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Abstract: Although pro-environmental behaviour is often believed to be difficult, 

aggravating, and potentially threatening one‘s quality of life, recent studies suggest that 

people who behave in a more pro-environmental way are actually more satisfied with their 

lives. In this manuscript, we aim to explain this apparent paradox by reviewing theoretical 

arguments and empirical evidence for both sides of the coin: why would acting  

pro-environmentally decrease one‘s well-being, and why would it increase one‘s well-

being? We conclude that part of the answer lies in a different view on what well-being 

entails, and more specifically, whether the focus is on hedonic well-being (i.e., feeling 

pleasure) or eudaimonic well-being (i.e., feeling meaningful).  
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1. Introduction 

Set your heart on doing good. Do it over and over again, and you will be filled with joy. A fool is 

happy until his mischief turns against him. And a good man may suffer until his goodness flowers.  

Buddha 

Whether the topic is the extinction of fish [1], the emission of greenhouse gasses [2], or the 

degradation of natural resources [3], most researchers and politicians agree that the transition to an 

environmentally sustainable society is an important goal in the coming years. As defined at the Oslo 
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symposium on Sustainable Consumption [4], a sustainable society is as a society in which ―the use of 

goods and services […] respond to basic needs and bring a better quality of life, while minimising the 

use of natural resources, toxic materials and emissions of waste and pollutants over the life cycle, so as 

not to jeopardise the needs of future generations‖. For an effective transition to such a sustainable 

society, it is important that, next to technological and policy developments, individuals change their 

behavioural patterns to reduce their environmental impact [5,6].  

Unfortunately, behaving in a pro-environmental way is often perceived as difficult, aggravating, and 

potentially threatening one‘s quality of life [7–11], thus as something one would not do out of  

self-interest: ―While frugality may be accepted as a necessary feature of the future it is usually 

portrayed as an onerous undertaking, one requiring personal sacrifice of the highest order. People, it is 

argued, are being asked to give up a modern, high-technology existence for an austere, bleak but 

needed substitute‖ ([12], p. 216). The perception that pro-environmental behaviour has negative effects 

on well-being has made it difficult to make big and concrete steps towards transition. But is this 

perception accurate?  

As the definition of sustainability already shows, engaging in sustainable behaviour is actually 

meant to ―bring a better quality of life‖ of individuals in the long run [4]. Following this definition, 

pro-environmental behaviour can thus only be called sustainable if it does not threaten human  

well-being. Indeed, this is also one of the basic premises in the World Happiness Report [13], in which 

it is claimed that ―the quest for happiness is intimately linked to the quest for sustainable development‖ (p. 3). 

According to the World Happiness Report, it should be perfectly possible to adopt lifestyles and 

technologies that improve happiness and reduce human damage to the environment at the same time. A 

few empirical studies support this claim and even suggest that behaving in a pro-environmental way 

may lead to an increase in well-being. For example, consuming in a pro-environmental way was found 

to be related to greater personal well-being [7], higher overall life-satisfaction [14], and more 

happiness [15]. However, as these results are all based on correlational research, causality cannot 

be implied. 

In sum, there seem to be two opposing views on the relationship between pro-environmental 

behaviour and well-being: on the one hand, behaving pro-environmentally is believed to decrease 

individual well-being, while on the other hand it is believed to increase individual well-being. By 

reviewing theoretical arguments for both positions, we will examine whether, when, and in what way 

pro-environmental behaviour can affect the well-being of those who engage in it.  

2. Defining Well-Being 

Before we can make any inference about the effect of pro-environmental behaviour on well-being, 

we first need to be clear on what well-being actually is. The discussion on the definition of well-being 

and what kind of life one should lead to ―become happy‖ goes back to ancient philosophy, and is still 

going on today. This discussion usually boils down to two distinct views on what well-being entails: 

the hedonic versus the eudaimonic view [16]. Below, we will first define both types of well-being and 

next discuss possible effects of pro-environmental behaviour on these two types of well-being.  

