-psychological, such as contextual (e.g., availability of pro-environmental alternatives)
or individual (e.g., economic resources, health) factors which could potentially affect the
feasibility of adopting specific behaviours. Further integrating findings coming from differ-
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ent domains of research on climate action (e.g., economy, political studies, philosophy, and
ergonomics) could provide a more thorough understanding of the intricate mechanisms at
the root of pro-environmental action.

We therefore conclude by calling for more research to be dedicated to investigating the
potential role of self-regulation in explaining why extra knowledge of the climate change
issue has mostly failed to bring about behavioural change, proportionate to the scale and
urgency of the global environmental crisis. This would enable us to further clarify whether
individual reactions to the climate crisis might be affected, other than by knowledge,
motivation, and contextual factors, by cognitive abilities enabling a more adaptive coping
strategy to address the issue. More experimental studies on this subject would also enable
scientists to collect data on the effects of increased self-regulation skills on individuals’
emotional reactions to the climate crisis, and on their tendency to perform behaviours
aimed at mitigating it. This knowledge would benefit the design and optimisation of
interventions aimed at increasing individual engagement in pro-environmental behaviour.
Such interventions could leverage, beyond climate information and persuasion techniques,
techniques aimed at enhancing self-regulation (e.g., mindfulness-based interventions,
executive functioning training) to increase their effectiveness. Not only do we suggest that
more research is specifically dedicated to study the role of self-regulation in explaining the
environmental knowledge-action gap, but we also suggest that at least part of this research
should aim for a multidisciplinary approach, to provide a more global outlook on this
phenomenon.
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