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Course Description  
  

Welcome to Conservation Psychology!  Conservation psychology examines the 
psychological processes underlying why people help or hurt the environment and how to 
promote sustainable behavior (Clayton & Brook, 2005).  The goal of this course is to provide 
you with an overview of the major concepts and research relevant to conservation psychology 
(particularly drawing from social psychology) and to give you practice in applying this material 
to help promote environmental conservation. 

 
Course Objectives 

 
(1) To understand, critique, and analyze theories and research in conservation psychology. 
(2) To apply these theories in designing an intervention that promotes conservation. 
(3)  To design studies to evaluate whether those interventions are effective in achieving 

conservation goals.  

 
READINGS: 
 
Paper Books: 
 
Clayton, S. & Myers, G. (2009). Conservation Psychology: Understanding and promoting 
human care for nature. Wiley.  ISBN: 978-1-40519409-9 
 
Koger, S. & Winter, D. D. (2010). The psychology of environmental problems:  
Psychology for sustainability (3rd ed.). Taylor & Francis.  ISBN: 978-1-84872-809-7 
 
E-Book:  
 
McKenzie-Mohr, D. (2009). Fostering sustainable behavior: Community-based social marketing. 
Download at: http://cbsm.com/public/images/FosteringSustainableBehavior.pdf  
 
Additional Readings are posted on Blackboard. 
 



Course Requirements 
 
Grading                   Grading Scale   
Exams (10% each) 30%    A or A- = 100-90% 
Conservation Project Paper 25%    B+, B, B- = 89-80% 
Presentations (10% each) 20%    C+, C, or C- = 79-70%  
Field Trip Paper  5%    D+, D, or D- = 69-60% 
Self-Change Project  10%     F  = <60%  
Class Participation  10%     
Total    100% 

Exams  
There will be three exams over the course of the semester to help you master the course 

material.  The exams will consist of short answer questions and one long essay.  No make-up 
exams will be given, except in the event of a “good excuse” (e.g., severe illness or emergency).  
You will be asked to provide documentation of the event.  Make-up exams will be harder, so it is 
in your best interest to take the exam on the day it is scheduled. 

 
Conservation Program Design Project 

 
 There are a number of environmental problems faced by our society that can be 
connected with people’s behavior. In teams of 2 students, we will design conservation programs 
that aim to promote sustainable behavior or decrease unsustainable behavior.  Then, we will 
evaluate the effectiveness of this program by carrying out a formal research study.  The program 
should apply theories and approaches that we learn in class.  You may also design and film a 
PSA that increases awareness about global climate change or other environmental issues. 
 

Part 1: Design a conservation program. First, research the current unsustainable attitudes 
and behaviors that are contributing to environmental problems.  Then, brainstorm psychological 
strategies derived from conservation psychology that may change these behaviors.  Finally, 
propose a program that employs specific psychological strategies to address the behaviors in 
question.  

  
Part 2: Design and propose a research study (i.e., program evaluation) to test the 

effectiveness of your proposed program.  Outline the proposed method, measures, expected 
results, and implications of your results.  

 
Part 3: Implement your program, collect, and analyze your data.  Draw conclusion about 

your program and how to promote pro-environmental behaviors based on your results.  Indicate 
directions for future research. 
 

Presentation.  You will be responsible for two separate in-class presentations.  Part 1 and 
2 of the project will be presented in class on Nov. 5 and Nov. 7.  Part 3 of the project will be 
presented in class on Dec. 3 and Dec. 5.  Each presentation (PowerPoint) should last 20 minutes 
with about 10 minutes of Q&A and class feedback.   You should also submit a 1-page executive 
summary of each presentation on the day that you present.  You will also be graded on your 
ability to provide constructive feedback on your classmates’ projects.   



 
Final Paper.  You will write a 10-12 final paper that: (a) describes the environmental 

behavior, thoroughly outlines the program proposed to address the behavior, and justifies the 
program with psychological theory and research, and (b) delineates your program evaluation 
study and results.  Your final paper should combine parts 1- 3 and incorporate feedback from the 
presentations. The paper will be due at the end of the semester. 