2.1. Hedonic Well-Being 

Hedonic well-being has its roots in the ancient philosophy of Aristippus, who taught that ―the goal 

of life is to experience the maximum amount of pleasure, and that happiness is the totality of one‘s 

hedonic moments‖ ([16], pp. 143,144). The experiences to which ―hedonic moments‖ refer can range 
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from a narrow focus on physical pleasures and displeasures (Aristippus, in [17]) to a broad focus on 

the presence of benefits and absence of suffering in general (Bentham, in [17]).  

Psychologists studying hedonic well-being mainly use a broad definition of this concept, which 

includes both physical and cognitive preferences and pleasures (Kubovy, 1999, in [16]). Within this 

broad definition, not only physically pleasant moments such as having a nice dinner, but also 

cognitively pleasant moments such as the attainment of a goal can contribute to hedonic well-being.  

2.2. Eudaimonic Well-being 

In contrast to the hedonic focus on the subjective experience of pleasure, the eudaimonic view on 

well-being defines being well as ―living well‖ or ―pursuing the right ends‖ [18]. This view on well-

being has its roots in Aristotle‘s Nicomachian Ethics, where he describes eudaimonic living as using 

―one‘s best human capacities by actively pursuing virtues and excellences‖ (In [18], p. 143). These 

virtues and excellences refer to concepts like courage, generosity, wisdom and being fair; things that 

are intrinsically worth pursuing and do not derive their worth from the external benefits they can bring. 

Following Aristotle‘s view on well-being, someone would only be classified as having high 

eudaimonic well-being if this person is doing virtuous things for the right reasons—the right reasons 

being that the person is deliberately choosing to act virtuously and is not doing so out of external 

temptation or coercion, or out of ignorance [18]. Importantly, to meet Aristotle‘s criteria of 

eudaimonia, doing the right thing for the right reasons does not have to give a good feeling.  

Building on Aristotle‘s view, psychologists studying eudaimonic well-being generally define it as a 

way of living that is focused on what is intrinsically worthwhile to human beings [18], as realizing 

valued human potentials [16], or as striving to realize one‘s personal potential [19,20]. An important 

distinction between these psychological perspectives and the original definition by Aristotle is that 

although the latter does not imply that doing good also feels good, the psychological definitions do 

assume such a relationship. However, the ―good feeling‖ of eudaimonic psychology refers to a deeper 

and higher sense of well-being—concepts such as having a purpose in life [19]—than the pleasure 

related emotions relevant for hedonic well-being, as discussed above.  

2.3. The Relationship Between Hedonic and Eudaimonic Well-Being 

Hedonic and eudaimonic well-being are often seen as two distinct visions of what well-being 

entails. It is even argued that pursuing a hedonic life of immediate gain of pleasure and avoidance of 

pain diverts people from living a ―good‖, eudaimonic life [18]. Although most people will agree that 

having a good feeling is not the same as leading a good life, the two concepts are not mutually 

exclusive. For example, feeling good can lead to doing good, such as acting in a more pro-social  

way [21], and the other way around, doing good also gives a good feeling [22], also referred to as 

―warm glow‖ [23,24]. Following Ryff [25], we will use the type of positive feelings as the criterion to 

distinguish hedonic and eudaimonic well-being: hedonic well-being in this review refers to fleeting 

positive emotions such as pleasure, while eudaimonic well-being in this review refers to deeper 

positive emotions such as feeling meaningful.  

3. Pro-Environmental Behaviour and Well-Being  

As mentioned in the introduction, the relationship between pro-environmental behaviour and well-

being appears to be twofold; on the one hand, behaving pro-environmentally is believed to decrease 
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individual well-being, while on the other hand, behaving pro-environmentally is believed to increase 

individual well-being. We propose that a possible explanation for these conflicting findings can be 

found in the different views on what well-being entails. More specifically, while behaving in a pro-

environmental way may decrease hedonic well-being, it may increase eudaimonic well-being. 

Therefore, we will discuss the effect of pro-environmental behaviour on hedonic and eudaimonic  

well-being in separate sections. We will start with discussing why and how behaving in a pro-

environmental way may affect hedonic well-being, and then discuss why and how behaving in a pro-

environmental way may affect eudaimonic well-being.  

