Incorporating Public Perceptions in Environmental Policy Decision Making: The Case Study of Latvia

Abstract

Previously, and in more extensive explication of the work demonstrated here, I have provided an argument for the need for local public participation to drive the environmental policy decision-making process (Beldavs, 1996; Beldavs, in preparation).  In this other work, research conducted in Fiji and in Belize provided two case studies that presented potential areas for such participation.  In the following paper, I go into depth with how to effect public participation and potential problems that might arise using my work in Latvia (2001-2002). In this paper, I combine a literature review of applicable decision making psychology research, an independently conducted survey of public perceptions, and a presentation of socioeconomic and cultural factors to examine the implications and potential for public participation in environmental management for this area.
The first two chapters of this paper provide a literature review of applicable work from decision-making and cultural psychology. The third chapter of this paper provides the actual Latvia case study.  

The goal of this paper is to examine how perceptions differ in Latvia among various social, political, ethnic, and economic groupings on environmental issues and the implications of perceptual differences for environmental policy decision-making.  Accomplishing this goal involved assessing the environmental policy development process, historical issues, the role of scientific research, the roles and perceptions of both those involved in policy and the lay public, as well as the role of stakeholders such as business interests and multilateral organizations, including the World Bank, EBRD, UN, and European Union. 

I began by attaining an understanding of both the legacy of the Soviet experience in Latvia and then focused on the current system for environmental policy development with specific focus on opportunities and impact of public participation.  This was largely accomplished through literature review, discussion and interviews with people involved in these issues both historically and today, as well as participation in seminars organized by the Ministry of the Environment and various NGOs.

While literature review, discussions, and seminars were an ongoing process, once I had attained a basic historically grounded context for the current situation, I used my research to develop a survey on environmental perceptions. Members of NGOs, the Environmental Ministry, students from three schools, the ex-pat community, and members of the general public filled out the instrument.  Analysis of the results of the survey, discussions with scholars, legislators, officials involved in policy making as well as the lay public, and my literature review provided the source material for completion of the case study.
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Chapter One

What We Can Learn from Decision Making Psychology Regarding the Need for Representative Participation and How to Approach Participation to Limit Cognitive Biases

An Argument for Inclusion of a Diverse Representative Grouping of Local Populations in Environmental Policy Decision Making

Introduction

Should the public be in included in the decision making process in environmental risk management?  If so, who should be included and what should be the extent of their involvement?  I argue that a wide representative grouping of the public must be included for effective environmental management due to limitations in expert knowledge, disagreement among experts, the validity of lay perceptions, and the importance of including those directly impacted.  

To maintain focus on the subject of this paper, this chapter is used to review literature specifically focusing on studies of participatory decision-making psychology most relevant to environmental policy settings.  First I present some general findings from the psychometric paradigm, one of the primary tools that has been used to show the importance of public involvement.  Next, I demonstrate research that specifically shows why expert opinion alone is not adequate.  Following a review of the reasons for public involvement and a brief discussion of critiques, I present some of the current methodology for including the public in decision-making.  I conclude with a summary of the reasons and methods for public involvement.  

Finucane (in press) states that, “in general, by facilitating public participation in both risk assessment and risk management, decision processes become more democratic, the relevance and quality of technical analysis is improved, and the legitimacy and public acceptance of the resulting decisions is increased.”  What is the evidence for this?  To begin, it is helpful to have an understanding of some of the general benefits of groups for decision-making.

Cognitive Errors and the Need for Group Decision Making

Prior to examining the need for public involvement, it is important to understand the function of a group in making good management decisions.  Heath, C., Larrick, R. P, & Klayman, J. (1998) provide many examples of individual cognitive shortcomings to show that individuals produce systematic errors that can and often are corrected by working with a group, which keeps decision making in check.  Despite individual human shortcomings, humans working in groups have demonstrated remarkable capacity to do highly complex tasks, such as manned lunar flight.  

Heath et al. (1998) discuss various repairs that organizations can make to individual cognitive errors.  For example, individuals are generally overconfident in their judgments and estimates of their capabilities.  An organization or larger group of people helps to limit these overconfident judgments by adhering to procedures and providing feedback between individuals McDaniels, T. L., Gregory, R .S., & Fields, D. (1999, p. 498) point out that, “individuals naturally respond to complex tasks by using their judgmental instincts to find an easy or adequate way through the problem at hand.  Individuals can’t create a wide variety of alternatives.”   

Though there are potential problems that can happen in group decision making, such as “groupthink” in which a pattern of collective thinking can develop which might hinder the potential benefits of a group, inclusion of facilitators trained in such situations can eliminate these problems.  For example, a facilitator who observes the manifestation of groupthink dynamics can help transform this situation into one of “teamthink” in which divergent views and open expression are encouraged, allowing each individual to add to the decision, thus facilitating the potential for a synergy in which the whole is greater than the parts (Matsumoto & Juang, 2004, p. 458).

As I later demonstrate, diverse stakeholder input for creating alternatives is necessary for effective policy decisions.   Next I examine findings from the psychometric paradigm on expert and individual perceptions to point specifically to the validity of public involvement instead of just groups of experts.

Findings From the Psychometric Paradigm

The psychometric paradigm has been an important tool for understanding the importance of public involvement in management of environmental risk.  This technique is basically a tool for quantifying perceived risks and benefits through procedures such as factor analysis and multidimensional scaling.  Using the psychometric paradigm to examine perceptions of risk, Slovic (1987) found that public perceptions of risks have a strong impact on how society chooses to manage hazards to humans.

Risks were found to load primarily on two factors:  the degree a risk is known/observable and the amount of dread and individual control one has over the risk.   Following analyses of the complex patterns displayed in his data, Slovic (1987) concluded that lay perceptions of risk are much richer and contain legitimate information not found in typical expert views.  Experts typically base risk assessments primarily on the number of potential fatalities from a given risk and ignore the subtleties used by lay people.  This work was an initial indicator that public perception is important for judgment and decision-making in environmental risk because it contains potentially important complexities not considered by experts.

Axelrod, L. J., McDaniels, T., & Slovic, P. (1999) applied these techniques to understand public perception of environmental issues and provided specific examples of the validity of public input.   For example, lay people perceive a lack of control over natural hazards not directly caused by human intervention.  As a result of this sense of lack of control, they may become more complacent and fail to respond to the seemingly uncontrollable situation.  If key representatives of a community were included in the decision making process to plan for a potential natural disaster, a sense of greater control might be achieved resulting in more adequate preparations (Axelrod et al., 1999; McDaniels, T. L., Axelrod, J., Cavanagh, N. S., & Slovic, P. 1995; McDaniels, T. L., Axelrod, J., Cavanagh, N. S., & Slovic, P. 1997).  Axelrod et al. (1999) conclude that understanding perceptions is important for establishing general practices for disseminating information and guiding environmental management.

Shouldn’t We Just Leave This Up to the Experts?

Expert and lay perceptions of risk often differ; expert opinions are based almost entirely on expected annual mortality, while lay perceptions are based on a complex interplay of, “uncertainty, dread, catastrophic potential, controllability, equity, risk to future generations...” (Slovic, 1996).   Because of this complex interplay, education through the recitation of risk statistics has little impact on lay perception.  Slovic (1996) argues that, “...understanding these differences and recognizing the subjective nature of risk assessments, should encourage risk professionals to emphasize institutional, procedural and societal processes rather than quantitative risk assessments and to include interested, affected citizens as legitimate partners in decisions on risks.”  The complex intuitive system of judgment used by the lay populace has legitimate value-laden concerns that are not addressed by raw mortality numbers and other statistics used by experts in risk and toxicology (Slovic, 1996).