 
Zoo Field Trip 

 
            Considerable debate exists about the morality of zoos and how zoo visits impact us on a 
psychological level (Clayton & Meyers, 2008).  As part of a course field trip, we will be visiting 
the LA Zoo and Botanical Gardens.  Your job will be to observe how you and others 
psychologically react to the zoo experience and exposure to managed nature.  You will write a 1-
2 page paper about these psychological reactions. You may want to consider the following 
questions:  How did the experience make you feel?  Was it in line with past research?  What did 
you learn?  Did your experience bring you closer to nature/animals?  Do zoo visits promote or 
reduce environmental connectivity, attitudes, and/or conservation behaviors?  Does the zoo 
emphasize the dominion of humans over non-human animals?  If so, what are the ramifications 
of this for conservation psychology and efforts to sustain biodiversity?  We will also learn about 
the efforts of the L.A. Zoo to promote conservation and reduce animal extinction.   

 
Self-Change Project 

 
Since you will be actively engaged in applying theories to promote more environmentally 

sustainable behaviors, it is important for you to gain first-hand experience in understanding some 
of the challenges (e.g., thoughts, emotions) that can arise during the process of behavior change.  
You will select one important conservation behavior (e.g., drive slower, reducing paper use, 
taking re-usable bags to the grocery store) and attempt to incorporate it into your behavioral 
repertoire over the course of the semester.  For ideas on conservation behaviors, see the appendix 
of Koger & Winter’s (2010) textbook.  You should submit a one-paragraph description of your 
chosen conservation self-change behavior during class on Sept 17th.  From time to time, we will 
discuss your conservation self-change project during class.  You should write an entry in a 
journal tracking your progress just about once a week (5 short entries total).  On October 31st, 
turn in your journal (typed) and a 1 page typed summary of your experience during class. 

 
Class Participation: Student Responsibilities and Preparation 

 
 This course is designed to be an interactive exchange between the instructor and students 

and between students themselves.  It is each of your responsibility to complete all the 
assignments and readings before class.  To get a good participation grade, come to class prepared 
and energized to be an active class participant.  That is, ask questions, request clarifications, 
discuss the material, and complete in-class activities.  Be willing to take a risk to actively commit 
yourself in front of the class. Ask questions about things you do not understand.  Being an active 
class participant also requires that you are mentally engaged in the class (see class decorum 
below).  Note that class participation comprises 10% of your final course grade.   

 



Attendance 
 
  To do well in this course, it is important that you attend class.  Students’ class 
participation grades will be adversely affected by absences.  If you have an emergency or severe 
illness, please notify me of your absence prior to class or as soon as possible.  Remember to get 
notes from a classmate and make-up any work that you missed.   
 

Other Important Things… 
 

Office hours.   Feel free to come to office hours to talk about your questions, concerns, 
experiences in the course, course material, or anything else.  You may also contact me via email.   

  
Class decorum.  You or others may hold strong opinions about topics we may discuss in 

class.  We will practice the art of being respectful to other people’s academic ideas, opinions, 
and values, regardless of whether we agree or disagree.  The art of being respectful also includes 
being mentally engaged and not being disruptive.  Please refrain from: talking to your peers 
during class (if you have a question, feel free to ask me), using cell phones (e.g., text messaging), 
and using laptops for non-course related material (e.g., checking facebook).   
 

Policy Regarding Late Assignments and Papers.  It is essential that you turn in your 
work on the day that it is due, if not before.  Late papers or assignments will be marked down 
one letter grade for every 24-hour period it is overdue.   
 

Academic Honesty and Integrity.  Students are responsible for honest completion and 
representation of their work. General principles of academic honesty include the concept of 
respect for the intellectual property of others, the expectation that individual work will be 
submitted unless otherwise allowed by an instructor, and the obligations both to protect one’s 
own academic work from misuse by others as well as to avoid using another’s work as one’s 
own. All students are expected to understand and abide by these principles. Scampus, the Student 
Guidebook, contains the Student Conduct Code in Section 11.00, while the recommended 
sanctions are located in Appendix A: http://www.usc.edu/dept/publications/SCAMPUS/gov/. 
Students will be referred to the Office of Student Judicial Affairs and Community Standards for 
further review, should there be any suspicion of academic dishonesty.  The Review process can 
be found at http://www.usc.edu/student-affairs/SJACS/. 
 

Sexual Harassment.  Immediately bring matters of sexual harassment to the attention of 
the instructor, dean, or other university authority. 
 

