
 

 
 
 
 
ASSOCIATION FOR CONSUMER RESEARCH 

 
Labovitz School of Business & Economics, University of Minnesota Duluth, 11 E. Superior Street, Suite 210, Duluth, MN 55802 
 
 
The Meaning of Nature and Its Implications For Individual Consumption Behaviour

Vimala Kunchamboo, Monash University, Malaysia 
Christina K.C Lee, Monash University, Malaysia 

 
This article explores the meaning of nature in order to provide an insight into how an individual’s relationship with nature influence

sustainable consumption. Grounded theory approach is used to explore consumers’ thoughts, feelings and images about nature.  The

findings contribute to the consumer behavior and sustainable consumption literature.

 
 
[to cite]:

Vimala Kunchamboo and Christina K.C Lee (2012) ,"The Meaning of Nature and Its Implications For Individual Consumption

Behaviour", in NA - Advances in Consumer Research Volume 40, eds. Zeynep Gürhan-Canli, Cele Otnes, and Rui (Juliet) Zhu,

Duluth, MN : Association for Consumer Research, Pages: 395-402.

 
[url]:

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1011677/volumes/v40/NA-40

 
[copyright notice]:

This work is copyrighted by The Association for Consumer Research. For permission to copy or use this work in whole or in

part, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center at http://www.copyright.com/.

http://www.acrwebsite.org/volumes/1011677/volumes/v40/NA-40
http://www.copyright.com/


395 
Advances in Consumer Research

Volume 40, ©2012

The Meaning of Nature and its Implications for Individual Consumption Behavior
Vimala Kunchamboo, Monash University, Malaysia

Christina K.C Lee, Monash University, Malaysia

CONTRIBUTION STATEMENTS 
There is a plethora of studies on nature related behavior  from 

social psychology providing useful insights, especially on the impact 
of connectedness to nature in developing ecological behavior; how-
ever with minimum attempt to theorize why individuals engage with 
the natural world. This research presents a theoretical framework 
suggesting progress towards sustainability is only achievable if indi-
viduals see themselves as part or in total oneness with nature. Deeper 
insights into bloggers’ thoughts, memories and experiences reflect 
their views of nature as extended self, their engagement with nature 
spirituality and their co-existence with nature as part of God’s cre-
ation. This research has the potential to offer transformative insights 
on sustainable consumption behavior and contributes to consumer 
research by providing an avenue towards understanding individual 
experiences that may change sustainable consumption attitudes and 
behavior.

Nature may hold different meanings to different individu-
als.  Therefore, each individual’s experience with nature is unique 
and this translates into personal expression and meanings. Previous 
studies suggest connectedness to nature fosters ecological behavior, 
however, these studies lacked the theoretical foundation on why con-
sumers engage with the natural world. This study explores what mo-
tivates consumers to be a part of nature. An interpretative approach 
is used and the data is based on an environmental blog over three 
years to explore the meaning of nature among those who are strongly 
inclined towards nature and its preservation. The results include the 
consideration of nature as an extension of self, spirituality and reli-
gion. Overall, the results suggest that viewing nature as one with self 
is a key motivational driver of ecological behavior and sustainable 
consumption. This article contributes to knowledge in consumer re-
search by addressing the root-cause driving sustainable consumption 
behavior.

INTRODUCTION
Despite an overall increase in ecological awareness and con-

cern, getting individuals to engage in actual conservation behavior is 
a major hurdle. Yet,  there are individuals who are extreme lovers of 
nature, choosing to live differently by confirming to their ecological 
self and engaging in services to protect the environment (Craig-Lees 
and Hill 2002; Dobscha and Ozanne 2001). What makes these in-
dividuals unique and what drives them to be deeply involved with 
nature?  An appropriate strategy to understand this unique relation-
ship is to identify the root cause of individual ecological behavior 
by exploring their views and meanings attached to their personal 
experiences with nature. How individuals view nature and how we 
view our place within it has implications on nature related behavior 
(Hoffman and Sandelands 2005).When looking at the rainbow or the 
sunset, or feeling a drizzle of rain, what do individuals experience?  
Are there strong individual meanings attached to these experiences 
with nature? 

Studies initiated to address our current environmental prob-
lems reveal that intimate contact with the natural world fosters eco-
logical behavior and is critical to healthy human development (e.g. 
Beringer 2010; Gosling and Williams 2010; Mayer and Frantz 2004). 
Although fruitful, these studies only explored the extent individu-
als associate with nature without any theoretical foundation on why 
they engage with the natural world. Despite the emphasis given on 

developing nature-related behavior, only a small number of studies 
have attempted to theorize its findings. Therefore, differing from past 
studies, current research theorizes on the intense individual motiva-
tion towards nature, which is more consequential for sustainable be-
havior.  Research on human-nature relationship would benefit from 
a more explicit understanding of reasons motivating humans to iden-
tify nature as part of their self. Therefore, if connection to nature 
influences our ecological behavior, it becomes critical to have an in-
depth understanding on how humans view nature. 