Not only do expert and lay perceptions differ, expert judgments of risk can also differ from each other and are strongly influenced by opinion.  Kraus, N., Malmfors, T., & Slovic, P. (1992) surveyed members of the society of toxicology and the lay public regarding beliefs in the toxicity of substances.  Interestingly, prior judgments about other issues and affiliation with industry, academia, or government, strongly impacted on judgments of toxic risk.  Toxicologists were found to have lower perceptions of risks for hazards than members of the general public. Whereas the experts believe that dose is very important for risk judgments, members of the public usually have zero tolerance for substances that they consider toxic.

Slovic, P., Malmfors, T., Krewski, D., Mertz, C. K., Neil, N., & Bartlett, S. (1995) reproduced the study done by Kraus et al. (1992) with similar results in Canada, which indicates that, the discrepancy within expert groupings and between experts and the public is not just a U.S. phenomenon.  Slovic et al. (1995) also elaborated on the fact that experts, like the public, had a lack of confidence in animal studies for predicting risks to human health.  This is interesting because animal studies are often used for creation of dose response curves.  Similarly to the public, toxicologists also had wide disagreement about basic scientific issues and appear to be strongly influenced by heuristic judgments.  These studies point to limitations in risk assessment procedures and trusting that expert opinion alone is necessarily objective and capable of making ideal decisions.   


Arguments Against the Involvement of the Public

Though incorporating public perception of risk in decision making is a noble goal, risk analysts and decision makers are rightly concerned of the ability of different, relatively naive stakeholders, to step into such an obviously complex and involved process which must, by nature, involve uncertainty and value tradeoffs.  Some risk managers might argue that such decision making is difficult even for those who have spent a lifetime of involvement and that naive groups and the public will just interfere and complicate the process further, reducing the ability to make effective or timely decisions (McDaniels et al., 1999).  

Though there have clearly been successful examples of public involvement in decision-making, there are many contrary examples of failure and dissatisfaction.  Gregory (2000, p. 35) states that despite increased public participation, there remains a, “widespread dissatisfaction with the quality and meaningfulness of stakeholder input to many environmental risk-management decisions.”  

Another problem is how to achieve a representative grouping from the public.  Though decision makers might like to include the public in the process, those included might not be representative because some might feel that they either don’t have time or would rather just let the experts decide despite the fact that the eventual outcome might be contrary to what their values would prefer (Macgregor, 1994).  Despite these potential problems, as demonstrated by Mcdaniels et al. (1999), involvement of a representative grouping of the local public is important and possible and with trained facilitators, the impact of individual biases can be limited.  

Following their exploration of critiques, McDaniels et al. (1999) present a successful example of the highly controversial management of an electrical generation facility in British Columbia where there was wide acceptance and agreement on the outcome from a process with strong public involvement.  The characteristics that made this project particularly successful were deliberation until the representative group achieved consensus and consideration of relevant objectives and alternatives.  Furthermore, the process used was a key element to the success of the project, in which a clear set of objectives were decided and written down, wide ranging alternatives were considered and modeled, and data collection and views of experts were all incorporated.  This process helped to characterize the potential impacts of different alternatives in ways that were easily understood by the participants.  McDaniels et al. (1999, p. 509) argue that risk management can, in fact, be made more democratic but caution the need for a clear structure that incorporates, “values, meaningful technical information, tradeoffs, and insight.”

Another problem is that presenting environmental health information to laypeople can cause confusion and outrage when there is uncertainty involved.  This has implications for management involving the general populace because usually there will be uncertainty and so critics of diverse inclusion might stress that this indicates that the public should not be involved in the decision making process (Johnson & Slovic, 1998).  In contrast to this, my contention is that if outrage or confusion is present due to uncertainty, this outrage and confusion may well diminish once the public is able to participate in shaping the process.  Control creates responsibility and thus should diminish outrage, as the decision becomes partially the responsibility of the public.

One example of failure of risk management is evident in the efforts to establish a permanent repository for nuclear waste at Yucca Mountain, Nevada.  Experts believe that technical problems can be overcome yet the process is at a standstill due to public discontent.  This example is similar to other situations where a highly participatory environment was created and the process ground to a standstill.  In inclusive decision-making, the risk communicators and experts must consider how information is framed, trust must be developed, and all potential negative consequences must be addressed.  

Though examples such as Yucca Mountain abound, successful counter examples of waste facility employment with public acceptance are also evident and generally involve strong development of community trust (MacGregor, 1994).  MacGregor (1994) argues for early involvement of the public so that their concerns can be included and addressed before plans have been set in an irreversible course.  If the public is completely involved in the decision making process and feels content that they have been adequately heard, they will feel accountable for their role and thus likely work to achieve a solution acceptable to all parties.

How should the public be included?

I have argued that the public should be strongly involved in decision-making but how should this involvement be enacted?  There appears to be some disagreement in the literature regarding details but certain core components are regularly cited.

Wellman, K., Nugent, R., & Gregory, R. (1997) demonstrate one method, multi-attribute utility analysis (MAUT) for examining stakeholder concerns for salmon restoration.   MAUT is a tool used to, “elicit utility functions for each stakeholder group, and then use these to score various alternatives” (McDaniels et al., 1999, p. 501).   Wellman et al. (1997) state that MAUT is useful because it has demonstrated effectiveness in decision making with conflicting objectives and for understanding value trade-offs in complex negotiations.  

In the Wellman et al. (1997) study, this form of analyses was used to determine different stakeholder values for salmon resources in the Willapa Bay ecosystem.  This watershed is currently experiencing increased demands due to growing usage as a vacation area for residents of Seattle, Washington and Portland, Oregon.  Analyzing the economic makeup and interacting with different people throughout the community identified fourteen groups of stakeholders, including fishers, environmentalists, timber interests, farmers, and other citizen groups.   In this example, the MAUT helped to find where stakeholders agreed so that quantitative information regarding resource impact and development of the most comprehensive and least damaging alternative could be balanced with the needs of different stakeholders.  Previous efforts at management had not worked because they were largely based on needs stated by ecologists while ignoring the priorities of other stakeholders (Wellman et al., 1997).  Though MAUT analyses are useful for identifying common ground for creating ideal decisions, this approach requires a great deal of time and effort from all parties and thus might not always be practical. 

Though Heath et al. (1998) provide evidence for the possible function of a group to repair individual cognitive errors, McDaniels et al. (1999) point out the difficulties involved in group decision making which is unaided by structured processes.  For example, groups often establish entrenched positions limiting possibilities for representative compromise and resulting in alienation of individuals with differing perspectives.  Group decisions inclusive of public perception should consider how to describe social and individual objectives in defining decision tasks.  McDaniels et al. (1999: 501) believe that the public should be explicitly involved but guided by experts in decision-making and policy through a clearly defined structure using these five steps:

1. What ends (objectives) are important to achieve in selecting a management alternative for the question at hand?

2. What alternatives can be constructed to achieve these objectives?

3. What information is needed to characterize the impacts of these alternatives, in terms of measures for the stated objectives?

4. What tradeoffs arise in selecting among the alternatives?

5. What alternatives can the participants support?

McDaniels et al. (1999) used these steps in the decision process for water management in an environment near an electrical generation facility.  First they conducted interviews with informants to determine preliminary objectives for discussion.  After fifteen meetings where they used the steps above, complete consensus on all major issues was reached by diverse group of stakeholders who remained happy with the decisions at least 1 year after the policies were enacted.