Special Needs.  If you have a disability (physical, learning, or psychological) that may 
make it difficult for you to carry out the course work as outlined and/or requires 
accommodations such as recruiting note takers, readers, or extended time on exams or 
assignments, please contact me and Disability Services & Programs (DSP) during the first week 
of classes.  Keep in mind that students requesting academic accommodations based on a 
disability are required to register with Disability Services and Programs (DSP) each semester. A 
letter of verification for approved accommodations can be obtained from DSP. Please be sure the 
letter is delivered to me as early in the semester as possible. DSP is located in STU 301 and is 
open 8:30 a.m.–5:00 p.m., Monday through Friday. The phone number for DSP is (213) 740-
0776. 



Tentative Course Schedule 
 

Date Class Topic Readings and Assignments Due  
Week 1 

Mon 
 Aug 27 

Syllabus & Course 
Overview 

 

Wed, 
Aug 29 

Environmental 
Problems and 
Conservation 
Psychology 
 

Oskamp, S. (2000).  A sustainable future for humanity?  How 
psychology can help?  American Psychologist, 55(5), 496-508. 
 
Swim, J. et al. (2011).  Psychology’s contributions to 
understanding and addressing global climate change.  American 
Psychologist, 66 (4), 241-250. Doi: 10.1037/a0023220. 
 
Koger & Winter – Chapter 1 
 

Week 2 
Mon. 
Sept 3 

 Labor Day – no class 

Wed 
 Sept 5 

Overview of 
Research Methods  

Aronson, E., Wilson, T.D., & Akert, R. M. (2005).  
Methodology: How Social Psychologists Do Research (pp. 27-
53). 

Jordan, C.H., & Zanna, M.P. (2001).  How to read a journal 
article in social psychology (pp. 403-411).   

Week 3 
Mon., 

Sept. 10 
Program 
Evaluation  

McKenzie-Mohr – pp. 1-17, 62-69. 
 
Weiss, C. (1997).  How to design an evaluation (pp.180-214). 
 

Wed., 
Sept 12 

Cognition  Koger & Winter – Chapter 7 
 
Clayton & Meyers – Chapter 2 (pp. 24-27) 
 

Week 4 
Mon, 

Sept 17 
Cognition  Koger & Winter – Chapter 7 

 
Clayton & Meyers – Chapter 2 (pp.24-27) 
 
*Ideas for Self-Change Behavior Due Sept. 17* 
 

Wed., 
 Sept 19 

Emotions and 
Information 
Approach 
 
 
 

Beattie, G. (2010). Why Aren’t We Saving the Planet?  A 
psychologist’s perspective (pp. 203-223).  NY: Routledge. 
 



Date Class Topic Readings and Assignments Due 
Week 5 

Mon. 
 Sept. 24 

Emotions and 
Information 
Approach 

Beattie, G. (2010). Why Aren’t We Saving the Planet?  A 
psychologist’s perspective (pp. 203-223).  NY: Routledge. 
 
 

 Wed. 
Sept. 26 

Behavioral 
Approaches 

Koger & Winter – Chapter 5 
 
The Transtheoretical Model of Behavior Change 
http://www.umbc.edu/psyc/habits/content/the_model/index.html 
 
Geller, S. E. (1995).  Actively caring for the environment: An 
integration of behaviorism and humanism.  Environment and 
Behavior, 27(2), 184-195. 

Week 6 
 

Mon. 
Oct 1 

 
Exam #1 

Wed. 
Oct 3 

Attitudes  Clayton & Meyer – Chapter 2 
 
Koger & Winter – pp. 111 (bottom) -118 (top) 
 

Week 7 
Mon., 
Oct. 8 

Persuasion & 
Communication 

McKenzie-Mohr – pp. 38-48 
 
Nolan, J.M., Schultz, P.W., & Knowles, E.S. (2009).  Using 
public service announcements to change behavior: No more 
money and oil down the drain.  Journal of Applied Social 
Psychology, 39(5), 1035-1056. 
 
Bator, R., & Cialdini, R. (2000).  The application of persuasion 
theory to the development of effective proenvironmental public 
service announcements. Journal of Social Issues, 56(3), 527-
541. 
 

Wed., 
Oct 10 

Values and Moral 
Psychology 

Clayton & Meyers – Chapter 3 
 
Schultz, P.W., & Zelezny, L. (2003).  Reframing environmental 
messages to be congruent with American values.  Human 
Ecology Review, 10(2), 126-136. 
 