An interpretive approach, using grounded theory method is used 
to explore how individuals view nature based on their individual ex-
periences, backgrounds and memories. The goal is to provide a more 
holistic and grounded perspectives on peoples’ thoughts, feelings and 
images about nature to address “why people engage with nature and 
how their engagement with nature influences their consumption be-
havior”. This study reveals the motivations for humans to connect 
with nature. The results contribute to the discussion on the root cause 
of ecological behavior. The study also provides an explanation on 
how an individual’s motivation to connect with nature influences 
consumption behavior.

LITERATURE REVIEW
There are three world views encompassing human-na-

ture relationship–anthropocentrism, ecocentrism and theo-
centrism. “Anthropocentrism considers the human as the most im-
portant life form, and other forms of life to be important only to the 
extent that they affect, or can be useful to humans” (Kortenkamp 
and Moore 2001, 262). This approach places human as central and 
is regarded as the most significant entity in the universe and places 
nature as an object for human to use and exploit. Hence the conclu-
sion that “there is only man-the-subject and nature-the-object and 
between them, there is only the question of which of the two has 
priority” (Hoffman and Sandelands  2005, 147). Ecocentrism takes 
the opposite view of the world and promotes the idea of a liv-
ing earth and nature is perceived as alive, sensitive and possessing 
intrinsic value thus nature can be, but ought not to be harmed (Brown 
1995).  Between these two views there is the question of dominance, 
that is, human over nature or nature over human.

Additionally, Hoffman and Sandelands (2005, 147) offer a mod-
ified view of nature called theocentrism, an environmentalism based 
on God, in which they argue;

“Must the interest of human and nature be seen as separate and 
in conflict? Just as politicians are caught between the rock of 
meeting human needs for resources and the hard place of pre-
serving nature’s integrity and beauty, religious commentators 
are torn between the idea of man’s God-given dominion over 
nature and the idea to respect God’s creation of nature”. 

Theocentrism requires valuing what has been created by God by 
applying humility, selflessness, moderation and responsibility in ev-
ery act human take towards nature (Hoffman and Sandelands 2005).  
The adoption of this theocentric paradigm shifts the environmental 
perspective to view nature and human as one.

Human-nature relationship is complex and can be viewed from 
many dimensions, such as, affective connection (Hinds and Sparks 
2008; Mayer and Frantz 2004, Shultz et al. 2004), place identity 
(Fried 2000; Gosling and William 2010; Stedman 2002), spirituality 
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(Worthington et al. 2011) and well-being (Beringer 2010; Dobscha 
and Ozanne 2001). These studies have generally explored the effect 
of nature connection on ecological behavior. To promote sustainable 
behavior requires a fundamental understanding of an individual’s 
psychologically driven personal relationship with the natural word.

In summary, the purpose of this study is to further understand 
how the meanings individuals attach to nature influence ecological 
behavior. The next section addresses the methodology used in this 
study, followed by the interpretative findings and discussion of the 
emergent themes. We conclude with implications for consumer re-
search.

METHODOLOGY
An interpretivist approach, using grounded theory method is 

used to investigate how individuals view nature based on their expe-
riences, backgrounds and memories. Data is collected from an eco-
psycology blog called “Seeds for Thought” (http://thoughtoffering.
blogs.com/ice_seeds/). The data compiled is grounded in the ideas 
and comments from the interaction between the bloggers. Bloggers 
share their thoughts, ideas and feelings using the “comment” func-
tion at the bottom of each post by the writer. Several studies have 
employed a similar method of collecting data from online commu-
nities such as Cova and Pace (2006) and Shaw et al. (2011).  The 
ecopsychology blog “Seeds for Thought” was initiated in 1999 as an 
extension of public communication and is a collective blog by dif-
ferent members of the international community for ecopsychology. 
The blog addresses the idea of relationship between humans and the 
natural world.  Data for this study is based on a period of three years, 
between 2005 to 2007, which includes 30 articles and 100 individual 
comments. This provides a deeper understanding on the evolution of 
human-nature relationship over the past three years. Although initial 
data collection was targeted up to 2010, data saturation was reached 
by the year 2007. The focus of the research is on understanding the 
meaning and interpretations of consumers towards nature and to un-
derstand their world from their points of view.  

Data is interpreted using the following procedure. The codes 
were allowed to emerge from the data set. The comments of the 
bloggers were read as a whole to have a basic understanding of the 
essence of their thoughts. Additionally data was coded based on 
metaphors and key words in context. To generate initial categories, 
each article and comments were read and coded to generate as many 
themes as possible (Charmaz 2006; Strauss and Corbin 1998). These 
themes were later grouped to develop categories to understand the 
meanings individuals attach to nature and how these meanings impli-
cate on their nature related behavior. Finally, the themes and emerg-
ing theoretical framework were weaved into the existing literature on 
environmental behavior.  