3.1. Pro-Environmental Behaviour and Hedonic Well-Being 

3.1.1. Goal Attainment and Well-Being 

―We can only do so much‖ is an often-heard reason to not act pro-environmentally. Environmental 

conditions will only improve when a large group of people adopts pro-environmental behaviours, so 

people may have the impression that their personal contribution will not be sufficient to save the 

planet. Furthermore, improvements in environmental conditions go slowly and result from complex 

interactions. The positive effects of one‘s individual pro-environmental behaviours on the condition of 

the earth are thus uncertain, complex, and situated in the future—in contrast to the personal benefits of 

environmentally harmful behaviour such as car use, which are certain, simple, and immediate [26]. 

Therefore, people who engage in pro-environmental behaviour at the current moment cannot easily 

envision or experience the actual effects of their behaviour on the condition of the earth. This gap 

between pro-environmental behaviour and its positive environmental outcomes makes it difficult for 

people to judge the usefulness and effectiveness of personal engagement in pro-environmental 

behaviour. 

Difficulty to judge the usefulness and effectiveness of one‘s behaviour may have negative 

consequences for the hedonic well-being of people who engage in pro-environmental behaviour. The 

pursuit of goals that are perceived to be unattainable can lead to psychological distress and reduced 

well-being [27–29], and uncertainty about the usefulness and effectiveness of one‘s behaviour makes it 

unclear whether and when the goal—in this case to protect the environment—will be attained. 

Research indeed showed that volunteers in environmental organizations experience reduced hedonic 

well-being when they feel they fail to attain their goal. More specifically, they feel angry or sad 

because of the bad state nature is in, the feeling they are not doing enough, and the idea that not 

enough people are doing their bit [30].  

So why would anyone voluntarily choose to pursue a goal that cannot be attained, and on top of all, 

that makes them feel bad in the process? The critical point here is that goal pursuit reduces hedonic 

well-being only if the goal is perceived to be unattainable. And despite the uncertainty about whether 

and when the results will become visible, most people do feel they can effectively contribute to the 

protection of the environment [30]. One of the reasons people still feel their contribution can be 

worthwhile, is that ―big‖ goals such as protecting the environment are typically reframed into smaller 

sub goals: to eventually protect the environment, we for instance first have to reduce our own energy 

consumption. By reframing a big goal into smaller, attainable goals, people get motivated to engage in 

this behaviour [31] and derive hedonic well-being from their engagement [29]. Indeed, environmental 

volunteers indicated they felt satisfied and proud when the specific environmental projects they 

worked on were successful [30], even though the overarching goal of protecting the environment was 
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not attained yet. So although the pursuit of an unattainable goal may lead to decreased hedonic well-

being, pro-environmental behaviour does not have to be dedicated to an unattainable goal, and 

therefore does not have to decrease hedonic well-being.  

3.1.2. Consumption and Well-Being 

Increasing personal consumption and national economic growth has long been seen as one of the 

most effective ways to increase the well-being of citizens [32–35]. Indicators such as the Gross 

National Product (GNP) are used to see how well a country is doing, based on the assumption that the 

more people can consume, the higher their well-being. Following this assumption, Ekins [33] even 

proposed that the possession and consumption of more hedonic products is seen as the ―surest 

perceived route to personal happiness‖ (p. 244) and well-being. This would mean that putting a halt to 

increases of consumption, or to even decrease our consumption to more sustainable levels would be 

detrimental for our well-being—a pro-environmental lifestyle such as voluntary simplicity would be 

noble, but miserable.  

Studies indeed show that consumption can bring hedonic well-being. For instance, shopping is used 

as a way to reduce stress or negative emotions [36–39], purchasing products can provide a hedonic 

well-being boost [40,41], and consumption is linked to higher life satisfaction [42,43]. Since this 

literature suggests that consumption indeed increases hedonic well-being, it is often implied that 

consuming in a more sustainable way would thus lead to a decrease in well-being. But is this really 

the case?  

Literature suggests it is not. First, sustainable consumption does not necessarily equate to 

consuming less [9,34], but rather to consuming differently [44]. Buying a pair of new shoes and buying 

a pair of second hand shoes both comes down to buying the same type of product: consuming the pro-

environmental alternative still is consuming. The hedonic well-being derived from consuming can 

therefore still be derived from the consumption of pro-environmental alternatives [45]. 

