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A i m  o f  t h i s  P h D  R e s e a r c h

To provide a deeper understanding of how people relate to the natural world, what 

influences these relationships and the potential outcomes which can contribute 

towards more informed environmental management outcomes.



O b j e c t i v e s  o f  t h i s  P h D  R e s e a r c h

Explore the varying perceptions of ‘nature’

1. How do people perceive nature?

2. What do people associate with nature?

3. Do people associate negative/positive aspects to nature?

4. What influences a person’s perception of nature?

Explore connections to nature

1. What do people think a connection to nature is?

2. Do people have a connection to nature?

3. How interconnected do people feel they are with nature?

4. What influences a person’s connection to nature?

Explore people’s pro-environmental practices 

and perspectives, and what may influence these

1. What pro-environmental practices do people partake in?

2. What pro-environmental perspectives do people hold?

3. Do perceptions of nature, or, connections to nature 

influence these practices or perspectives?

4. What other factors may influence these practices or 

perspectives?

Implications for environmental management

1. How can the findings from this research provide solutions 

for future environmental/sustainability challenges?



S u m m a r y  o f  I n i t i a l  P r o b l e m  S t a t e m e n t

• Degradation to the natural world and species extinction is widely acknowledged by the scientific community and 

global population

• Auckland is facing exponential population growth, and has a deteriorating environment

• It has been argued that disconnect between humans and nature is what contributes to this degradation (globally)

• Little research on how people perceive ‘nature’

• Humans play the most significant role in environmental damage – therefore we must take into consideration what 

drives these behaviors for effective environmental management solutions

• Currently, environmental sciences struggle to integrate social processes to address environmental problems

• No research previously in Auckland (study area), or, New Zealand which is in any way remotely connected to this 

theme



S t u d y  A r e a ,  M e t h o d s  &  S a m p l e  S i z e

Location

Auckland, New Zealand

Research Methods

• Online survey via Qualtrics 

• Face to face interviews (to come)

Sample Size

• 963 participants 

Auckland population – 1,657,000

= 99% confidence interval, 5% margin of 

error 



S u r v e y  S t r u c t u r e

• 35 questions

• Average time to complete = 20 minutes

• Started with demographic questions, then 

perceptions of nature, then connections to 

nature and lastly pro-environmental 

perceptions and practices

• Mixture of long answers and tick-boxes 

• Participants had options to elaborate on 

every question if they wished

• Goal – least restrictions as poss

• Number of methods used to promote survey, 

i.e. Facebook ads, Neighbourly, pamphlet 

drops, mail outs, posters
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D e m o g r a p h i c s  o f  P a r t i c i p a n t s

13.41%

25.99%

19.33%

15.80% 15.18%

7.17% 2.39% 0.42% 0.00% 0.31%

Age Groups

47.76%
51.72%

0.52%

Male Female Non-binary

Gender

72.14%

11.62% 4.99% 4.90% 3.36% 2.99%

European/NZ

Pakeha

NZ Maori Pacific Island Asian Indian Other

Ethnicity

6.41% 17.17% 5.33%
71.10%

Unemployed Student Retired Paid

employment

Social Status



R e s u l t s :  W h a t  i s  ‘ n a t u r e ’  ?  - P e r c e p t i o n s
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Nature is separate from humans

Nature is connected to humans

Nature is cognitive

Nature is unseen

Nature is life

Nature is a network/natural order

Nature is a social construct
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R e s u l t s :  W h a t  i s  ‘ n a t u r e ’  ?  – P o s i t i v e / N e g a t i v e  a s p e c t s

When asked whether there were any positive or negative aspects related to nature, the most 

common response was positive aspects selected by 780 respondents.

In contrast, 225 respondents said there were negative aspects. 

26 said neither, and 51 were unsure.

780

225
26 51

Positive Negative Neither Unsure



R e s u l t s :  W h a t  i s  ‘ n a t u r e ’  ?  – P o s i t i v e  a s p e c t s  o f  n a t u r e

 -  100  200  300  400  500  600

Health & wellbeing  benefits

Human sustenance

Supports life on earth

Aesthetic benefits

Educational benefits

Spiritual benefits

"Everything"
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R e s u l t s :  W h a t  i s  ‘ n a t u r e ’  ?  – N e g a t i v e  a s p e c t s  o f  n a t u r e

 -  50  100  150

Health & wellbeing threat

Vulnerability from humans

Inconvenience to humans

Nature is harmful to itself

Based on human perception

References to categories within theme
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1.67%
4.27%

12.50%

29.90%

19.58%

13.33%

18.75%
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R e s u l t s :  I n t e r c o n n e c t e d n e s s  w i t h  N a t u r e

Participants were shown the Inclusion of Nature in Self scale (Schultz, 2002) and asked to select which one best displays 

how they view themselves in relation to nature



C o n t a c t :  l i s s y . f e h n k e r @ h o t m a i l . c o . n z

Thank  you !  