It should be noted that the participants in the blog are particular-
ly concerned about environmental and sustainability issues.  There-
fore, the insights provided by the blog members represent views of 
people who are genuinely concerned about nature. These insights 
provide a foundation to explore the extent ordinary consumers en-
gage with nature and its influence on sustainable consumption.  The 
focus on nature related behavior necessitates the importance of illus-
trating how nature is defined from the perspective of the participants 
and their relevant intentions to involve with nature. Therefore, the 
discussion of the themes generated from the data is organized into 
four sections below. We begin with (1) what is nature?; (2) catego-
rizing nature-lovers; (3) nature and self; and finally (4) influence on 
sustainable consumption.

WHAT IS NATURE?
Human and all elements in nature are interconnected through 

a universal web. Similar to individuals, each element in nature has 
its own characteristics. Meaning is derived as an individual’s traits 
intermingle with nature. Therefore, each individual’s experience 
with nature is unique and this translates into personal expression and 
meanings. This personal experience with nature explains why some 
people feel relaxed as they walk through a willow, feel happy to hear 
the chirping of birds or delight in seeing the blooming of flowers.   
Interaction with nature opens the door to our inner self and we sub-
consciously interact to develop this intimate association and deeper 
meaning.  To some, nature may simply mean a distant object, awe-
somely larger and more powerful than themselves, such as the ocean 
or mountains, and to others the meaning may run deeper, associated 
with elements of nature that is in proximate contact, for example a 
flower in their home garden. The data analysis reveals various places 
and things individuals classify as nature. 

Participants in the blog addressed nature to resemble mountains, 
lakes, forest, sea, stars, sun, sky and to others nature simply means 
objects that is a part of their daily lives such as insects, pets, lawn, 
rocks, animals, yards, flowers, trees, parks, beach, potted plants, veg-
etable and flower garden. As nature lovers, these blog participants 
perceive nature as alive, real, sensitive and evolving. They voiced 
their disapproval on the usage of virtual reality as substitutes such as 
a simulated fire place instead of real fire;

“It’s sad to see people being so willing to settle for ‘virtual re-
ality’ rather than natural reality”. I know just what you mean 
about the blessings of the real thing”.

“Human artifacts and humanly created environments are just 
not complicated enough to provide the finely detailed, multisen-
sory experience necessary for proper development”.

CATEGORIES OF NATURE LOVERS
Additionally, the results show the intention to engage with na-

ture is driven by the differing goals of individuals; the differing goals 
identified include, to seek, to honour or to nurture nature. The blog 
participants can be categorized into nature-seekers, nature-honours 
and nature-nurturers. Nature seekers are inclined to appreciate and 
enjoy nature as they hike, take walks in parks, or beaches. This ex-
posure to nature nurtures a sense of belonging and contributes to 
knowledge building;

“I have two nature aware kids, they have been exposed to nature 
since babies, they know that the birds are the eyes of the forest, 
and can tell you what is happening in our neighbourhood by 
listening to birds”.

“I just spend a long weekend on a mountain ridge in the middle 
of forest land and experienced some of this serenity and sim-
plicity myself”.

 The nature-honors are moved by its beauty and power and they 
dwell in nature as a way to feel its wonders, accepting them as a part 
of universe. They acknowledge their co-existence with nature and its 
intrinsic value; 

“There’s certainly something about the rose that reaches deep 
into the human heart and psyche with a healing grace. Just gaz-
ing at them, smelling them, talking with others about them is 
profoundly relaxing and delightful”.
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The nature-nurturers, through their deep involvement and 
strong compassion towards the natural world, are strongly motivated 
to protect and nurture it. These individuals engage in simple activi-
ties such as growing roses, feeding the ravens, growing organic food 
which they regard as contributing to the health of nature;

“Having a garden alive with food for me and for other creatures 
is a profoundly satisfying feeling”.

Individuals’ affiliation with nature triggers their interest to 
know nature, leading to increased ecological awareness. This 
awareness gradually progresses to the next stage of higher in-
volvement with nature, to admire, appreciate and eventually 
develop a strong compassion with their natural surroundings. In 
summary, through the process of evolving with nature, nature-
seekers develop into nature-honors and ultimately into nature-
nurturers accepting their well-being and nature’s as one. This is 
represented by the following thoughts of this blogger;

“Before taking up gardening seriously, I was a mainstream psy-
chotherapist for many years. Like so many of us, I was oblivi-
ous to the larger context within which we live. I took up gar-
dening as a “hobby”- a sort of exterior decoration. But soon my 
garden was “working” me even more than I was working my 
garden. Just kneeling on the earth, with sound of bees and birds 
in my ears as I touched plants started softening up some of the 
cultural armour that separates so many of us from our wild na-
tures….so I understood that no individual exists in a vacuum… 
the ultimate context is the earth”.