Public participation has increased on many fronts in environmental management and risk policy decision-making through opinion polls, focus groups, town-hall meetings, open houses, and advisory committees.  Despite attempts at inclusive participation, often the decision makers simply make cursory efforts and then interpret the information by themselves, ultimately reducing the impact and consideration of expert scientific opinion and the discounting the needs of lay people in the community.  Gregory (2000) believes that extensive involvement must be considered in an inclusive fashion to remain meaningful in meeting the needs of stakeholders.  To meet these objectives, the risk decision-making process should include a forum for deliberation and devices for consideration of the technical analyses.  

Unfortunately, so far there have been few demonstrations for how to best incorporate people at all levels of the decision making process. A structure needs to be developed for maintaining a discourse throughout the decision making process, which will incorporate the most current scientific knowledge while maintaining effective communication of the economic, social, and health needs of the local population.  Furthermore, methods of incorporating relevant knowledge most appropriately are necessary for creating representative decision making processes.   

In this vein, tools need to be developed that will adequately measure various attributes of stakeholder values and limit cognitive errors made either by individuals or unstructured groups (Gregory, 2000).  The group facilitator should be aware and trained in helping a group to overcome cognitive shortcuts, overconfidence, framing effects, and other psychological traps that might impair decision making.   As Gregory (2000, p. 37) states, “Public participation efforts routinely fail to give sufficient attention to developing the foundation for making a good decision.”  Objectives should be clearly stated with known clear effects on measurement of value (Gregory, 2000).

Often in decision making with stakeholders, the different participants will focus solely on the objectives that they hold to be the most important, such as environmental preservation for environmentalists or continued employment for labor groups.  This can ultimately result in the process breaking down and thus the facilitator should help people to understand that they should focus on the process and not prior biases in order to elicit representative decision-making.  In structured decision-making, “rather than shifting the focus away from the divergent views of participants in favor of consensus, a structured decision making approach looks to the differences in expressed values and objectives as the source of valuable insights that can lead to a broadly acceptable agreement” (Gregory, 2000).

Gregory, R., McDaniels, T., & Fields, D. (in press) are concerned that the recent attempts in the 1990s for inclusion of public have too strongly emphasized dispute resolution for achieving consensus among different stakeholders.   Much of the current focus is based on “alternative dispute resolution” which is a method in which negotiations are made with different stakeholders to avoid prolonged court battles. Gregory et al. (in press) believe that using a simple consensus process is dangerous for creating any kind of meaningful decisions with diverse interest groups because any group can veto any single issue in the process; eventually, enough vetoes will lead to a plan of no plan as some group is likely to be opposed to any individual detail, thus effectively maintaining the status quo.

Gregory et al. (in press) advocate decision aiding where participants work to help participants, “identify their relevant values, define them carefully (using measures or attributes), and set priorities across different concerns.”  Unaided group decisions might result in common problems such as overly stressing group loyalty, maintenance of internal cohesiveness of the group, or rapid decision making due to fatigue at the expense of the needs of the community as a whole.  The group might either work towards a solution to appease group dynamics or conversely the process might break down because group members remain so focused on their agenda, be it environmental, economic, or social, that they lose site of greater objectives that might ultimately be best for their own primary issues.  Similar to McDaniels et al. (1999), Gregory et al. (in press) recommends a five-step system for effective group decision-making.  The five steps that a facilitator should use for guiding his process are (Gregory et al., in press):

1. Clearly characterizes “what matters” to the stakeholders in the form of objectives

2. Creates a set of attractive alternatives

3. Employs the best available technical information to characterize impacts of the alternatives, including uncertainties

4. Identifies the tradeoffs that the alternatives entail

5. Summarizes the areas of agreement, disagreement and reasons for those views among the stakeholders.

The primary difference between this approach and ones which didn’t succeed appears to be asking individual participants: “what alternatives can you support and why?” as opposed to “what alternatives can you agree on”.  Furthermore, the work of Gregory et al. (in press) improves on the earlier list of McDaniels et al. (1999) by incorporating the need for a summary and identification of reasons for areas of agreement and disagreement.  This facilitates a process where the things people can agree on are placed in a clear summarized focus for further deliberation and decision-making.  A facilitator trained in identifying heuristics, such as the “fixed-pie” bias where both parties assume that they are diametrically opposed, can look for areas of joint gains to point out flaws in the heuristics employed (Gregory et al., in press).  Gregory et al. (in press) demonstrate how they, as facilitators, helped the group repair several such heuristics that, if unaided, could have destroyed the decision making process.

Summary and Conclusions

In this paper, I presented reasons for the inclusion of the public in decision-making and some of the methods currently in use.  Though there are different perspectives on what method is the most effective, examination of the five steps outlined by McDaniels et al. (1999) and Gregory (in press) show considerable agreement.  There is strong evidence that groups as a whole make better decisions than individuals and that having diverse representation of stakeholders allows for optimum decisions.  Gregory (in press) also provides well-supported reasons to consider that a decision making process should be structured and facilitated by people trained in recognizing heuristics and eliciting objectives and alternatives.  To conclude, Slovic (1999, p. 700) provides a succinct summary of the reasons for public involvement in decision-making:

The limitations of risk science, the importance and difficulty of maintaining trust, and the complex, sociopolitical nature of risk point to the need for a new approach – one that focuses upon introducing more public participation into both risk assessment and risk decision making in order to make the decision process more democratic, improve the relevance and quality of technical analysis, and increase the legitimacy and public acceptance of the resulting decisions.

Literature Cited
tc \l5 “References 
Axelrod, L. J., McDaniels, T., & Slovic, P. (1999). Perceptions of ecological risk from natural hazards. Journal of Risk Research, 2, 31‑53.  

Finucane, M. L., (in press). Navigating the maze of public opinion: The importance of research on risk perception and decision making in managing environmental health issues. In S. Cameron, N. Cromar, & H. Fallowfield (Eds.), Environmental health in Australia and New Zealand. New York: Oxford University.

Gregory, R. (2000).  Using stakeholder values to make smarter environmental decisions.  Environment, 42, 89-101.

Gregory, R., McDaniels, T., & Fields, D. (in press). Decision aiding, not dispute resolution: Creating insights through structured environmental decisions. Journal of Policy Analysis and Management.

Heath, C., Larrick, R.P., & Klayman, J. (1998). Cognitive repairs: How organizational practices can compensate for individual shortcomings. Research in Organizational Behavior, 20, 1‑37. 

Johnson, B. B., & Slovic, P. (1998). Lay views on uncertainty in environmental health risk assessment. Journal of Risk Research, 1, 261‑279. 

Kraus, N., Malmfors, T., & Slovic, P. (1992). Intuitive toxicology: Expert and lay judgments of chemical risks. Risk Analysis, 12, 215‑232.

MacGregor, D. G. (1994). Risk perception, communication, and community relations (Report No. 94‑11). Eugene, OR: Decision Research.

Matsumoto, D., & Juang, L. (2004). Culture and Psychology (3rd ed.). Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing.

McDaniels, T. L., Axelrod, J., Cavanagh, N. S., & Slovic, P. (1997). Perception of ecological risk to water environments. Risk Analysis, 17, 341‑352.

McDaniels, T., Axelrod, L. J., & Slovic, P. (1995). Characterizing perception of ecological risk. Risk Analysis, 15, 575‑588.

