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Abstract

Definitions of environmental communication are still rare. Existing definitions
are usually rather broad and hardly applicable for practical or research contexts.
Environmental communication in this article is considered to be an applied sci-
ence in the context of environmental politics.

The following article defines environmental communication from a seman-
tic point of view and introduces a practical model of environmental communica-
tion with references to environmental education (formal, non-formal and infor-
mal), environmental marketing, eco-counselling, educational eco-counselling
and environmental journalism. These fields of activity in environmental com-
munication are embedded in environmental communication research.

The supposed overall goal of environmental communication is to help peo-
ple live more envirenmentally friendly and to help individuals and groups begin
a self-directed, lifelong learning process. The first goal, to help make life more
environmentally friendly, is truly motivated by the specification “environmen-
tal”, The second goal, supporting self-directed learning, can be considered to be
universal in the discussion about different categories of learning and/or educa-
tion.

The model presented is intended to add to the general discussion on diverse
learning strategies.

Keywords: model of environmental communication, environmental communica-
tion, formal/non-formal/informal environmental education, environmental mar-
keting, eco-counselling, educational eco-counselling, environmental journalism,
learning strategies, learning categories
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Introduction

Present models and definitions for environmental communication are rather
general and broad. Without empirical support for this conclusion, the follow-
ing definition seems represenlative;

We define environmental communication as the commumnicafion of envivonment-
tal messages to audiences by all means and through all channels. Environ-
mental communication may be considered a process which involves both com-
municators and audiences and is achieved through effective message delivery,
interactive listening, and public discussion and debate. We envision such com-
municarion as the foundation for establishing relationships between people and
the environment and as a means for enhancing envivonmental literacy and sus-
tainable environmental practices

. (ECRC 2005).
Il is suggested that such definitions or descriptions of environmental commu-
nication are neither helpful in theory, nor in practice, While the overall goat
of environmental communication is formulated, the approaches that may help
to achieve those goals are not specified. For example, from a transaction ana-
lyst’s point of view, this could lead to confusion concerning terminology or
methodology and in the end lead to aclivism characterized by action with
very liltle oulcome.

Semantic derivation

For the purpose of the model presented in this article the term environmental
comnmunicalion was derived semantically. First of all, environmental com-
munication is considered to be a generic term for various fields of activity tor
these reasons:

1. The word “environment” comes from the French word “environ”
which means “to surround” with the impression of “surroundings”,
“country around” or “neighbourhood”. It is suggested that such a
term is rather general.

2. The word “communication” is derived from the Latin word “com-
municare” which means “to communicate”, or in other words, “to
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impart news, information or knowledge”. Again, this is rather gen-
eral.

3, Thus, the term environmental communication could simply mean
all kinds of news or information about everything surrounding us. [
would like to suggest thal this is how the term is often used and
thal, as seen in the given example above, it is insufficient.

If we now consider the semantic change the terms “environment” and “envi-
ronmenlal” have undergone, al least in the perception of the industrialized
weslern societies since the 1960s, then it seems plausible 1o suggest that envi-
ronmental communieation can be considered to be communication about en-
vironmental problems or environmenlal protection. In English, the ecological
significance of the word “environment™ was first recorded in 1956 and of the
word “environmentalist” in 1970 (OE 2005).

Similar semantic derivations can be made in other languages, see for
example, the German word “Umweltkommunikation™ (Terolog 2005). “Um-
well” means environment, which comes from the Danish “omverden” and
meant, until the 1960°s, “the surrounding world/land”. “Kommunikation™
obviously means communicalion and has the same semantic roots as the Eng-
lish term.

So, il was only during the 1960s when terms like “environment” became
popular in their respeclive languages. When we talk about environmental
communication we are aclually talking about environmental problem/ protec-
tion communication.

The term environmenlal communication, being attached to social con-
notations like environmental problem or environmenlal protection, needs to
be seen in the context of environmental polilics of which communication,
though very important, is just one part (see figure 1).
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Figure 1» Environmental communication in the context of environmental politics
(Zimmermann 1995),

Environmental commmunication is an applied science that depends very much
on fiow it is applied, It herefore contains, references to sociology, various
fields of psychology (social, cognitive and mass), information theory and
system theory. Environmental communication research is basically aboul
good communicalion where the objectives are sustainable environments
based on healthy eco-systems.

