
Conservation in Context

Bringing Out the Best in People: a Psychological
Perspective

David Orr’s (2008) call for a greater
role for psychology in efforts to en-
sure “a decent future” for human-
ity is right on. Psychology has much
to offer to the understanding of and
approaches to survival and sustain-
ability. Furthermore, Orr is correct
that people in the field should have
made psychology’s potential contri-
bution more visible. Unfortunately,
despite the strong efforts of the Soci-
ety for Conservation Biology’s Social
Science Working Group, the psycho-
logical sciences are less evident than
other social sciences. Psychology has
been far too slow to identify oppor-
tunities where its perspective could
have important impacts on conserva-
tion.

There are many ways to consider
psychology’s potential contribution.
Although Orr casts these in terms of
the study of “mind,” we have found it
more effective to talk about “human
functioning” and specifically to con-
sider what brings out the best in peo-
ple. Many of Orr’s examples point
to the opposite—situations (e.g., Mil-
gram study) that have brought out
undesirable qualities in people. Al-
though situations are important in-
fluences, it is by no means the case
that their outcomes are uniformly
(or even predominantly) negative.
Rather, there is a wide range of sit-
uations that can bring out the best
in people. This is a particularly criti-
cal issue when one thinks about en-
dangered environments. Natural en-
vironments, for example, have been
repeatedly shown to have the capac-
ity to bring out the best in people

even when nature is no more than
the view of a tree from a window
(Kaplan 1993; Frumkin 2001; Kaplan
& Kaplan 2005).

As for an emphasis on human
selfishness and self-interest, this too
provides only a partial view of our
species. It is true that advertising
and the media have adeptly orches-
trated a materialistic culture in which
consumption has become an es-
capist distraction relative to the val-
ues that are essential for a sustain-
able world. Here, perhaps, neoclas-
sical economics helps explain be-
havior. The behavioral economists,
however, have identified a broad
range of circumstances in which
people do not maximize their per-
sonal gain, but rather are cooper-
ative and reasonable (Hammerstein
& Hagen 2005). For example, re-
search on how people deal with an-
tisocial behavior shows that punish-
ing violators is experienced as plea-
surable even when it costs in terms
of one’s material standing (Angier
2002). The vast body of research
on human well-being has identified
many dimensions of this complex
domain, including hedonic pleasure,
emotional well-being, psychological
capital, and character strengths (e.g.,
Ring et al. 2007; Kesebir & Diener
2008; Ryff & Singer 2008). Particu-
larly pertinent to the discussion here
is that many human qualities are
inconsistently exhibited within the
same person across time and circum-
stances. In other words, the dimen-
sions of well-being or of what peo-
ple find satisfying are not immutable;

rather, they are strongly influenced
by context or situation (Luthans et
al. 2007).

From our perspective this is cen-
tral to the issue of what brings out the
best in people. In our experience psy-
chology can provide a better under-
standing of the contexts, or environ-
ments, that are more likely to achieve
survival and sustainability. Such out-
comes, however, are not necessarily
or primarily concerned with individ-
ual well-being. Maximizing individual
well-being can, and often has, come
at a great cost; vast global inequities
are an iconic expression. Rather, we
see that a more benign and more ef-
fective route to well-being involves
maximizing the larger social good.
The agenda must be to foster reason-
ableness (e.g., being responsible, co-
operative, and tolerant). There is rea-
son to believe that a great deal of hu-
man satisfaction and well-being flows
from participation in actions that im-
prove the lives of others.

The reasonable person model
(RPM) is a framework we have been
developing for understanding these
bringing-out-the-best-in-people con-
texts (Kaplan & Kaplan 2003; R. and
S. Kaplan, unpublished data). These
contexts are ones that help meet ba-
sic human needs, and the needs are
conceptualized in terms of one of the
most pervasive characteristic of the
species—concern about and depen-
dence on information. Information is
what we store, trade, hide, and act
on. We are overwhelmed by it, yet
endlessly seek it. We cannot act with-
out it.
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The RPM organizes human infor-
mational needs into three major cat-
egories. These are highly intercon-
nected and often interdependent, yet
they address different domains that
are all important for fostering reason-
ableness. These needs relate to un-
derstanding what is going on around
one (building models), the capacity
to utilize knowledge and skill (be-

ing effective), and the desire to be
needed and to make a difference
(meaningful action).