McDaniels, T. L., Gregory, R .S., & Fields, D. (1999). Democratizing risk management: Successful public involvement in local water management decisions. Risk Analysis, 19, 497‑510.  

Slovic, P. (1987). Perception of risk. Science, 236, 280-85.

Slovic, P. (1996, January 1). Experts must respect and include citizens in decisions on risks. Environmental Health Letter, 7.

Slovic, P. (1999). Trust, emotion, sex, politics, and science: Surveying the risk‑assessment battlefield. Risk Analysis, 19, 689‑701. 

Slovic, P., Malmfors, T., Krewski, D., Mertz, C. K., Neil, N., & Bartlett, S. (1995). Intuitive toxicology II: Expert and lay judgments of chemical risks in Canada. Risk Analysis, 15, 661‑675. 

Wellman, K., Nugent, R., & Gregory, R. (1997). Assessing stakeholder values for salmon restoration in Willapa Bay, Washington. Interact The Journal of Public Participation, 3, 38‑55.  

Chapter Two

The Impact of Culture on Group Decision Making Processes

The Importance of Awareness of Potential Differences in Represented Cultures in Participatory Decision Making

Introduction

Earlier in this paper I have argued that cultural elements must be considered in participatory environmental decision-making.  Here I tie this work together with the previous chapter which focused on support for public involvement in environmental decision making by exploring some of the literature on cultural impacts on the decision making process.  I provide specific examples of some of the ways that cultural processes can impact cognitive and decision making processes to demonstrate why these factors must be considered for effective policy.  For a much more complete review of the literature on cross-cultural psychological differences, please see Smith and Bond (1999) and Matsumoto and Juang (2004).

As I am specifically interested in three cultures, Latvia, Fiji, and Belize, I initially attempted to locate literature specifically pertaining to these regions but found little that is directly related to group decision making with potential for extrapolation to situations involving environmental policy.  As a result, I primarily examine literature involving several other cultures demonstrating factors of interest that are important in consideration in group decision making processes.  Prior to the conclusion of this chapter I provide a brief summary of the work I was able to find specifically related to cultural differences in psychology for my case studies and explore their implications for participatory decision making.

As the focus of this paper is primarily on group decision-making in environmental policy, I only briefly discuss the individual cognitive processes with more of a focus on cross-cultural differences in-group dynamics.  First I present two examples pertaining to specific micro-cognitive processes that provide support in demonstrating that cultural differences are found in some cognitive processes while other processes may be identical across cultures.  Following a brief examination of the impact of culture on individual cognitive processes, I explore work that delves into larger scale dynamic processes found in groups.

Along with each highlighted study, I point to concerns which demonstrate the difficulty found in this research and further support the central thesis of this work that policy must be fundamentally driven by a representative grouping of the local populace and that many of these problems could be limited if the research and policy is locally guided.  The primary aim of this chapter is to point to the fact that these factors must be considered for policy to be effective.  If policy were to be enacted from a non-local level, I argue that to adequately inform this policy one would have to conduct individual targeted studies to investigate both within and between cross-cultural psychological differences on any potential factors involved in the policy and that these studies could still suffer from various complex problems prone to this field of research.  

As there are a wide variety of potential problems in conducting such studies, I believe that the simplest means would be, in key with the rest of this work, to have policy enacted by a representative grouping of the local populace, which would implicitly result in inclusion of potentially important implications for cultural factors in designing policy.  

Cultural Differences in Individual Cognitive Processes 

There is considerable evidence that cultural differences can have a dramatic impact on individual cognitive sub processes.  For example in a cross cultural examination of individual cognitive processes, Oishi and Diener (2003) use an anagram puzzle and basketball task to examine how Asian Americans and European Americans differ in their memory of performance and decisions regarding future task choice and level of enjoyment on future tasks.  The authors found that, in contrast to Asian Americans, European Americans remembered their task one performance significantly better and that their choice and enjoyment in task two was significantly predicted by their performance in task one.  The researchers point to how these findings support previous research that indicate lower levels of satisfaction, more self criticism, and a greater interest in self improvement for East Asians, whereas North Americans display higher levels of life satisfaction, see themselves in a positive light, and tend to focus on aspects at which they already do well.

Though Oishi and Diener (2003) provide an interesting study with support for previous research, a very small sample size (18 European Americans and 25 Asian Americans) and the fact that samples were taken from undergraduate classes reflecting limited age and education ranges make strong conclusions problematic.  Many of the Asian students had English as a second language, which could also have biased the results; especially considering the task was anagrams, which are language intensive.  Alleviating some of this concern is the fact that Asian students solved more anagrams than the European students (6.6 compared to 6.4).  In the basketball task, again we might have some bias because possibly one culture spends more time in this activity and is thus feels more comfortable engaging in it.

Despite evidence such as the Oishi and Diener study which point to cultural differences for some tasks, other studies also indicate that some cognitive processes truly do function similarly cross culturally.  In this vein, Granberg (1999) presents a cross-cultural comparison of the Monty Hall dilemma, a two-stage decision problem of conditional probability.  Previous studies have shown that when subjects are given a choice of three doors, one of which contains a prize and then one of the not selected doors is revealed as not containing the prize, when allowed the option of switching to the other door not opened, subjects generally incorrectly choose to stay on their initial choice even though the best choice would be to switch. The option of switching provides a 2/3 probability of winning the prize whereas it is incorrectly perceived as 50/50.  Granberg (1999) found that subjects in all cultural groups (Brazil, Sweden, and the United States) chose the poor choice most often.

Though this study provides evidence that the Monty Hall dilemma may be a universal cognitive illusion Granberg (1999) also caution against strong inferences without replication in other cultures.  The author also points out that, though the question achieved adequate back translation, possibly some of the underlying semantic meanings of the things being asked might be different in these cultures and thus more work needs to be done.  For example, this dilemma focuses on winning a car and was asked in China where there are few cars and also people aren’t used to the format of a game show which is the basis of the dilemma.  

From my review and examination of the literature, including the aforementioned manuscripts of Smith and Bond Smith (1999) and Matsumoto and Juang (2004), it appears that though there is considerable research indicating cross cultural difference or similarity on various psychological traits, including personality, emotional expression, and time perspective, more research needs to be done to better understand how individual cognitive biases might differ in different cultures.

Cultural Differences in Group Processes 

Participatory Decision Making

There is a large amount of support for the contention that culture significantly impacts group interaction and specifically group decision making.  Sagie and Aycan (2003) argue that culture is a key cause of difference in participative decision making  (PDM) processes and approaches throughout the world.  They further provide support for their opinion that sub-cultural and organizational cultural differences might explain a significant amount of the variance in PDM within nations.  To examine these theories, they focus on differences in individualism-collectivism and power distance in relation to four common PDM approaches: collective PDM, pseudo PDM, paternalistic PDM, and face-to-face PDM.  The authors believe that culture is a major determinant of the style of PDM at each level of organization. 

Sagie and Aycan (2003) provide a useful elaboration of PDM processes in general and specifically in relation to cultural dimensions such as individualism and collectivism.  The authors provide detail on specific cultural factors that might cause variance in decision-making and also demonstrate ideas for how PDM might be modified within different cultural settings. Though their study is relatively general and does not provide much in the way of empirical hypothesis testing it provides a useful connecting piece between experimental decision-making and policy decision-making.