Second, consumption is not the only way to gain hedonic well-being. Following Evans and  

Jackson [46], consuming less does not have to mean that one will also have less pleasurable 

experiences. The pleasurable experiences that are derived from consumption can be replaced by 

pleasure found in other domains—sometimes even by pro-environmental behaviour itself, as will be 

discussed in more depth below. So although consumption may bring hedonic well-being, sustainable 

consumption patterns do not have to decrease hedonic well-being. 

3.1.3. Environmental Conditions and Well-Being  

One of the arguments that is used to explain why pro-environmental action would bring more 

hedonic well-being is that pro-environmental behaviour leads to better environmental conditions, and 

people can live a more comfortable life under better environmental conditions [47,48]. This means that 

on the macro level, pro-environmental behaviour will increase hedonic well-being by enhancing the 

environmental conditions people live in.  

There is indeed some evidence for this relationship. For example, nationwide pollution [49,50] and 

loss of biodiversity [51–53] have a negative effect on the well-being of inhabitants, lower CO₂ 

emission per unit GDP is related to higher well-being in countries [54], and mean life satisfaction is 

higher in countries that score higher on the Environmental Sustainability Index—although this effect is 

very small [55]. This literature indeed seems to suggest that, on the macro level, pro-environmental 
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behaviour could increase hedonic well-being by enhancing the environmental conditions people 

live in.  

However, since all studies mentioned above are correlational, it is difficult to establish that better 

environmental conditions lead to increased hedonic well-being. Furthermore, the change in 

environmental conditions goes slowly, depends on the pro-environmental action of a large group of 

people, and environmental conditions also affect those who do not act pro-environmentally. Therefore, 

enhanced quality of the environment cannot explain why the well-being of specifically those people 

who act pro-environmentally will increase. To explain the relationship between pro-environmental 

behaviour and well-being on the individual (micro) level, other mechanisms might therefore be 

more suitable.  

3.1.4. Pro-Environmental Behaviour and Pleasure 

An individual level mechanism that could explain how pro-environmental behaviour brings hedonic 

well-being is that pro-environmental products or behaviour can bring inherent pleasure. For instance, 

some people perceive organic food as tastier than non-organic food [56,57]. Thus for those who 

perceive organic food as tastier, eating organic food not only benefits the environment, but also brings 

pleasure. In line with this, pro-environmental behaviour is found to be intrinsically satisfying for some [8], 

and, as mentioned in the section on consumption and well-being, living a sustainable lifestyle is argued 

to be pleasurable in itself. As Evans and Jackson [46] describe, ―living a sustainable lifestyle can 

provide for the pleasure and desire that is so central to consumption and accounts thereof. These 

pleasures, according to the respondents‘ narratives, ranged from the ‗simple pleasures‘ associated with 

energy saving rituals in the home through the creative indulgence involved in creating a ‗whole new 

garment‘ by repairing old or broken clothing to wholesale shifts in the way that they eat (local,  

in-season, slowly and organic) or move (cycling and walking) leading to a changed relationship with 

the world around them in a manner that is innately pleasurable‖ (p. 16). If pro-environmental behaviour is 

indeed pleasurable to do, engaging in such behaviour will also increase hedonic well-being.  

However, not all pro-environmental behaviours are perceived to be more pleasurable than their 

environmentally harmful counterparts, and some are even perceived to be less pleasurable. For 

instance, turning down the thermostat in during a cold winter day can be considered pro-environmental 

behaviour, but it may also lead to uncomfortably cold rooms [58]. In other words, not all pro-

environmental behaviours are intrinsically satisfying or motivated by pleasant natural consequences [59]. 

Instead, pleasure or displeasure is often derived from by-products of the pro-environmental behaviour, 

such as ―better taste‖ in the case of organic products, or ―makes you feel cold‖ in the case of turning 

down the heat. Without these advantages or disadvantages, the example behaviours would not be more 

or less pleasurable than their non-sustainable counterparts; pro-environmental behaviour is thus not 

pleasurable per se.  