Building Models

By models we mean mental mod-
els, the basic structures of the mind
that store knowledge and its affective
qualities. Craik (1943:61) summa-
rizes the essential qualities of these
models eloquently:

If the organism carries a “small-
scale model” of external reality and
of its own possible actions within
its head, it is able to try out various
alternatives, conclude which is the
best of them, react to future situa-
tions before they arise, utilize the
knowledge of past events in deal-
ing with the present and future,
and in every way to react in a much
fuller, easier, and more competent
manner to the emergencies which
face it.

Building these models is a lifelong
enterprise. The psychology of sur-
vival is intimately related to apprecia-
tion of the complexities of this build-
ing program. There are no kits for
these models or easy mechanisms for
transporting them from one head to
another. A vast body of psychologi-
cal research tells us that the mental
models develop with experience. In
other words, not only is understand-
ing achieved with repeated exposure
to aspects of the model’s domain, but
exploration of the domain is more ef-
fective than others’ efforts to deliver
the model (Bransford et al. 2000).

In our view, at the core of the
public’s inertia about daunting global

events is the lack of adequate mental
models. People are constantly bom-
barded with conflicting information
about climate change, biodiversity,
and other major environmental is-
sues. Much of the information is pro-
vided with technical details and lit-
tle imagery about ways to explore
the pertinent domains. People dislike
feeling confused and overwhelmed;
when information is not meaningful,
it is likely to be ignored.

Similarly, efforts to persuade peo-
ple to change their attitudes are also
often unlikely to be fruitful because
the messages fail to connect with the
mental models of the intended recip-
ients. There is considerable evidence
that people deeply resent being told
what to do (Brehm 1966); it is not
only teenagers who may decide un-
der such circumstances to do the op-
posite of what they are told! Thus,
a more appropriate alternative is to
view the process as one of helping
a fellow human build a model. This
model must make sense relative to
the experience the individual already
has. This suggests the importance of
listening (an activity that is readily ne-
glected among those eager to insert
their ideas and beliefs in the minds of
others). The desired attitude change
is also more likely to take shape if the
recipient is given a chance to explore
options and to take small steps in the
desired direction.

Being Effective

People also dislike feeling incompe-
tent. Being overwhelmed by informa-
tion, and especially information that
is confusing, seemingly urgent, and
largely uninterpretable, is unlikely to
contribute to clearheadedness or a
sense of competence. It is hardly sur-
prising that people in such situations
can become unpleasant, uncoopera-
tive, and even destructive. Being civil
is difficult when the mind is noisy
with confusion and despair. Thus,
being an information-based species

comes with the necessity to cope
with managing information.

It is useful to distinguish between 2
dimensions of information in under-
standing how to manage our depen-
dence on it while also coping with
its (over)abundance. The distinction
is derived from the kinds of atten-
tion needed to process information.
Much of the time the information sur-
rounding people requires their atten-
tion; one needs to listen to a lecture
or an endless conversation, to read
something intently to use it in a doc-
ument, or to simultaneously attend to
different demands. Such information
takes focus and effort and is referred
to as directed attention. A person can
maintain or direct attention for only
so long before becoming less effec-
tive (i.e., before attention capacity
declines). People recognize this con-
dition as being tired or stressed out.
Interestingly, however, fatigue is dif-
ferential. People are not too tired to
resume reading a novel, to solve a
crossword puzzle, or to go on a walk
and take pictures of trees in bloom.
Such tasks also require processing in-
formation, but the information is in-
herently fascinating and thus is effort-
less.