NATURE AND SELF
The notion of nature being viewed as self emerged from our 

data interpretation. The results reveal the intensity of the relationship 
between the individual and nature, to the extent that nature is seen 
as one with self.  Three main themes that explained the relationship 
between human beings and the natural world were identified, that is, 
extended self, spirituality and religion. These themes are discussed 
next.

Nature as Extended Self
The self is a sense of who and what we are (Kleine, Kleine, and 

Kernan 1993). Accordingly Aron et al. (1991) argues that the extent 
to which one includes another person as part of the self is a core op-
erationalization of relationship closeness. The term extended self re-
fers to how human extend themselves to include their surroundings. 
Major categories of extended self includes body, internal process, 
ideas, experiences and those places to which one feels attached (Belk 
1998).  As such our perception towards nature as a distant 
object or as our extended self has implications to the way 
we treat nature. 

Individuals who are deeply concerned with environmental and 
sustainability issues (that is the blog members) have a strong sense 
of self with nature, and perceive nature as part of the extended self.  
Belk suggests (1988) that external objects can be viewed as part of 
self when we are able to exercise power or control over them. “The 
more we believe we possess or are possessed by an object, the more 
a part of self it becomes. By claiming that something is mine we also 
come to believe that the object is me” (Belk 1988, 140). The concept 
of extended self has been applied to studies concerning sense of place 
(Stedman 2002), organizational self-identity (Tian and Belk 2005) 
and self-brand connection (Escalas and Bettman 2005). Additionally, 
Kuhn (2001, 13) states that individuals build psychological relation-
ship with the environment through the process of self-actualization, 

developing a “personal sense of self beyond one’s encapsulated self 
to an extended larger self” incorporating nature. This deepening of 
one’s ecological self brings forth sense of oneness with nature. This 
article explores the extent the self is viewed as one with nature.  

Participants used phrases such as “to allow the natural world 
into us” to indicate the inclusion of nature into their self. Usage of 
metaphors describing nature as “our womb”, “our mother” and “our 
root” denotes the sense of oneness with nature and to view it as their 
origin. The bonding experience with nature is described as having 
a sense of belonging. Hence the individuals view self as a part of a 
bigger pattern of life. The comment below from a participant 
clearly acknowledges the inclusion of nature as his/her ex-
tended self.

“One might even say nature was our womb. We have been 
on planet Earth in our present form for one hundred thousand 
years. That’s a long, long time! And throughout that time, we 
were immersed in living nature. It was there when we went to 
sleep, it was there all night, it was there when we awoke. We 
depended on living nature—and on each other as part of living 
nature—for everything”. 

Additionally, the more one experiences nature the higher the 
likelihood for it to become a part of themselves, thus strengthening 
the bond;

“Every Friday I walk at the beach not far from my house. The 
water, birds, passing dolphins and whales have become like 
members of my family. Every time I stroll along this stretch of 
sand, I become more bonded with it”. 

Perceiving a strong bond with nature and accepting nature as 
self, the bloggers self-reflect the feeling of empathy through expres-
sive words such as “my heart breaks”, “pain”, “suffering”, “anger” 
and “guilt”, indicating hurting nature also means to hurt one’s self. 
According to Kuhn (2001) empathy is experienced by individuals as 
they identify with the natural world through their sense of expanded 
ecological self.

“What does it mean that my heart breaks every time I hear of 
another species becoming extinct, every time I see emaciated 
people across the world, see ugly buildings where healthy, wild 
places once stood? Surely it means something. It means, doesn’t 
it, that something is wrong if everything we’ve been taught to 
do and believe leads us to more of these things that breaks my 
heart? Surely mine isn’t the only heart breaking...?”

“It was good to have a place to express my grief as well as my 
guilt in how I contribute to the pollution and contamination of 
the biosphere”.

“It’s painful to see what we are doing to the place we love (hu-
mans are the only species that actively and consciously “fouls 
its nest”) and to see the wholesale killing of rare and endan-
gered mega fauna”.

As such, in the study of environmental behavior, the role of ex-
tended self cannot be ignored. Our perception towards nature as our 
extended self has implications for the way we treat nature. This per-
ception elicits the awareness of interdependency with nature, leading 
to an emotional bonding. This bonding develops the view that nature 
has an intrinsic value. The sense of inclusion encourages people to 
view nature as “being” in their self, thus developing a strong need to 
value and protect it. As such, viewing nature as extended self encour-
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ages consumer ecological behavior which leads to a positive attitude 
towards sustainable consumption. However excluding it encourages 
the anthropocentric view that treats nature as an object and hence 
the tendency to exploit it. Therefore, the development of ecological 
behavior requires consumers to link themselves closely with nature.