Does this mean that we need to add pleasurable aspects to pro-environmental behaviours in order to 

increase hedonic well-being of those engaging in it? For example, should we make energy saving 

actions or recycling fun by incorporating it in a game [60]? Or should we make consuming in a  

pro-environmental way more comfortable by ensuring pro-environmental products are also of better 

quality? Although adding pleasurable or hedonic aspects to specific pro-environmental behaviours can 

increase the hedonic well-being derived from these behaviours, it may not be the most effective way to 

increase the well-being derived from pro-environmental behaviour in general. Adding hedonic aspects 

to behaviour only increases the hedonic well-being derived from that specific behaviour, and not the 
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hedonic well-being derived from other behaviours in the same category. Therefore, to increase the 

hedonic well-being derived from pro-environmental behaviour in this way, one would have to add 

hedonic aspects to all separate pro-environmental behaviours. As argued above, we do not think that 

this is necessary to increase the well-being derived from pro-environmental behaviour. First, pro-

environmental behaviour in general can already provide hedonic well-being because it brings people a 

step closer to reaching a sustainable goal. Second, as we will discuss in more depth in the next section, 

pro-environmental behaviour can provide eudaimonic well-being because it is perceived as the ‗right‘ 

course of action.  

3.2. Pro-Environmental Behaviour and Eudaimonic Well-Being 

In the section on consumption and hedonic well-being we argued that a more sustainable 

consumption pattern need not decrease hedonic well-being, since one can still reap the benefits of 

consumption in the form of pro-environmental alternatives, and one can replace ―foregone‖ 

pleasurable experiences in the consumption domain by pleasurable experiences in other, more 

sustainable domains. Another often used argument for why a sustainable consumption pattern may 

even increase eudaimonic well-being, is that solely focusing on the pursuit of more consumer products 

detracts from well-being [32,61–64]. People who focus on the pursuit of wealth and possessions 

typically invest less time and effort in the pursuit of intrinsic goals such as self-actualization or 

participation in social communities [62,65], while it is the pursuit of these intrinsic goals that brings 

eudaimonic well-being. Therefore, it is often argued, there should be a positive relationship between 

pro-environmental behaviour and eudaimonic well-being [9,48,66]: shifting one‘s focus from the 

pursuit of materialistic things like money and products, to the pursuit of non-materialistic things like 

close relationships, personal growth and finding a sense of meaning in life is not only more  

pro-environmental, but it also contributes to eudaimonic well-being. As we will argue in the following 

section, pro-environmental behaviour itself can even provide a source of meaning in life, thereby 

directly increasing eudaimonic well-being.  

Doing Good and Well-Being 

As we mentioned in the beginning of this review, eudaimonic well-being is derived from ―living 

well‖ or ―pursuing the right ends‖ [18]. Engaging in virtuous activities is thus expected to foster 

eudaimonic well-being. One of the reasons why doing the right thing could foster eudaimonic  

well-being is that it has a signalling function to oneself: if you are taking the effort to engage in good 

behaviour—even more so when doing this behaviour is effortful and voluntary—you must be a good 

person. Indeed, people‘s self-worth is determined by how moral they perceive themselves to be [67,68]. 

Well-being thus, amongst others, depends on perceiving one‘s actions as doing good instead of  

doing harm [69].  

This positive link between well-being and doing good can also be inferred from research on  

pro-social behaviour. Spending money on others [70] or charity [23,24,71,72], volunteering [73–75] or 

helping others [76] are all examples of pro-social behaviour that brings eudaimonic well-being. These 

studies show that engaging in pro-social behaviour makes the doer feel good—even if the behaviour 

does not have a direct benefit for him or herself. In fact, if people engage in pro-social or good 

behaviour because of direct or indirect personal benefits such as monetary gain, social approval or job 

opportunities, its effect on eudaimonic well-being diminishes [73,77,78]. Thus, doing the right thing 

particularly contributes to eudaimonic well-being when the choice for the right behaviour is 
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intrinsically and autonomously motivated—or at least perceived to be so [18,79]. Therefore, Evans and 

Jackson [46] doubt whether the meaning that can be derived from pursuing a sustainable lifestyle will 

indeed be experienced by anyone who acts in a pro-environmental way; it is more likely that only 

those who deliberately choose for a pro-environmental lifestyle will gain eudaimonic well-being from 

their engagement.  