Attention restoration theory (ART;
Kaplan & Kaplan 1989/1995; Kaplan
1995) contends that attention plays
a key role in why mental fatigue oc-
curs and in how restorative environ-
ments can foster recovery. Mental fa-
tigue is the result of declining capac-
ity to use directed attention. Recover-
ing from it calls on the other kind of
attention, attention to activities that
are fascinating and compelling. At-
tention restoration theory posits that
time spent in such effortless pur-
suits and contexts is an important
factor in the recovery from mental
fatigue. In other words, restoration
involves activities and settings that
are compelling and allow directed at-
tention to rest. Tending to our atten-
tional needs is central for achieving
clearheadedness. There is a substan-
tial empirical literature, drawing on
ART, that documents the important
role the natural environment can play
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in recovering attentional capacities
(Tennessen & Cimprich 1995; Kuo
& Sullivan 2001; Cimprich & Ronis
2003; Berto 2005).

Meaningful Action

News about catastrophes and calami-
ties, war and terror, and abuse and
corruption foster a sense of hopeless-
ness and helplessness. In their de-
spair about chaos and tragedy, peo-
ple often reach out to try to sal-
vage something small and graspable.
There are many examples of when
substantial amounts of money are
contributed to help an individual
who survived a disaster when hun-
dreds of others may have perished.
People have a need to find mean-
ing and to act in ways that enhance
that meaningfulness. The acts may be
small or big, lasting a moment (e.g.,
voting) or lasting a long time. They
may involve people one knows well
or strangers; they may be directed to
other people or to many other out-
comes. For example, volunteers in-
volved in environmental stewardship
believe they are improving the envi-
ronment and contributing to a better
world (Grese et al. 2000). Such ac-
tions give one a sense that one can
make a difference, that one partici-
pates in a larger whole.

Hopefulness abounds in the cor-
nucopia of examples and stories of
people’s actions to address the array
of contemporary woes. Bornstein’s
(2004) book offers stunning exam-
ples of individuals who have made
a difference in ways that have multi-
plied many times over as their efforts
have found replication. Hawken’s
(2007) Blessed Unrest bears a sub-
title that speaks directly to these is-
sues: How the Largest Movement

in the World Came into Being and

Why No One Saw It Coming. That
movement is the groundswell of
meaningful action, the thousands of
organizations that have sprung up
around the world to address aspects
of these woes. The Web site behind

this effort (www.wiserearth.org) in-
vites viewers to explore “108,705
organizations, 12,621 people, 526
groups, 353 events, and 143 jobs.”
The areas of focus are organized un-
der several dozen major headings
(e.g., agriculture and farming, biodi-
versity, coastal and marine ecosys-
tems, community development, and
energy) with numerous subheadings
for each. It is an impressive anthology
of positive examples and of the hu-
man inclination to act meaningfully.

We know of no empirical evi-
dence, but one would suspect that
those who are deeply involved in
these organizations and activities are
likely to feel less helpless about the
state of the world. Still, even when
one has experience with what to do,
it may not be sufficient to counter the
sinking feeling that it cannot possibly
be enough, that no matter the size
of the effort, the negative forces are
too strong and coming too fast to be
stopped by individuals’ actions. But
what if the media have been falling
down on the job? What if they have
been failing to tell us how many ex-
citing, ingenious, and well-financed
projects are already under way and
that their potential is huge? This
is precisely the message of Krupp
and Horn’s (2008) book, Earth, the

Sequel. They provide an eminently
readable survey of the multiplicity
of innovative projects involving 6
different forms of energy. Although
the frustration the book evokes con-
cerning the failure of the media is
warranted, the hopefulness it fosters
leads one to believe that the cumula-
tive effects of individual efforts may
well matter. Krupp and Horn provide
a basis for believing that the whole is
far greater than the sum of the parts.
Together, if everyone does their part,
humanity and the ecosystems it de-
pends on may have a good chance of
survival after all.

Although discussed in the context
of meaningful action, the examples
we provide here also illustrate the vi-
tal roles of model building and be-
ing effective. The 3 domains of RPM

are interdependent. Active involve-
ment in an organization calls on ex-
ploration and fosters greater under-
standing, which can enhance one’s
sense of competence and inspire sus-
tained engagement in an activity.
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