Lam, S. K., Chen, X., & Schaubroeck, J. (2002) study the effect of participatory decision making on employee performance for subjects in branches of the same organization in Hong Kong and the U.S.  The researchers found that self-efficacy in relation to decision-making and ideocentrism moderated the relationship between the perception of opportunity for participatory decision-making and individual performance.  This paper examines culture in relation to two fundamental concepts: the construct of allocentrism which is the concept of how much one views collective goals as more important and the concept of ideocentrism which is the concept of how much one prioritizes individual goals over collective goals.  This paper concludes by demonstrating that U.S. participants scored higher on ideocentrism, and reported higher self-efficacy, whereas Hong Kong participants scored higher on allocentrism and reported higher collective efficacy.  The authors further argue for the implications of these differences for management styles and propose that management should take individual cultural and other differences into account when considering possible methods of participatory decision-making.

Lam et al. (2002) used a robust methodological framework with a large subject pool, back translation for questionnaires, and seemingly representative samples.  This paper provides important points regarding participatory decision making with demonstration that certain underlying cognitive factors that might vary within cultures might be more important than generalized cultural influence even though the shape of underlying cognitive factors might have greater similarities in certain cultures than others.

Expert and Lay Opinion

Of particular interest for the focus of this paper and policy decisions in relation to public participation are differences found between experts and the lay public in different cultures.  Finucane (2002) examines the influence of cultural factors on perceptions of risk and the implications of such perceptions for decision-making that incorporates both the lay public and experts in different cultural settings in Europe, the US, and developing countries.  Finucane (2002) focuses on a contrast of the contextual factors in the U.S., Europe, and developing countries in relation to perceptions of issues relating to genetically modified (GM) foods.  The fundamental thesis is that cultural values in different areas profoundly impact perceptions of risks of new technologies and that these cultural differences must be considered for effective communication and decision-making.

The analysis of Finucane (2002) provides an overview on the differences in reaction to GM goods in different cultural settings and their potential implications for policy.  Finucane (2002) provides a particularly interesting examination of risk in relation to cultural factors with the argument for the need for greater public involvement in all three cultural settings examined.   Specifically Finucane (2002) demonstrates that public support enhances implementation of risk decisions, that non-specialists have important knowledge for the process, and that normative views also dictate that the government should establish consent of the governed. This paper provides a bridge between those focusing on cognitive processes and others that give greater details about how public participation might occur in different settings and what specific implications might exist for public policy as a result of socio-cultural factors. 

Harris and Nibler (1998) compare the decision-making ability of individuals, in-groups, and minimal groups in Hong Kong and the U.S., to that of experts.  They used individuals, groups of five people that know each other, and groups of five people without connection, as comparison groups.  Harris and Nibler (1998) defined decisions similar to those of people classified as experts as the most effective.  Harris and Nibler (1998) found that Chinese in-groups were more effective than Chinese minimal groups and that U.S. minimal groups outperformed U.S. in-groups.  Furthermore, they found that Chinese groups under performed US groups, that they took 3 times longer in deliberation, and that they perceived their interactions as more conflict ridden and intense.  They hypothesize that the differences in minimal versus in-groups result from cultural differences in bonding structures.  They postulate that individuals in intimately bonded groups in collectivist cultures, like China, are more aware of their hierarchical status and thus not concerned with engaging in conflict where the rule structure is already dictated.  U.S. in-groups, on the other hand, might suppress their full abilities because they want to repress such possible hierarchies.

Though examination of Harris and Nibler (1998)’s study points to the possibility that hierarchy might perform different functions in China and the US, more work needs to be done to fully draw such conclusions.  Social bonds in the US might be primarily for non-performance related functions whereas in China these groupings (or at least the ones the researchers chose) might be more practically aimed for problem solving.  Several factors from this article should be considered in future studies:  1) The researchers administered the task only in English arguing that the Chinese students didn’t have a problem with understanding but did not provide adequate proof or examination of potential problems arising from this issue, 2) The researchers compared two fairly different groups (fraternities/sororities in the US with a not well elaborated choice of the networks of ‘key students” in China, and 3) the researchers had no elaboration on the process used for determining validity of expert opinion beyond saying that subject groups were compared to experts in the U.S. Merchant Marine.  Perhaps experts in the Hong Kong Merchant Marines would have differing opinions?  Furthermore, future studies should address how to select who is considered an expert (Harris & Nibler, 1998).  

Nibler and Harris (2003) aim to replicate and expand on the previously cited Harris and Nibler (1998) study to investigate the influence of culture on effectiveness of intra-group conflict resolution and group decision making processes.  They used five member groups from Hong Kong and the U.S. to determine the influence of friendship bonding on the effectiveness of decision-making and task conflict levels in these two different cultures.  They found that U.S. participant performance and task conflict levels varied together with U.S. poor performance and low levels of task conflict in strangers and high levels of both conflict and performance in U.S. friendship groups.  Chinese groups were found to have high levels of conflict and poor performance levels regardless of friendship status.  They suggest that their study gives support for culture specific task conflict advantage for individualistic cultures in which members might feel more comfortable expressing and exchanging differing ideas and opinions.

Nibler and Harris (2003) along with Harris and Nibler (1998), provide interesting, yet seemingly very contradictory results.  In Nibler and Harris (2003), it appears that individualistic cultures such as the U.S. strongly benefit from friendship bonds whereas in the Harris and Nibler (1998) study, the conclusions implied that collectivist cultures were those benefiting of such bonds.  Future work would benefit from understanding the reasons for these seemingly contradictory findings. 

 Harris and Nibler (1998) refer to “in-groups” whereas Nibler and Harris (2003) talk about friendship groups.  Future work would benefit from elaboration on the possible differences between such groupings, especially since it appears that the methodology for recruiting participants was the same in both of the articles (fraternities and sororities in the US and key students in Hong Kong).  As in the previous study, the 2003 study only used English without adequate justification for possible differences (especially considering both studies showed poorer time performance in the Hong Kong sample which may well have resulted from attempting to be clear on the correct definitions in what may have been a second language for the Hong Kong participants).  Task specific biases were also not adequately addressed.  Both studies use an abstract exercise focusing on skills in being lost at sea; previous knowledge of such skills might well vary widely in different cultures.  The researchers point to a variety of interesting possible cultural difference such as Chinese participants being more algorithmic and U.S. participants being more reliant on interpersonal interaction in decision-making but adequate support for these theories is not offered.  The researchers themselves point to several possible weaknesses in their study, including the possibility of use of response sets, sample bias, and task bias (Harris & Nibler, 1998; Nibler & Harris, 2003).
Escalation for Project Commitment

Greer and Stephens (2001) who examine the tendency towards escalation of commitment in projects for Mexican and U.S. decision makers demonstrated further support for cultural differences.  The authors found that Mexican subjects were more likely to proceed to escalation and have more confidence in escalatory decisions.  Decision makers in both countries escalated commitment decisions upon hearing bad news from subordinates.  The context for this study is attempting to understand the common poor decision of continuing investments in projects that are not providing returns and seeing if such practices are similar cross-culturally.  

Greer and Stephens (2001) also provide a nice contextual literature review that relates the concepts presented to basic decision-making theory such as the prospect theory work of Kahneman and Tversky.  Methodologically their study is interesting because it examines culture as a moderator variable instead of as a main effect.  This paper also points to how cultural dimensions have changed over time and must regularly be recalculated and updated to ensure validity in comparison studies.  Though these authors provide an interesting context and multiple hypotheses for the apparent cultural difference (such as machismo in Mexican culture causing decision makers to be more wary of changing decisions), I’m interested to find out if the impact of escalation is equally detrimental in both cultural settings.  Possibly in Mexico escalation is actually a more valid decision than in the U.S. during circumstances of apparent financial loss due to some, as yet unknown factors.  This study is interesting in terms of participatory decision making because Mexico is viewed as a more hierarchical culture than the U.S. where decisions are solely the responsibility of decision makers, whereas the management culture in the U.S. is viewed as more accepting of participatory and egalitarian ideologies.