 Nature as Spirituality  
The second theme that explains the participants’ sense of one-

ness with nature is spirituality. Spirituality is defined as “a general 
feeling of closeness and connectedness to the sacred” (Worthington 
et al. 2011, 205). Krishnakumar and Neck (2002) referred spiritual-
ity as “an inner search for meaning or fulfillment that may be un-
dertaken by anyone regardless of religion”. “Individuals develop a 
sense of spiritual self in relation to a higher power or God and by 
recognizing the sacred and divine within them” (Klenke 2007, 82-
83). It is a concept that originates from inside an individual. Spiritu-
ality, then, can be defined as the “core or inner life of the person and 
is found in all human societies through an individual experience of 
the divine, a connection to nature, and/or through religious practice” 
(Beverly 2010, 21).  Nature spirituality involves “a sense of close-
ness and connection to the environment or to nature” (Worthington 
et al. 2011, 205). For example one’s feeling of serenity and calmness 
while witnessing the wonders of nature. The potential importance of 
spirituality as a variable in explaining human-nature relationship is 
still neglected in the literature. 

From the perspective of ecopsychology, individuals look to-
wards nature as a source of nature-spirituality.  It includes a sense 
of connectedness between the individual’s inner self and the external 
world. This connectedness encourages the individual to identify self 
with nature and as an individual’s nature-spirituality develops, their 
mind and body becomes one with nature. 

The findings revealed close connection with spirituality and na-
ture where many shared their views of experiencing a deeply mov-
ing and pleasurable sense with nature. Nature spirituality can be 
explained through shared thoughts of the blog members such as “ I 
became more what I call my ‘authentic self’ after experiencing with 
nature”, in which this particular blogger claims finding her true and 
genuine self as she experiences nature. 

Spiritual engagement with nature awakens the individual’s 
true-self and encourages behavior consistent with their belief of self.   
Klenke (2007, 85) introduced the concept of self-disclosure to mean 
“opening oneself to a higher power, admitting to spiritual needs and 
struggles”. Hence, with nature spirituality people are deeply aware 
of how they think and behave towards nature.  Members recount 
their experiences with nature as deeply moving and pleasurable sug-
gesting a sense of spiritual connectedness. 

“I only knew that I felt relief. During the period I went regularly 
to the creek and I can truly say that it felt as if I was going to 
visit a trusted and loving friend or beloved and wise teacher. 
Due to a shift in awareness away from my thoughts and towards 
a deeper sense of being that was free of mental process. There 
was a sense of being mute and I wanted no human interaction. 
The solace I received just by being there was truly astounding 
and there is no doubt this solace did indeed emanate from nature 
itself.”

To this participant, the tree has meaning, symbolizing wisdom, 
hope, endurance and calmness. By connecting with the creek, the 
participant allowed the traits of the creek to flow into self, witness-
ing and accepting its calmness, comfort and wisdom leading to the 
experience of nature-spirituality. 

An interesting area of discussion on spirituality relates to the 
role of sensory qualities of nature which aid the transfer of spiritual 
qualities from nature to individuals. The data reveals that nature’s 
sensory qualities leads individuals to experience a deeply moving 
and pleasurable sense of oneness with nature which evokes a sense 
of spiritual wellbeing.  “The smell of spring, sound of waves on the 
rock, sound of bees and humming birds, being caressed by a dewy 
overhanging willow, watching geese flying north for summer and 
seeing roses popping on bushes in the garden” inspires the individu-
als in this study to deepen their connection with their inner self and 
the external world. As highly involved individuals, bloggers are 
found to be highly sensitive to these sensory qualities in their sur-
roundings;

“But what caught me off guard when I stopped the car in my 
driveway was the smell... the smell of the sea, that wonderful 
salty air which my nostrils had forgotten during a short vaca-
tion.  I ran up to my deck, looked at the sea, breathing in all the 
air I could, listening for the sounds of the waves on the rocks.  I 
could have stayed there forever”.

“I gazed at the rugged coastline when I could, watched the ex-
posed rocks at low-tide, observed formation of Canada geese 
flying north for the summer and wondered how my pile of snow 
was doing”.

“I dropped to my knees and started tending my plants, touching 
the earth.  Within a couple of minutes the anxiety drained away, 
absorbed into the rich, dark soil.  I started to breathe deeply 
again.  I had a sense of serenity”.

Besides, the acceptance of nature as something larger and more 
powerful than human, its magnificence, miracles, timelessness and 
solitude encourages individuals to immerse in deeper thoughts, 
evolving an emotional dependence on nature and developing strong 
individually driven internally bonding which leads to nature spiri-
tuality.  