The model

The following model of environmental communication is split into various
fields of communicational activity and shows how these fields interconnect
(see figure 2). The overall goal of environmenlal communication (see middle
of model, figure 2) is assumed lo be:

a. Lo help individuals. groups and societies live more environmentally
friendly

b. to help individuals start their own self-directed, life-long leaming
process.
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We will work clockwise in describing the model, starting at the bottom, with
the rather traditional ficld of environmental education.
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Figure 2. Model of environmental communication.

The tripartite categorization of education

The idea here, of breaking down education and/or learning into three distinct
fields of activily (formal/non-formal/informal educalion/learning), ts similar
to approaches usually found in other literature, as formal education alone is
considered to be insufticient. It began in the 1960s, when a discussion was
started conceming the educational crisis at thal time (see Coombs 1968),

The conclusion was that formal educational systems had adapted 100 slowly to
the socio-econmnic changes around them and that they were held back not only
by their own conservatism, but also by the inevtia of societies themselves., If we
also accepr that educalional policy making tends to follow rather than lead
ather sacial trends, then it followed that change would have 1o come not merely
Srom within formal schooling, hut from the wider society and from ather sectors
within it It was from this point of departure that (...) a distinction betiveen in-
Jormal, non-formal and formal educarion was made

(Fordham 1993, 2).
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Around the same time this tripartite categorization of leamning systemns was
also used by UNESCO (1972). The idea was to reach for the overall goal of
lifelong education and leaming societies,

Formal, non-formal and informal education

So far definitions on formal and non-formal education are rather similar, Ac-
cording to Torres (1990}, “formal education comprised ‘regular school and
university education’; non-formal education comprised ‘out-of-school and
continuing education, on the job iraining, etc.”,

On the other hand the term informal education still rejects a more or less
agreed upon definition which might be due to the rather broad definitions that
were sel forward al the beginning of the discussion. Take for example,
Coombs, Prosser and Ahmed (1973) who defined informal education as a
truly lifelong process whereby every individual acquires attitudes, values,
skills and knowledge from daily experience and the educative influences and
resources in his or her environment—from family and neighbours, from work
and play, from the market place, the library and the imass media.

Such broad descriptions of inforinal education probably contributed to a
still confusing conception or very broad idea of what informal education is
and how it can be supported (as an example for Germany. see Dohmen 2001;
for the European Union, see European Commisston 2001).

As stated by various authors the integraling element, in the discussion
about the various facets of inforinal leaming, might be to seriously consider
the individuals™ /ntenrion to learn (Evans 1981, Reischmann 1995, Overwien
2004, Straka 2004, based on Colardyn & Bjormavold 2004). In this conlext an
adapted categorisation of leaming sellings, according to Evans (1981), may
be considered helpful for the discussion (see table 1).

Evans (1981, 28) defines informal education as: “fearning that results
Sfrom situations where elther the learner or the source of inforwaition lhas a
conscious intent of promoting learning—but not both.” While the definitions
for incidenlal, non-formal and formal education are rather straight forward, it
is suggested that Evans’s definition of informal education actually combines
mwvo definitions. For the purpose of a clearer understanding, these have here
been divided into informal and self-directed education,
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Unlike Evans, I am not suggesting that self-directed learning is part of
informal leaming. Self-directed learning is exactly that--self-directed. Thus
it is not useful to sel it apart as an educational leaming strategy on ils own
although, as mentioned earlier, it is an overall goal useful in motivaling and
enabling self-directed leamning strategies.

Table 1. Categorics of educational settings (adapted and expanded by Evans 1981,
28).

Formal (school) education — located within institutions called
schools, which are characterized by the use of age-graded classes of
youth being taught a fixed curriculum by a cadre of certified teachers
using (more or less standardized) pedagogical methods. (examples:
mnosl schools).

Non-formal (out-of-school) education — any non-school leaming
where both the source and the leamner are consciously intent on pro-
moting the learning process, (examples: on-the-job-training, also ofien
used for various educational activilies in so-called Third World coun-
tries).

Informal education — results from siluations where the intent of the
source is 1o consciously promole leaming, whereas the leamer may
nol have the same intent (examples: mission-driven leisure activities’,
social work}.

Self-directed education — results from situations where the intent of
the learner is 1o consciously promote leaming, however the source
may not have the same intent (examples: leamning in ¢nvironmental or
social action movements, recreational aclivilies that include leaming).

Incidental education — learning which takes place although the
source is neither conscious of altempting to present information, nor is
there a conscious attempt to learn on the part of the learner (examples:
dishwashing, individual crisis).