Ethics and Policy

Jackson (2001) presents a 10 nation empirical study used to examine cultural differences in how business managers deal with ethical gray areas, such as bribery, insider dealing, and pollution in management decisions.  Countries were chosen to allow for examination of variation on the cultural dimensions of collectivism-individualism and uncertainty avoidance.  Jackson (2001) states that his study confirms that elaborations of these dimensions explain much of the difference in ethical attitudes among differing cultural groups and that national differences are often due to differences in cultural values.  He furthermore believes that his study provides support for the idea that, though ethical attitudes differ among different cultural groups, the perception of other managers as more unethical than themselves is a universal for those cultures under study.  

Jackson (2001) incorporated a fairly large sample size of 425 participants from 10 different nations.  A relatively extensive literature review and discussion is incorporated that provide a detailed context of the specific cultural dimensions under study and their relationship to managerial ethics and decision-making.  The nations examined are also relatively diverse, including representatives of each common combination of cultural dimensions.  These include the U.S., France, the People’s Republic of China, and India.  The author also points to possible future improvements in measuring cultural dimensions, especially in relation to the subject of managerial ethics.  Though effort at back translation was made, only Spanish and Chinese samples received non-English versions of the instruments, thus possibly resulting in second language bias.  In general this study is based on a strong methodological framework with instruments validated for reliability in all cultures studied.  Furthermore, Jackson (2001) provides support for his hypothesis of a cultural universal and also cultural differences.  

Rahim, M., Afzalur, M. Nace, R., Antonioni, D., & Rahman, S (2001) attempt to determine whether justice relationships differ between U.S. employees and Bangladesh employees.  To accomplish this they use hierarchical regression analyses to examine the interaction of distributive, procedural, and interactional justice with organizational commitment and turnover intension in the U.S. and Bangladesh.  Four samples were examined: U.S. Faculty, U.S. Managers, Bangladesh Faculty, and Bangladesh managers.  Rahim et al. (2001) state that there is more variance within the four sub-samples than between the two cultural groups examined.

A potential flaw in the study conducted by Rahim et al. (2001), to which the authors point, is that classical factors used in cross cultural psychology, such as individualism versus collectivism and degree of inequality in power, are not directly measured in these samples.  The researchers go by the assumption that Bangladesh would be similar to India and Pakistan because of their historical proximity and the claim that these countries are similarly different from the U.S. on cultural dimensions.  Closer examination of the numbers they provide indicate though that both Pakistan and India independently vary widely on the dimension scales and thus the assumption of homogeneity of these three countries and further whether Bangladesh’s has an equivalent place on these dimensions is in question (India was 10th/21st, Pakistan 32nd/47th and U.S. 38th/1st on power distance and individualism respectively).  Other concerns relate to sample selection.   While Bangladesh had reasonable response rate, the U.S. sample was comprised of a relatively small percentage of respondents (154/750 for U.S. Faculty and 148/427 for U.S. managers).  Also, age ranges and work experience appear significantly different cross-culturally.  Furthermore, as in many studies, the questionnaire was asked only in English, thus possibly resulting in second language bias.  Though the authors indicate that their study supports the view that the same normative measurements can be used cross culturally, concerns about sample differences and inadequate analyses of other cross cultural variables put into question the advisability of drawing such conclusions without further research.

Cultural Differences Specific to Latvia, Fiji, and Belize

Though I had difficulty finding sources specifically directly related to cultural differences in participatory group decision making for my case study areas, I did find some references indicating possible cultural psychological differences which might indirectly influence the decision making process.  For example, Lelkes (2002) provide results of a World Values Survey from 1996 in which only three percent of Latvians rated themselves as very happy.  This is the lowest number of any group presented, with values typically in the range of fifteen to thirty percent and as high as forty two percent for Iceland and Ireland. Diener and Tov (in press) provide further support for low levels of comparative happiness in Latvia with a mean life satisfaction level at 5.27 out of ten, indicating Latvia was in 55th place out of 68 countries, topped by Puerto Rico at 8.49 (for reference, the United States was thirteenth from the top at 7.66). 

Particularly interesting for the present report is the work of Au (1999).  Au found that Latvians had the highest mean level of pride in work out of 42 cultures shown but had one of the lowest mean levels of freedom in decision making.  In this study, Latvians had approximately average levels of job satisfaction and appreciation for change and new ideas.

Though one potential avenue that might initially appear promising in situations with a lack of adequate data on specific cultural differences would be to examine studies with apparently similar cultures and assume similarities to the culture in which one is planning policy, there are inherent problems with making such assumptions.  Embarking in such practice may appear to save time and money but the long-term policy might well suffer.  For example, Smith and Bond (1999) provide summary results indicating that Estonians are very high on conservatism and thus one might assume that Latvians are also high in this regard because both are Baltic states with various historical factors in common.  As the following study shows, this could be a dangerous assumption and individual cultural studies should ideally be conducted for any given study area with specific focus on the factors which might be of interest if an outside source is hoping to inform policy.

Despite possible similarities on some levels between the Baltic States, work, such as that of Liubiniene (2003) demonstrates that these countries can also differentiate dramatically. Liubiniene (2003) showed that Latvia, Lithuania, and Estonia all differentiated on attribution of importance to such factors as family health, world peace, honoring parents, social justice, social life, wealth, self fulfillment, self-discipline, variance in life, being influential, euthanasia, divorce, abortion, avoidance of fairs, homosexuality, prostitution, stolen goods, suicide, accepting bribes, and social benefits.  Furthermore, Liubiene (2003) demonstrated that contrasts are found between various age groups even within these cultures, with demonstrated differentiation between three groups: ages 18-29, ages 30-49, and ages 50-75.

Even within countries there can be dramatic cultural variation, which must be considered.  For example one might decide to enact a policy that assumes residents of Fiji are high on levels of conformity following perusal of work such as that presented by Smith and Bond (1999) who provide summary results of studies indicating that Fiji is very high in conformity.  The fallacy in this assumption is apparent in further examination; later on in the same manuscript Smith and Bond (1999) indicate that these conformity studies might have been done on the Indian population alone.  Possibly Indians and Fijians (both large groups within Fiji) vary dramatically in their levels of conformity.  

The issue of cultural variation within a country is of specific important for consideration in the three countries that I have primarily studied.  Along with the original inhabitants, Latvia has a large populace of Russians, Fiji has a large populace of Indians, and Belize has seven major ethnic groups with potentially important cross-cultural differences. 

This issue is even further compounded by the strong component of intra-cultural variation (ICV), which is often ignored within studies of cultural psychology.  ICV is a measurement of the way a characteristic is distributed within a culture (Au, 1999).  As Au (1999) demonstrates in a study of 42 cultures, there is dramatic variance on some characteristics within cultures themselves, whereas other characteristics are relatively homogonous on an individual cultural basis.

Summary and Conclusions


This chapter provides a cursory literature review with the primary point being to demonstrate that cultural factors can have significant impact on cognitive and, more importantly for the present document, group decision making processes.  Cultures do not always differ on any given aspect but before adopting any policy based on a different culture or creating any new decision making process, it is important to consider these factors.