Furthermore, in order to provide a sense of meaning and bring eudaimonic well-being,  

pro-environmental behaviour should also be seen as doing the right thing by those who engage in it. 

Pro-environmental behaviour has often been described as a form of pro-social behaviour [8,14,80,81] 

that can be driven by altruistic motives (e.g., the concern for the next generation, other species, or 

whole eco-systems) [82–84]. It is also argued that pro-environmental behaviours are typically 

classified as moral behaviour [80], and that the choice for pro-environmental behaviour is based, 

amongst others, on evaluations about what is the right or wrong thing to do [85]. In line with these 

theoretical claims, a national survey found that Americans strongly agreed that nature has intrinsic 

value and that humans have moral duties and obligations to animals, plants, and non-living nature such 

as rocks, water, and air [86]. Likewise, many people in the UK agreed that people have personal, social 

and moral responsibilities to address climate change [87]. 

Although this literature suggests that most people think behaving pro-environmentally is the right 

thing to do, not everybody may agree—as a recent study for instance shows, conservatives usually are 

less likely to perceive pro-environmental behaviour in terms of moral or good behaviour [88]. Whether 

one sees pro-environmental behaviour as ―good‖ behaviour may depend on the norms and values 

upheld by the social groups one belongs to [89]. If pro-environmental behaviour is frowned upon by 

those who are important to you, it is less likely that you will see pro-environmental behaviour as good, 

and the other way around. However, an important factor for the extent to which you are likely to derive 

eudaimonic well-being from engagement in pro-environmental behaviour is the extent to which you 

internalized these group values and norms [90–92]. If your group members see pro-environmental 

behaviour as highly important, but you yourself did not internalize these norms yet, the group norms 

may work as an external pressure. So if you engage in pro-environmental behaviour because you 

believe your group values such behaviour, and not because you yourself value it, it is less likely that 

you will derive eudaimonic well-being from your engagement; as mentioned above, Aristotle only 

classifies someone as having high eudaimonic well-being if this person is doing virtuous things for the 

right reasons—the right reasons being that the person is deliberately choosing to act virtuously and is 

not doing so out of external temptation or coercion, or out of ignorance [18]. So, if people do not value 

environmental protection or do not think pro-environmental behaviour is the right thing to do, it is less 

likely that behaving in a pro-environmental way will add to their eudaimonic well-being. Therefore, 

particularly for those people who see pro-environmental behaviour as good, and for whom the choice 

for this behaviour is intrinsically and autonomously motivated, behaving in a pro-environmental way is 

likely to bring eudaimonic well-being. 

4. Summary 

Our aim was to examine whether, when, and in what way pro-environmental behaviour affects the 

well-being of those who engage in it. To fulfil this aim, we discussed the effect of pro-environmental 

behaviour on hedonic (i.e., feeling pleasure) and eudaimonic (i.e., feeling meaningful) well-being, 

respectively. The research discussed so far suggests that engaging in pro-environmental behaviour may 
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have especially negative consequences for hedonic well-being, but mainly positive consequences for 

eudaimonic well-being. However, the full story is more complicated.  

4.1. Pro-Environmental Behaviour and Hedonic Well-Being 

As we discussed, pro-environmental behaviour may decrease hedonic well-being for various 

reasons. Most importantly, protecting the environment may be unattainable, thereby making striving 

for this goal an onerous burden; living in a pro-environmental way can imply consuming less, thereby 

robbing people of the pleasure consumption can bring; and pro-environmental behaviour can be 

experienced as less comfortable and convenient than its environmentally harmful alternative. As we 

showed in this review, however, the role of these processes has to be nuanced.  

Although uncertainty about the usefulness and effectiveness of one‘s pro-environmental behaviour 

could in theory detract hedonic well-being, people may still experience a sense of progress towards an 

environmental goal when the goal is reframed into smaller sub goals. So although the pursuit of an 

unattainable goal may lead to decreased hedonic well-being, pro-environmental behaviour does not 

have to be dedicated to an unattainable goal, and therefore does not have to decrease hedonic well-being. 

