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Think of an environmentally friendly action 

 
Dr Aiora Zabala: I've always been intrigued by why and how people behave in an environmentally 
friendly way. I do it myself, but quite often, I don't even know why I do it. It might be because it's the 
right thing to do but also because it's easy, it's playful, whatever. But that's why I'm interested in 
understanding the reasons and also how this can be supported.  
 
So, before I continue, I would like you to think about one such behaviour. So, think about any 
individual behaviour that is desirable from an environmental sustainability point of view and that would 
be great to promote.  
 
It could be something easy. It could be something difficult. It doesn't matter. Just think about actions 
that are good for the planet in your view and then why you would do that. Why would you recycle? 
Why would you reduce meat intake or take the bike instead of the car?  
 
And thinking about these reasons helps us to think about what are the barriers for this behaviour, 
meaning what are the barriers for a widespread adoption of these more sustainable practices. So, 
take one of the head behaviours that you could think about before. It could be water. It could be 
recycling. It could be switching to renewable energies, reducing the thermostat-- I'm here looking at 
the icons-- or taking the bike.  
 
And the reasons to do any of these could be economic, a matter of cost and benefits, but it could be 
also ideological also because it's the easiest thing to do or because it makes one feel good like a 
warm glow.  
 
And what I'm going to talk about now, I'm focusing on the individual behaviour. So, at this stage, I 
exclude the behaviour of private firms, large groups, organizations, governments, and so on. I'm 
thinking about yourselves and individual people.  
 
Planting trees has become very relevant in the UK as well, especially after the Conference of the 
Parties for climate change last year in Glasgow, after which the UK government launched very 
ambitious programs to help plant trees across the country.  
 
As you might know, the net zero carbon pledges have multiplied globally among countries, 
companies. So that means that a lot of agents are compromising to emit zero carbon and greenhouse 
gas emissions to the atmosphere by a given date, for example, 2050.  
 
There are two main ways to achieve these pledges. One is decarbonizing, meaning reducing 
emissions of greenhouse gases. And that involves reducing the use of fossil fuels, increasing 
insulation, efficiency, and so on. So, reducing the amount that is emitted.  
 
The other way is through offsetting or compensations. This means that, for example, a company 
continues to emit the same amount of greenhouse gases, but they also pay for another agent or 
institution to capture these emissions, for example, by conserving peatland or habitats or through 
more technological means.  
 
So, to achieve zero carbon, the UK is also relying importantly on capturing carbon through nature-
based solutions, which you might have heard about. And in simple words, these nature-based 
solutions, one approach to do that means, for example, planting the right tree in the right place.  
What do we mean when talking about planting trees in productive systems? So, to put in context what 
comes next, these images illustrate the very first decision that has to be made when planting such 



 
trees. And this is the sort of tree cover that you want to achieve, whether it's a woodland or trees in 
low density and so on. And what are the species that you want to plant?  
 
One can have hedgerows, which are very popular in the UK. You don't see them so often in other 
European countries. You can have trees in low density. You can also have trees in urban parks. 
Those count also towards capturing emissions. But each of these types of tree covers have quite 
different opportunity costs.  
 
So, our forests, in this case, they can be a climate-positive practice because they have several 
environmental benefits. So, in addition to capture carbon, they can also enhance the soil properties. 
They can provide habitat for biodiversity.  
 
And thinking of the picture I showed you earlier from Mexico, they can bring benefits to farmers, such 
as additional products like feed for cattle and the need for less chemical inputs for farming maize. 
They can also help soil erosion management, and that's a huge issue in many places, especially 
mountainous areas.  
 
And when talking about forestry systems, a lot of research is focused on the global South and, 
therefore, is framed as a conservation and development strategy. But the lessons that we learn, I 
believe, are also equally useful in farming systems in higher-income countries because at the end of 
the day, a landowner or farmer who is managing the land is facing in a way similar decision-making 
processes, whether it's in the UK, whether it's in Mexico, or in Guatemala.  
 
So, changing land use practices is important to fulfil these climate pledges but also for many other 
environmental goals. So now having identified a solution, which is this type of treescape agroforestry, 
let's say. It could be other solutions, but we are focusing in this talk.  
 
The question I want to focus on is on how to incentivize the adoption of this solution, which is what I 
highlight here in orange. This starts by understanding what might be the motivations and the barriers 
for individuals to decide why they want to plant trees in their plots.  
 
So, an almost classical intervention, because it's been implemented and popularized in several 
decades already, are payments for ecosystem services of which carbon payments are a subset and 
are going to become a major source of funding for these restoration programs for the carbon capture 
service. But, of course, these ecosystems, they can provide other services.  
 
So, most policy headlines talk about planting trees. And here, I want you to be critical because it's not 
just about planting them but also about growing them because once planted, somebody needs to visit 
the plot every now and then, take care of the plants while they grow for one, two years in the tropics 
but 10 years or more depending on the species and the location.  
 