The literature demonstrates that cultural differences do exist in cognitive biases and group decision-making processes.  Furthermore, though there is a relatively large amount of literature in this direction, many of the studies have possibly serious flaws, such as being conducted in participants’ second language and inadequate attention to biases of the researchers conducting the study.

For this reason, I argue that this further supports my primary thesis that representative groupings of the local population are the most ideal people to enact policy.  Policy makers from a different culture may well not reflect the needs of local cultures and thus create a situation in which the local residents refuse to participate in any created policies.  If a truly representative local grouping is driving the policy, the needs created by potential cultural differences of the involved groups are much more likely to be incorporated.  An outside party that is fully unaware of how factors differentiate in the target population’s culture from their own, or even one who has knowledge of findings of some cross cultural studies could fail because of an inadequate knowledge of the local culture. 

Decision-making conducted by a representative local grouping is implicitly going to be informed by relevant cultural factors.  Furthermore, this chapter demonstrates that as these factors can differ across cultures, if one is adopting theory from another culture, ideally local researchers would examine the work and, if necessary, conduct studies to examine whether relevant cognitive and group decision making biases function in the same ways for their own situation. 

The potential impacts of cultural differences are of primary import for the three cultures presented as case studies.  All three are multi-cultural societies and all three have policy that is largely impacted by other countries.   Latvia has recently acceded to the European Union.  As was earlier demonstrated in this volume, oftentimes environmental policy in smaller or less wealthy countries can be driven by larger and wealthier states and oftentimes also with inadequate results. 

The British Common Wealth and more recently the United States have historically impacted Belize and Fiji.  Latvia is in an interesting position as a new member state in the European Union because other member states of the European Union, particularly those with more money, might be interested in enacting policies without adequately considering differences found in the Latvian populace and thus these policies could well fail if cultural and other local factors are not adequately taken into account.  I argue that the only way for effective policy to be enacted in these countries is to create a situation in which a representative local grouping is the primary architect of the decision making process.
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Chapter Three

Public Perception And Implications for Environmental Policy in Latvia

Abstract

I administered a brief survey to seven different subsets of the population of Latvia to assess perceptions of environmental issues within the subgroups examined.   Factor analyses indicated that the survey measured nine distinct factors. Group differences on these factors and individual questions were examined.  Correlation of factors and questions with demographic variables, including religion, income, age, and gender were also examined.  Support was lent for the hypothesis that greater connection with environmental issues, either intellectual or through direct connect with land, results in increased concern for issues of environmental protection.  This indicates that fostering an increased connection with the natural environment will facilitate awareness.  Significant differences between environmental ministry members and members of the public on key issues are discussed.  The study is concluded with a discussion of shortcomings and suggestions for future work.

Introduction

In order to incorporate the public in the decision making process, one must first understand what the public believes and how they believe they should be involved.  Though there has been some work on examining general issues of public perceptions on participation in Latvia, environmental issues in the Baltic State of Estonia, and for one localized region of Latvia involved in environmental protection, Latvia currently has a dearth of knowledge in terms of specific examination of general perceptions of environmental issues held by the public and key stakeholder groups.  This report aims to begin to alleviate this deficiency and to help identify methods for better incorporating the public in future environmental policy decision-making.

General Issues of Public Participation in the Transition Period

 
There have been several attempts by different organizations in Latvia to assess public opinions on policy matters.  As my focus is on environmental issues I describe the current state in that sphere below but first will briefly speak on general participation in policy in Latvia through examination of the generalized work of Zepa (1998) who studied participation in the transition period between 1990 and 1998 using analysis of documents, a variety of surveys, and group discussions with leaders and participants of NGOs.

Zepa (1998) generally found that although there was an upsurge around the time that Latvia regained independence, views on the benefits of participation and actual levels of such participation rapidly declined.  The low levels of Latvian participation and enthusiasm for such are highlighted in comparison to Norwegian levels that are often two or more times as high.  Another reason for the low level of participation and interest in such may be that, like other newly democratic countries, including Chile, Byelorussia, Poland, and South Africa, levels of interpersonal trust are much lower in the Baltics compared to Western European countries.  

Though many of these differences may be a result of the Soviet regime, Zepa (1998, p. 49) points out that some survey respondents appear to believe that these differences may in part be simply due to Latvian culture.  This possibility is supported by statements of respondents such as the one of one head of an NGO who said, “Latvians are unsociable.  They are not so communicative, open as people of other nationalities.  They try to resolve their problems on their own.”  Further study would help to better understand the root causes of these hurdles towards effective participation.  

 Baltic Environmental Forum Assessments

Under the auspice of the Baltic Natura 2000 project (BANAT) of the Baltic Environmental Forum (BEF), Lang (2000) conducted an assessment of knowledge, hopes, and fears in the Baltics regarding environmental issues.   The basic premise of this project was to use workshops, habitat classification, and an information campaign to help instigate discussions between stakeholders, politicians, and scientists.  Lang (2000) specifically focused on assessing the views of different groups to help determine the most effective implementation of the program.

The assessment consisted of interviews conducted in the local language of landowners, forest owners, farmers, hunters, fishers, members of the environmental government sector, planning institutions, environmental journalists, environmental NGOs, and regional administrators.  Despite the potential interest of this assessment and project, it appears that only 113 people were interviewed between all three countries and thus the report is more of a starting point for examining potential differences in these groups.  Key points that arose are that all groups are concerned about potential negative financial impacts of sustainable-based development focused primarily towards meeting European Union goals.  Another common concern observed was how beneficial the EU would be to those interviewed.  Unlike members of the other Baltic States, the Latvian population specifically mentioned a fear of more bureaucracy.

Furthermore, this survey pointed to the fact that general concern for the environment is high but actual willingness to participate in activities involving protection is very low.  The reason for this lack of willingness should be addressed.  Is it due to lacking information, awareness of ways to effectively participate, mistrust of bureaucratic or other institutions of power, or some other factor?  

Latvian NGOs specifically pointed to the concern that environmental regulations are often simply done on paper with little actual work realized (Lang 2000).  Prior to the 2000 report, Simanovska (1997) similarly conducted a survey under the BEF of all three Baltic countries but the sample size was low, the analyses presented make conclusions difficult, and the focus was primarily on views of the participant in the seminars on inter-Baltic co-operation rather than on stakeholders and the views of the general populace on environmental issues.

Previous to her more generalized Baltic work, Lang (1999) also conducted an opinion poll of on concepts of nature and environmental consciousness and behavior in Estonia.  Though Lang clearly states that a truly representative sample was not possible and thus not attempted with available resources, it appears that Lang attempted to poll groupings which are at least similar to that found in the general populace with 304 respondents consisting of Estonians, Russians, and others, aged 11 to 70 in general proportion to the actual ratios found in Estonia.  This report was used to examine potential demographic differences on such questions as actions for environment protection and reasons for lack of action (Lang, 1999).  

Several key points are raised in this report with implications for future work with public participation.  Two concerns which could be addressed by more public outreach and education are that most people in Estonia are not more active in environmental protection due to lack of knowledge and that they feel that there is no impact if they do, rather than the often assumed limited time or money.  Of particular interest for the present report are the responses to questions regarding the perceptions of inhabitants regarding their connection with nature and the implications for radically different responses elicited by posing the same question with either nature or environment as the subject.  For example, whereas respondents largely had positive associations with the word “nature” revolving around life, including “good feelings”, “landscapes”, “senses, actions”, “life/flora/fauna”, the word “environment” typically elicited either more negative terms or terms relating to their immediate geographical vicinity, with little consideration for global perspectives.  These terms included, things such as “city waste”, “degradation”, and “surroundings”.  This has important implications for decision making policy because the terminology used to communicate with the public may in fact have strong differences in meaning though some might initially assume that meanings are the same.  