“It’s rare to find a person who hasn’t experienced a deeply mov-
ing and pleasurable sense with something awesomely larger 
than themselves just through looking at the stars on a clear 
night”

“During my visits I would just sit on the boulders along the 
creek or walk in the water. There was a sense of being mute and 
I wanted no human interaction. I was aware of the creek and 
woods as having a very distinct and palpable presence. The sol-
ace I received just by being there was truly astounding and there 
is no doubt this solace did indeed emanate from nature itself”.

Nature based spirituality plays an important role in develop-
ing human well-being. There is evidence from previous studies that 
human benefit emotionally and physically by connecting to nature 
(Martens, Gutscher, and Bauer 2011; Ryan et al. 2010), for example, 
experiencing more positive feelings by merely being around, relax-
ing or walking in natural favorite places (Korpela and Yle’n 2007). 
Our results resonate past studies, that those who are in-tuned with 
nature view it as an essential source of emotional and physical well-
being; 

“I still go to the mountain twice a week, the personal healing 
has been incredible”.



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 40) / 399

 “There are no words to describe what happens to people who 
start mixing mud with their feet, allows people to personally 
experience the earth in such a different way.”

“Watching the endless subtle changes of the garden as the sea-
son passes grounds and relaxes me”.

 A spiritual connection with nature also leads to psychological 
and physical healing, this theme is conveyed through bloggers’ com-
ments of “sense of serenity”, “happiness”, “inner peace”, as they 
connect with nature.  

Through nature-spirituality, individuals develop compassion, 
respect and inspiration to preserve and value nature.  Embracing na-
ture spiritually evokes emotional dependency, thus nature becomes 
a source of ecospirituality. Incorporating nature-spirituality into self 
alters the view that nature is an object and encourages the view that 
it is alive and therefore requires to be treated with care. It encourages 
viewing nature as a person to connect to where human finds solace 
and healing. 

“We depended on living nature—and on each other as part of 
living nature—for everything. It is thus hardly surprising that 
we evolved an emotional dependence on nature, that it is our 
medicine, that we need it for our emotional well-being”. 

“By opening to spirit whenever we find it –in a forest, in art, in 
planting seeds in a garden, in meditation or prayers- we can let 
compassion and inspired action lend their strength to our frag-
ile, small selves, empowering us to join with others to be part of 
Gaia’s healing, not her destruction”.

Nature as Religion
Anthropocentric view and ecocentric view involves the element 

of dominance. In the former view human is said to dominate nature, 
whereas the latter view encourages nature dominance over human. 
Hoffman and Sandelands (2005) argues that there is an alternative 
environmentalism, that is theocentric, which is an environmentalism 
centered on God. They argue that in the theocentric view, human do 
not dominate over nature or vice versa. On the contrary, it promotes 
the view that God rules over both human and nature thus human and 
nature are joined in God. This view joins human and nature as one 
and to perceive creation as a “totality of life” (Hoffman and Sand-
elands 2005, 152). This argument suggests the need to assess religion 
as a factor influencing individual behavior towards nature.

While spirituality is said to originate from within an individual 
and is more personal and private, religion tend to be more of an ex-
ternal connection with a higher being. Based on the Oxford defini-
tion, religion is a belief in supernatural power and involves a more 
structured form of belief, tradition and ritual. Spirituality can be said 
to emanate from religion. While spirituality preaches to love God 
and adopts the view that God is omnipresent and resides in oneself, 
religion engages believers to fear and obey God and that God is far 
from reach of human (Pettinger 2007). Theocentric view which ar-
gues the dominance of god over individual and nature, engages in-
dividuals to love and protect what has been created by the almighty. 

Hence, theocentrism encourages sense of oneness with nature 
through eliminating the existence of dominance, that is, human over 
nature or nature over human. It signals the awareness of strong bond-
ing, interconnection and oneness between human and nature. The 
awareness that both oneself as a human and nature is created by God 
emphasizes interdependency for mutual survival. 

The blog data analysis captured religion as a theme in explain-
ing our relationship with nature. This particular theme was derived 

through codes such as love, respect, beliefs, value and gratitude. 
Theocentric view is emphasized through expressions such as “to 
love what God loves” and “the farther we are separated from nature 
the farther we are separated from God”. 

‘As we come to understand the interconnectedness of all things 
we realize that we share the earth, air, water and sunlight with a 
“web of life” on earth and in that realization is perhaps the most 
profound expression of our spiritual nature and the religious be-
liefs that give rise to that revelation”.

“I have taken to a daily laying of my hand on the trunks of 
several trees in my apartment complex and speaking with them 
of my love and gratitude for what they are bringing to my life 
- strength, grace, beauty, wisdom. In the Holy Quran, we are 
encouraged to live in harmony with nature”.

“But for the longest time my relationship with God was in-
versely proportional to the amount of steel around me. Inside 
the sanctuary, I heard but did not feel. Step outside and see the 
blue sky above me and I could “feel” the message take hold”.