! In environmental communication the communicational activity of informal environmental
cducation is often referred to as environniental “interpretation” which is & more philosophical
term that refers to informal education offered in mission-driven places such as museums, pro-
tected areas, botanical gardens, planelariums, cic.




Similar arguments can be found conceming incidental learning. Either it is
incidental or it is not. If an organisalion tries o promote individual leaming
and the individual is not intent on learning then the learning will be either
informal (intended by the source of information) or eventually self-directed
(intended by the learner), but not incidental. Any other definition leads to a
hidden formalisation of informal and especially of self-directed learning.
Therefore it ts also suggested that it is betler to exclude incidental leamning
while discussing formal, non-formal and informal learing,

As a result, the model of environmental communication only comprises
the formal, informal and non-formal educational leaming strategies.

The overlap between formal and informal education is thus non-formal
education. This is because on one hand it is formal, since the learners and the
source of information know that leaming is supposed to happen. On the other
hand the learning process happens outside of traditional school setlings,
which applies to informal education. In other words, non-formal education is
mainly a matter of location.

Environmental marketing

With reference to the overall goal of environmental communication as men-
tioned above, environmental marketing is about convincing certain target
groups within the general public to behave more environmentally friendly
and to begin with other forms of learning. Marketing instruments mostly have
mass media characler (advertisements, events, point-of-sale and public rela-
tions).

The mass media character of informal environmental educalion on one
hand and of environmental marketing on the olher hand explains the func-
tional overlap between marketing and informal education. These two fields of
activily have similar mass media functions (see table 2).

Table 2. Functions of mass media and informal education (adapted from McQuail
1987, 72f5).

¢ Finding out about relevant events and
conditions in iinmediate surroundings, so-
ciety and the world (...)

Information ¢ Satisfying curiosity and general intcrest

Leaming, self-education

Gaining a sense of sccurity through

knowledge

> >

Finding reinforcement for personal values
Finding models of behaviour

Identifying with valued other

Gaining insight into one's self

Personal identty

* > > >

¢ Gaming insight into circurnstances of oth-
ers; social empathy

¢ Identifying with others and gaining a
sense of belonging

¢ Finding a basis for conversation and social
interaction

social interaction 4 Having a substitule for real-life compan-
ionship

4 Helping to carry out social roles

¢ Enabling one to connect with family,
friends and society

Integration and

¢ Escaping, or being diverted, fromn prob-
lems

¢+ Relaxing

Entertainment ¢ Getting intrinsic cultural or agsthetic en-
joyment

¢ Filling time

¢ [Emotional release (...)

The overlap between marketing and counselling is because counselling partly
depends on marketing activities (see below).

To swm up, we can see that both fields of activity, informal education
and eounselling, partly have similar functions and also depend on markeling
activities. In other words, the overlap belween informal education and coun-
selling within the field of marketing is mainly a methodological one.
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Eco-counselling

Eco-counselling is about helping individuals or groups to solve concrete
(here: environmental) problems themselves, so-called “help to achieve self-
help”. This specialized field of activity in environmental communication is
necessary because citizens of indnstrialized western countries nowadays are
flooded with all soris of information everyday:

1. We are faced with a multitude of marketing information,

2. At the same lime we are embedded in an exireme amounlt of mo-
bility options geographically and socially. First of all, historically
considered, in most weslern couniries we are free lo go and/or live
wherever we like (geographical mobilily). Second, there are very

- few barriers in terms of our social mobility. For example, we can
marry into another milieu and we can choose to take up any em-
ployment we desire, provided we full fill the cognitive and physi-
cal prerequisiles. In other words, we are hardly restricted when it
comes to our localion or our place of employment. We can go
wherever we want and we can choose our own profession. How-
ever, should we desire a change in milieu, job, etc. we usually
need lo gather a lot of information in order to orient ourselves in
our new surroundings.

To summarize, we are faced with a historically unparalleled multilude of in-
tormation

a)  because of the marketing activities of various companies

b) because of our social and geographical mobility.

In this situation eco-counselling organisations try to get their extra environ-
mental information oul to certain target groups. To do so, focused activities
are necessary. What we need are organisations that focus exclusively on the
task of conveying problem-oriented environmentzl information to individuals
or groups. Eco-counselling is not aboul general environmental issues like
biodiversity, environmental concepts, environmental politics, etc. but about
present-oriented, concrete, solution-oriented knowledge that is easily avail-
able and understandable. Eco-counselling needs an organised approach in
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order to be able to supply the general public with the information necessary
to change unsuitable environmental consumption paltemns.