Koger & Winter – pp. 107-111 
 
Markowitz, E. M., & Shariff, A.F. (2012).  Climate change and 
moral judgment.  Nature and climate change, 2, 243-247. 
 
 



Date Class Topic Readings and Assignments Due 
Week 8  

Mon 
Oct. 15- 

Wed, 
Oct. 17  

 

Social Norms Koger & Winter – pp. 95-106 
 
McKenzie-Mohr – pp.32-37 
 
Cialdini (2003).  Crafting normative messages to protect the 
environment.  Current Directions in Psychological Science, 12, 
105-109. 
 
Schultz, P.W., Nolan, J.M., Cialdini, R. B., Goldstein, N. J., & 
Griskevicius, V. (2007). The constructive, destructive, and 
reconstructive power of social norms.  Psychological Science, 
18, 429-434. 
 
Recommended; Aronson (1999). Conformity, The Social 
Animal (8th Ed.), (pp. 13-55). NY: Worth. 
 

Week 9  
Mon 

Oct. 22 
 

Social and 
Environmental 
Identity 

McKenzie-Mohr – pp. 18-25, 58-61. 
 
Clayton & Meyers – Chapter 4  
 
Hogg & Reid (2006). Social identity, self categorization, and 
communication of group norms. Communication Theory, 16, 7-
30. 

Wed 
 Oct. 24 

Happiness, 
Materialism, and 
Consumer 
Behavior 

Koger & Winter – pp. 122-129 (bottom) 
 
Griskevicius, V., Tyber, J.M., & Van den Bergh, B. (2010). 
Going green to be seen: Status, reputation, and conspicuous 
conservation.  Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
98, 392-404. Doi:10.1037/a0017346. 
 
Brannigan, F. (2011).  Dismantling the consumption-happiness 
myth: A neuropsychological perspective on the mechanisms that 
lock us into unsustainable consumption.  In L. Whitmarsh, S. 
O’Neill, & I. Lorenzoni (Eds.), Engaging the public with 
climate change: Behavior change and communication (pp. 84-
99).  London, UK: Earthscan. 
 
*Self-Change Journal Due Oct 24* 
 

Week 10 
Mon 

 Oct. 29 
                                                  
                                                  * Exam #2* 

Wed. 
 Oct 31 

Using Psychology 
to Build a 
Sustainable World 

Koger & Winter – Chapter 11; Clayton & Meyers – Chapter 12 
SPSS Workshop 
 



Date Class Topic Readings and Assignments Due 

Week 11 
Mon. 

Nov. 5- 
Wed 

Nov. 7 

Using Psychology 
to Build a 
Sustainable World  

 
*Conservation Program and  

Evaluation Proposal Presentations* 
 

Begin data collection immediately after presentation 
 

Week 12 
 Mon. 
Nov 12- 
Wed 
Nov. 14 
 

Biodiversity 
and Interaction 
with Nature 

Clayton & Meyers, Chapters 6 &7  
 
**Nov. 14 L.A. Zoo Field Trip** 
 

Week 13 
Mon. 

Nov. 19 
Western Thought 

& Holistic 
Approaches 

Koger & Winter – Chapter 2 & 10 
 
*Field trip paper due in class* 

Wed. 
Nov. 21 

 
Thanksgiving Break – No Class 

Week 14 
Mon. 

Nov. 26 
Western Thought 
& Holistic 
Approaches 
 

Koger & Winter – Chapter 2 & 10 
 
Data-Analysis Workshop (email me dataset on SPSS)  

Wed. 
Nov.28 

Ecopsychology 
and Nature 
Connectedness 

Amel et al. (2009).  Mindfulness and sustainable behavior: 
Pondering attention and awareness as means for increasing 
green behavior. Ecopsychology, 1(1), 14-25. 
 
Howell et al. (2011).  Nature connectedness: Association with 
well-being and mindfulness.  Personality and individual 
differences, 51, 166-171. 

Week 15 
Mon., 
Dec. 3 

*Conservation Program Results* 
 

Wed. 
Dec. 5 

 

*Conservation Program Results* 
& Course Wrap Up 

 
                                                      Week 16 

Friday, 
Dec. 7 

Final Papers Due by 5pm 
 

Mon. 
Dec. 17 

8-10am Final Exam 

Note. The syllabus and/or course schedule may be modified at my discretion.  I will announce 
any changes in class or via email. 