With respect to the relationship between consumption and well-being, behaving in a  

pro-environmental way could imply that one has to miss out on some of the hedonic well-being that 

consumption brings. However, pro-environmental consumption and hedonic experiences in other, 

more sustainable, domains can replace the hedonic well-being that one ―foregoes‖ by consuming in a 

more sustainable way. Cutting down or changing consumption out of pro-environmental 

considerations does therefore not necessarily have to lead to a decrease in hedonic well-being.  

Lastly, pro-environmental actions can be less comfortable than their environmentally harmful 

counterparts, thereby leading to a decrease in hedonic well-being. On the other hand, however, there is 

also pro-environmental behaviour that is seen as more pleasurable or comfortable than its 

environmentally harmful counterparts. It is therefore not pro-environmental behaviour itself, but rather 

the by-products of pro-environmental behaviour that bring pleasure or displeasure. Therefore, to 

explain why pro-environmental behaviour itself would increase individual well-being—and not macro 

level well-being by increasing better environmental conditions—the focus should be on eudaimonic, 

instead of hedonic well-being.  

4.2. Pro-Environmental Behaviour and Eudaimonic Well-Being 

Although consumption may lead to an increase in hedonic well-being, solely focusing on the pursuit 

of more consumer products detracts from well-being, since people who focus on the pursuit of wealth 

and possessions typically invest less time and effort in the pursuit of more intrinsic goals such as self-

actualization or participation in social communities. Therefore, shifting one‘s focus from the pursuit of 

materialistic things like money and products, to the pursuit of non-materialistic things like close 

relationships, personal growth and finding a sense of meaning in life is not only more  

pro-environmental, it may also contributes to eudaimonic well-being. Pro-environmental behaviour 

itself can even be a source of meaning in life, thereby directly increasing eudaimonic well-being. 

As defined in the current review, eudaimonic well-being can be found in ―living well‖ or ―pursuing 

the right ends‖ [18], and pro-environmental behaviour is seen by many as moral or good behaviour [86]. 

However, for pro-environmental behaviour to lead to an increase in eudaimonic well-being, those who 

engage in it do have to see it as the right thing to do, and its engagement should be intrinsically and 

autonomously motivated. For those who do not see pro-environmental behaviour as right, or for those 
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who act in a pro-environmental way out of extrinsic reasons or ignorance, pro-environmental 

behaviour is thus less likely to add to eudaimonic well-being.  

5. Conclusion 

Pro-environmental behaviour in itself does not have to result in a decrease of personal well-being. 

As we showed in this literature review, processes through which pro-environmental behaviour is 

expected to have a detrimental influence on (hedonic) well-being can be nuanced; pro-environmental 

behaviour probably does not have the daunting influence on hedonic well-being it is often depicted to 

have. However, this does not warrant that pro-environmental behaviour will thus have a positive 

influence on well-being. The discussed literature suggests that for pro-environmental behaviour to lead 

to an increase in (eudaimonic) well-being, it is important that people see pro-environmental behaviour 

as the right thing to do, and have the feeling they want and freely choose to perform this behaviour.  

For policies that are aimed at increasing pro-environmental behaviour and well-being, achieving 

this might be a hard nut to crack. However, this review does offer some general guidelines for how 

policy makers can increase the likelihood of a positive relation between pro-environmental behaviour 

and well-being. In line with Moller, Ryan and Deci [93], this review suggests that ―forcing‖ people to 

act in a pro-environmental way by making it obligatory by law may be counterproductive if the aim of 

policies in the end is to increase well-being. For pro-environmental behaviour to increase well-being, it 

is important to convince people that their behaviour is right and meaningful, and stimulate people to 

choose this behaviour of their own free will [79,89]. Future research is therefore needed to examine 

how intrinsic and autonomous motivation for pro-environmental behaviour can best be generated, also 

for those who do not strongly value environmental protection at the moment, in order to form a 

positive link between pro-environmental behaviour and (eudaimonic) well-being. 
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