They need to care for pests, water, animals browsing. This requires labour and possibly other 
resources as well. So, a farmer might consider all this when deciding whether to plant a tree.  
And then once they are on it, on the compromise of planting it, they need to make consecutive 
decisions almost every year or every time they go to visit the plot where they have planted. And this is 
a period in which the farmer needs to take care of it, but there might be many other things on their 
plate.  
 
So, because of this implementation or adoption in stages, this type of pro-environmental behaviour is 
quite particular. It's not just recycling or saving water that you do very easily. You make the decision, 
you do it. But in this case, there is a long period before the whole action is completed, which is the 
time in which the tree is there.  
 
So given what this takes, it's important to understand that this decision is taken in a broader context of 
livelihood decisions about whether to do farming activities or off-farm activities and also other sources 



 
of income that might influence how farmers allocate their labour over time and the investment they 
have available.  
 
So, in this context, taking care of the trees could be a matter of changing habits. It could be a matter 
of changing the setup so that it's easier for them to do it. They could get better infrastructure.  
But sometimes it could also be that they do it because their neighbours do it. So, a person follows 
social influence or social pressure. Or it could be simply a matter of having the right information. So 
having good and trusted extension services that inform about what are the species, how to do it, and 
so on.  
 
So, these are all considerations that are hard to put into the cost-benefit analysis framework that you 
would apply when thinking about payments for ecosystem services. But all these considerations affect 
very importantly whether individuals adopt the behaviour.  
 
So, to capture these considerations in a structured way here, I'm presenting the synthesis of a review 
of 17 studies of adoption of sustainable agricultural practices. And this is a part of the figure. I show 
the rest in a few in the next slides.  
 
This shows groups of categories of predictors in the literature on adoption of sustainable practices. 
Well, predictors and generally independent variables that researchers introduce in regression models 
of adoption of sustainable agricultural practices.  
 
There are many of such variables. Typically, you would always include in such regressions the age, 
gender, and so on because people think that maybe if you're older, you might have more experience, 
you're more likely to adopt. There are many, many hypotheses. There is not much consensus.  
And that's why I thought it would be a better idea to just capture all these categories and use these as 
inventory of factors that you should consider when implementing such a policy. So, check whether the 
conditions or the factors that you have in this theoretical inventory are applicable on the ground or 
they are missing and so on.  
 
And, for example, one that you can see here is, well, this is the group of the characteristics of the farm 
and the household. Well, the basic one is land. And a big issue when planting trees is owning land or 
having access to manage it but also having it secured. So having secured land tenure.  
That's one factor. But here, you could include all of the factors where there is enough labour in the 
household and then issues about pathways. So here, there is one that I want to highlight, which is the 
successor factor.  
 
Sometimes when you have a farm that has gone from a generation to generation, farmers care about 
the future of their children. And, therefore, they think about a long-term investment. And, therefore, 
they might plant the trees. So that's a factor sometimes. 
  
So, turning these factors around, we can find the reasons for individuals to make an effort to plant the 
trees. As I said, having an appropriate and safely tenured plot of land. And then we could identify in a 
specific case whether that factor is missing. And if it's missing, then the intervention and the external 
policy could try to do something to address that issue.  
 
And here, I'm going to go a bit quickly around the rest of the factors. I don't want to focus too much on 
this. You can have this on the slides. But other factors are the social environment, whether you follow 
what your neighbours are doing, and so on, the institutions you have. 
  
And here, I'm excluding the political, the macro context, which Aneek will talk more about. Then you 
have factors related to the practice itself, whether farmers do have information about it, whether they 
know how to do it, whether they trust the sources of the information.  
 



 
Sometimes you have an extension person coming in, and they don't quite trust what they're saying. 
And then whether the new practice is feasible for them in terms of whether they are capable, they are 
able, or it aligns as well with what they are doing. If they've been doing other sorts of plants-growing 
activities, it might be easier to grow something new. Obviously, economical and rational motives.  
But then there are a whole sort of factors that I call intrinsic to the individual, which could be objective-
- age, gender, health status, level of education, and so on-- but also subjective, which consists of 
things like attitudes, perceptions, whether they are aware of environmental degradation, and, 
therefore, that motivates them to do this behaviour and so on. This is a whole range of factors that 
could also affect. 
  
Here, I capture a few policy implications of the study. Essentially, the importance of accounting for 
heterogeneity in people's attitudes and people's livelihoods and people's decision-making. So, some 
people are different. So, the policy instrument that might be more aligned with their motivations might 
be different.  
 
So, it's important to integrate these policy instruments. And also, having seen that planting trees is a 
process in sequences, it's important as well to introduce different instruments at each stage. So, for 
example, an instrument at the beginning to encourage those who are less likely to participate, 
encourage them to take part.  
 
And then once they start participating, another instrument to encourage those who have not much 
time because they have very diverse livelihoods, to help them with the barriers they encounter.  
 