When an individual views oneself as embedded in nature and 
not separated from it, mistreating nature would mean to mistreat 
oneself. This encourages individuals to live in harmony with nature, 
using nature responsibly to satisfy individual needs and at the same 
time preserving it for future generation. Nature and human moves 
beyond merely coexisting, nature is viewed as human, as reflected 
in the following quote;

“A curious thing I’ve noticed about us rose nuts is that we al-
ways talk about roses as if they were people. Mostly “she” and 
sometimes “he” but never “it.” I love this deep understanding 
that plants are relatives with whom we humans have shared the 
Cenozoic era”.

“I understood that no individual exists in a vacuum, but within 
the context of family, community, culture. But why stop there? 
I began to understand that the ultimate context is the Earth”.

INFLUENCE ON SUSTAINABLE CONSUMPTION
The deep realization of mutual existence through the incorpora-

tion of these views on nature encourages the development of positive 
attitude and intention to engage with nature. The more an individual 
relates to nature, believing in their coexistence and dependency for 
survival, the greater the intensity to engage in conservation behavior. 
It shifts the perspective that nature is an object whose resources are 
to be exploited by human to a paradigm that cultivates conservation. 
That is, the more meaningful nature is to an individual the stronger 
is the connection and intention to protect nature through consuming 
responsibly.  

The intention to preserve nature is clearly indicated from the 
reported activities by bloggers such as engaging in organic garden-
ing, simplifying diets and eating habits, using fireplace to heat their 
houses, cancelling cable TV and reducing paper printing. The blog-
gers intimate relationship with nature clearly translates into sustain-
able behavior as witnessed through the following comments from 
the bloggers;

“Some people don’t realize how easy it is now to be more eco-
friendly. Biodegradable cleaning products are the same price as 
beloved Hertel and Pinesol, clean just as well if not better, and 
with a much more refreshing smell. Plastic bags are wasteful. 
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Cars are useless when you have two legs, or even a bicycle. Use 
public transit or carpool. I sold my car last year and haven’t re-
ally missed having it”.

“The idea that energy conservation, recycling, car-pooling and 
other “sustainable” activities is an expression of one’s religious 
values is an idea whose time has come”.

Additionally, total self-engagement with nature impacts the lev-
el of appreciation and gratitude towards nature which was expressed 
through the act of saying grace, feelings of emotion (thankfulness) 
and appreciating blessings for nature’s provision to human;

“Healthy foods are grown locally in tune with the seasons by 
people happy in their work. The simplicity of such meals is a 
form of the “abundance” that reflects the creativity of the cos-
mos and for which the word of “grace” is named”.

 “Once I sat down before this humble meal, I felt a surge of 
emotion. I paused and thanked the hare for this sustenance. I 
fought tears during the whole meal and it changed something in 
me with respect to this “free food” that is available in this com-
munity. I picked a few quarts of partridge berries last week and 
engaged in another “thanking” ritual”.

In conclusion, individuals become highly sensitive of the ac-
tions towards nature as they attach meaningful connection with 
their surroundings. 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
This article addresses a need for a revised theoretical frame-

work that recognizes a deeper level of internally driven motivation 
as the key driving force of sustainable behavior. It alters the previous 
conception of human-nature relationship towards incorporating na-
ture into self. Viewing self as one with nature has important implica-
tions which are discussed in the following sections; shift in focus and 
challenges in changing consumer views on nature.   

Shift in Focus
This study suggests the need to rethink our strategies to encour-

age environmental friendly behavior. A pressing challenge facing 
NGOs, local governments and social marketers is how to encourage 
sustainable consumption as a step toward building a more sustain-
able society. Numerous policies and strategies have been developed 
and implemented; these, however, have had little impact on effec-
tively changing existing environmental behavior.  Current policies 
and strategies to encourage sustainability tend to focus on behav-
ioral change through understanding and changing attitude, lifestyle 
and habits. These views are based on the assumption that consumers 
have to be encouraged, cajoled or coerce to look after our natural re-
sources for the next generation. This article suggests that progress to-
wards sustainability is only achievable if individuals see themselves 
as part of or in total oneness with nature.  Viewing sustainability and 
consumption from this perspective suggests that policy makers and 
social marketers need to rethink their strategies to encourage sustain-
able behavior.