In order 1o be able to reach a wider audience, eco-counselling partly de-
pends on markeling methodelogy, which explains the overlap between mar-
keling and counselling (see above).

Founded in 1991 and located in Vienna, Austria, Eco-Counselling
Europe aims at establishing a European-wide network of eco-counsellors.
Besides this organisation there is no other international organisation that fo-
cuses exclusively on the task of information transfer conceming environ-
mental consumption paiterns.

Educational eco-counselling

Last but not least, counselling is set apart from education due o the kind of
knowledge that is conveyed. Counselling-knowledge is about concrele, pre-
sent-oriented problems (Ertelt & Schulz 1997), while educational knowledge
is universal, future-oriented and meant o provide the leamner with knowledge
and attitudes 1o be able to cope with his or her life in general. Nevertheless,
the kind of knowledge conveyed in environmental education, is often rather
counselling-knowledge—concrete and present-oriented in order to deal with
identified environmental problems.

Thus far there have been very few studies on the kind of educational
knowledge that is conveyed in environmental education. This is considered to
be crucial because the queslion; “what do we want our learners or partici-
pants to lean?”, also touches the very heart of environmental educalion.

Take for example a qualitative study by Kozar & Leuthold (1994). They
examined non-formal environmental education in Austra and their slarting
point was to clarify the kind of knowledge being transmitted. They distin-
guished environmental education as being:

¢ value educalion,
¢  eco-counselling and
¢  environmental enlightenment,

This distinction was very valuable for the evaluation process. Based on an
extensive introduction into Kozar & Leuthold’s perception of value educa-
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tion, eco-counselling and envirommental enlightenment, a major finding of
their study was “that hardly anything labelled environmental education actu-
ally conlains education™ (Kozar & Leuthold 1994, 11). As a result of their
study we can now speak of educational counselling (here: educational eco-
counselling) as being about counselling-knowledge conveyed in educational
setlings. Examples for educational eco-counselling at schools are (see Rode
1997, 331):

¢ Energy: calculating the use of enerpy in school, discussing oplions
to save energy

¢+ Waste: recycling of materials, waste avoidance, introduction of
environmentally friendly wriling materials
Waler: investigating water saving potentials and devices

+¢ Poisons and chemicals: (reatment of chemicals during classes,

Lypes and uses of detergents

+  Diet: investigating breakfast habits of teachers and pupils, intro-
ducing ecological products

Like Kozar and Leuthold, Rode was also able Lo show in his study that edu-
cational eco-counselling is popular among teachers.

Environmental journalism

Environmental journalism is part of the mass media system and therefore
influences all of the communicalion activities mentioned so far. Environ-
menlal journalism activities contribute to an individual’s ability 1o judge en-
vironmental incidents and topics in general (for example: oil-spills, nuclear
power Issues, traftic problems, etc.). Some authors suggest that journalism
mighl be even more influential than education and counselling (e.g. Schlei-
cher 1997). Since journalism affecis us somewhat automalically in evervday
life, it therefore embraces the other fields of aclivily as presented in the
model.

Environmental communication research

Finally, environmental communication research embraces all of the commu-
nication activities mentioned above due lo its scienlific character, As already
stated, environmental communication is considered to be an applied science,
thus there is no real end or beginning to the research it inveolves. It all de-
pends on the specific application. It can be applied or basic. The latter is
theoretic research that aims at improving environmental communication in
general without starting with an application-oriented goal.

Conclusion

The purpose of the model presented is to enrich the theoretical discussion and
the practical use of environmental communication. Based on general fields of
communication activily (formal, non-formal and informal education, market-
ing, counselling, etc.) the model has been specified for the environmental
field.

It is assumed that the model will benefit the following three elements:

1. Self-concept: Strengthening self-conception of individuals and or-
ganisations who work in or with the field of environmental com-
munication.

2. Structure: Representing a structured framework for communicat-
ing the need for and the methods of environmental communication
towards the scientific community and towards potential private or
public sponsers.

3. Development: Developing comprehensive concepls of environ-
mental communication for various levels (e.g. countries, cilies, or-
ganisations).

There remains, however a need for further research because of the often bi-
ased orienlation of environmental communication on formal environmental
education and because of the need to do a more delailed investipation on the
interdependencies within the model.
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