Mayer and Frantz (2004) emphasize that by connecting to na-
ture, individuals experience subjective well-being and this sense of 
well-being increases the intention to engage in ecological behavior. 
While there is truth in this statement, our findings imply that mere 
connection does not necessarily engage individuals into actions of 
preservation. Consumers who merely express their ecological and 
societal concern may have different attitudes and may behave dif-

ferently to those who totally immersed in ecological living (Robert 
1995).  Additionally, Mayer and Frantz (2004) claim if an individual 
is unaware of their destructive action on the environment then in-
creasing their connectedness to nature will have little impact. Hence, 
we argue that the motivation to connect to nature runs deeper than 
mere connection to nature, instead, it needs to be embedded in one’s 
self.  The ability to view self and nature as one is the central inspira-
tion that leads a person to pay attention to nature. These meaningful 
connections to nature elicit an emotional attachment which drives 
the inner desire to protect and preserve nature. The results clearly 
demonstrate that the more one views self as one with nature, the 
stronger the intensity to engage with it. This type of motivation is 
intrinsically driven and has a deepening effect on the behavior of 
individuals, that is, individuals who view nature as self are more 
likely to engage in sustainable behavior. As such, pro-environmental 
behavior can be stimulated by encouraging the formation of a deeply 
rooted, internally and altruistically driven desire to be part of nature. 
Policies and strategies may be more effective in developing positive 
nature related behavior when supported by an aim to inspire people 
to embrace the co-existence of people and nature and the need to re-
spect nature as a living resource. The present study demonstrates that 
understanding and addressing the root cause of individual behavior 
towards the environment is an essential step in developing nature-
related behavior. 

Thus, promoting sustainability requires changing the current 
view of individuals on nature as a distant object to be manipulated, 
towards viewing nature as being closer, as embedded in self. A deep-
er understanding of sustainable consumption behavior or the reasons 
for the apathy among some consumers can be gained from studying 
consumers’ views on meaning of nature and their relationship with 
nature. Even as we now have some understanding of the motivation 
towards drawing closer to nature and its influence on consumption 
behavior, it is important to understand what repels others from avoid-
ing nature and its effect on consumption behavior. The development 
of policies and strategies to encourage sustainability consumption 
are better informed with both sides of story. 

Challenges in Changing Individual View on Nature
The aim to develop a sense of oneness with nature in individuals 

may prove to be a challenge. The internal desire to embrace nature as 
part of self is developed through unique individual psychological ex-
periences, thoughts and emotional connections. For example nature-
spirituality is exclusively an individual’s experience. Individuals 
who regard themselves as part of nature are sensitive to its existence 
and clearly demonstrate selflessness as well as concern – these quali-
ties reflected in their activities to nurture nature. Therefore, prompt-
ing such deeply rooted motivation requires a gradual process. 

Past findings reveal individuals engage in conservation behav-
ior by anticipating personal current benefits such as incentives (Stern 
1999) or to avoid punishment (Sharp, Hoj, and Wheeler 2010). In-
dividualistic behavior predominate care for the environment.  For 
individuals with a hostile view of nature, changing their inner-self 
and stimulating altruistic behavior in their association with nature 
may not be easy. Nevertheless, this article uncovers the psychologi-
cal root of understanding the reasons behind human disconnection 
from nature. An effective strategy may be to begin nature exposure 
at a young age with the goal of instilling a sense of ecological self, 
that is, “how we extend our sense of self in relationship to the world 
of nature”(Wilson 1996, 122). As such, social marketing and gov-
ernment policies may aim at the young minds, for example include 
nature exposure and interaction as part of the school curriculum.  
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The results of this study are based on bloggers who see them-
selves as lovers of nature and feel strongly connected to it. Hence, 
the interpreted data consist of views from extreme environmentalist 
and may not reflect the views of ordinary individuals. However, un-
derstanding these individuals’ engagement with nature is necessary 
and provides a good starting point for future research to explore this 
notion with consumers who may be less extreme than these bloggers 
in their connection and bonding with nature. 

For a deeper and more generalizable explanation of how an 
individual’s view of nature affect sustainable consumption, future 
research should employ a broader study with additional data sources 
to examine various groups of participants with differing character-
istics. This could be expanded to address whether the appreciation 
of nature experiences differ across diverse populations and cultures. 
A comparative study of different meanings of nature between ur-
ban and rural participants may provide guidelines in tackling the 
environmental problem. As we were unable to find support from the 
data to link the types of nature lovers to sustainable consumption 
behavior, future research may explore how the different categories of 
nature lovers (seekers, honors and nurturers) relationships with na-
ture affect their consumption behavior. In addition, our understand-
ing of nature-spirituality may be enriched by exploring the types of 
nature experiences sought by the different groups of nature lovers 
for spiritual renewal.  Future studies may run experiments, using 
neuroscience to trace the impact of nature stimuli on the functioning 
of the brain. Another interesting avenue for research involves the 
exploration of the boundaries between nature and the virtual-nature 
constructed by the technological world.

This research has the potential to transform our perspective on 
sustainable consumption behavior by shifting the focus to explore 
people-nature relationship and nature connectedness. It contributes 
to consumer research by providing an avenue towards understanding 
individual experiences that may change sustainable consumption at-
titudes and behavior.
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