Though a utilitarian view of nature as a place to get away from daily stressors becomes evident in analysis of Lang’s report, 84% of respondents stated that the relationship of humans with nature is that “man [sic] is part of nature.”  Fifty four percent of respondents said that they get in touch with nature during “relaxing time” and 99% of respondents agreed with the statement, “In nature, I can rest and recover”.   Though the general statement that, “man [sic] is part of nature” indicates a basic belief of humans being fundamentally part of their natural environments, the other responses indicate that respondents feel that one can only be truly in touch with one’s place in their natural environment when they are not busy working. I argue, as an outgrowth from the first chapter in this document, that finding ways to make the natural connection more evident throughout daily working lives is important so that these activities may also be environmentally sustainable.  

As in the questions framed on environment and nature, framing of the question for dependence on nature provides dramatically different responses.  When asked if respondents agreed that, “Estonians (or Russians in the case of Russian informants) have a special connection with nature…” nearly all of the subjects agreed.  When asked if, “love for nature is dependent on ethnicity” approximately half of the sample agreed and the other half disagreed.  This again indicates that framing of questions must be carefully considered for possible cognitive biases and furthermore that it might be beneficial to frame questions multiple ways to examine such potential biases.  Though Lang indicates that ethnicity was not generally responsible for differences, on these specific items she states that considerably more ethnic Estonians linked love for nature with ethnicity than Russians who more often linked love for nature with different factors such as value system or personality.  

In general, most respondents expressed support for environmental actions and concern for environmental degradation as well as a belief that the government is not adequately addressing these issues.  Though respondents typically gave themselves reasonably high levels of self reported knowledge of environmental issues, questions directed towards determining levels of knowledge typically evoked fairly poor understanding in terms of current predominant ecological views.  Most respondents also expressed an understanding of limited resources, indicating that conversations on sustainability could be initiated without concern for the need of basic education.  It is also interesting that most respondents agreed with the statements, “we should return to more traditional values and a less materialistic lifestyle to help the environment” and, “I would accept some people losing their jobs if this helped the environment.”

A number of areas needing future research are raised by examination of Lang’s report. Lang states that her analysis indicates that geographical location within Estonia is the primary variable responsible for differences in attitudes.  Though it is possible that this is partially confounded by ethnicity because the three regions did have large disparity in ethnic origin (with one being roughly half Estonian and half Russian and the others predominantly ethnic Estonian), she did not find significant differences when looking at ethnicity alone.  A future analysis might look further into the possibility of ethnic differences by looking at ethnicity by geographic region as well as other possible confounding factors that may be associated with samples in the three regions studied. Another highlighted issue that is also a concern in the present study is the predominance of students as participants.  This is most likely because students are the easiest participants to survey in groups and also generally have more time and willingness to participate in surveys without significant compensation (Lang, 1999).  

Though previous to her poll in Estonia, Lang apparently conducted a similar poll of 180 people to the one described in the Estonia report in Riga, Latvia, I was unable to find a summary of the findings or gain access to the data.  The present report addresses determination of general perceptions in several different groups within three regions in Latvia.

Case Studies Where Public Perception Was Examined in Latvian Environmental Protection

I next briefly discuss two examples where public perception was assessed in environmental policy related initiatives in Latvia.  The first is the Papes Ezera (Lake Papes) protection project and the other is a planning for land zoning project in downtown Riga.  

Lake Papes Project

The Papes Ezera (Lake Papes) project is a project developed by the World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF Latvia).  This project is centered on restoring key ecosystems using systems that integrate the environment with the local economy through development of sustainable forestry, agriculture, and eco-tourism.  Though the Papes region in the Rucava Municipality is named after the large shallow lake centered within it, the area has an abundance of meadows, dunes, shorelines, forests, and wetlands.  Due to the warm winter climate in this area and diverse eco-systems, this lake is an extremely abundant source of migrating birds, including owls, geese, and passerine birds.  The diversity present in this area most likely results from this area being closed from the public during Soviet times.  An important part of the management plan that the WWF incorporated was the introduction of wild horses from Holland to graze the land in hope of helping to manage the meadows because the original species serving in this function no longer exist  (Penke, I., Klave, E. Ergle, A., and Aboma, A. , 1999).

As part of this project, the WWF attempted a representative poll by way of surveying 117 of the 1900 inhabitants of this region.  The function of this survey was to determine public views on the idea of this land becoming a protected area and various subcomponents, including the introduction of wild horses and the possibility of facilitating alternative industries for workers, such as eco-tourism.  After the survey was conducted, the WWF used their analysis to tailor a plan to fit the needs of the local populace.  The Lake Papes project has proved to be a success with a sustainable economy generated around the idea of a natural protected area.  Due in part to the incorporation of the public views in designing this project, the inhabitants of this region have helped facilitate a situation which allows for protection of their natural habitats while incorporating sustainable non-destructive sources of living including eco tourism and sustainable timber harvesting (Penke et al., 1999).

Social Policy Institute Zoning Project

The zoning project was one in which I worked during my Fulbright extension with the Social Policy Institute to determine how the public viewed various plans proposed for zoning streets in the downtown portion of the capital, including more ecologically directed, and more business directed plans.  In this circumstance, due to general public apathy resulting from a perception that their views wouldn’t be incorporated and a view that life is simply too busy, we tried the innovative approach of having a downtown musical concert which incorporated both traditional folk music as well as more modern pop artists with the idea of attracting as wide a grouping of the public as possible.  Informational stands were set up at this concert and the public was asked to fill out brief surveys on how they thought zoning should happen.  In general this project turned out to be a success, attracting a wide array of local citizens who both enjoyed the music and filled out their views on urban environmental planning. 

Purpose of This Study

I decided to do the present study to begin to address the dearth of information on societal views and perceptions in regard to general environmental issues in Latvia. I believe that it is important to understand how different segments of the populace view general environmental issues and participation to help understand both how these views can be incorporated in policy as well as to understand how to model future sub-studies aimed at integrating stakeholders.  Ideally any proposed policy would include the views of all stakeholders, including affected local inhabitants. 

This study is of primary import in order to determine how general views of environmental issues differ in different segments of Latvian society from those in employees of the environmental ministry.  This is needed in order to help facilitate greater access to information and incorporation of the perceptions of different groups in the environmental policy decision process.  

This study is exploratory and should be considered a pilot for a larger study that includes a representative grouping of the populace of Latvia including all major stakeholders and ethnic groups.  For the purpose of this pilot study, I surveyed groups that I had access to, including employees of the Ministry of Environmental Protection and Development, three schools, members of the expat community, and a general sampling of people in Riga.  

Methods

Seven groups comprising 260 individuals were surveyed to provide preliminary analyses on how environmental perceptions in Latvia differ based on religion, gender, age, schooling, and connection with environmental issues.  The school groups were selected to obtain as representative a grouping as possible, over a sizeable geographical region of Latvia, with limited funding. The expat, farmer, and environmental ministry samples were chosen as people who were willing to fill out the survey within these groups with the purpose of contrasting the perceptions of experts, foreigners, and those directly economically tied to the local environment.  The hypothesis was that farmers would be most concerned with local environmental issues due to their direct connection with the land and then experts due to their job connection, whereas the other groups would have significantly lower levels concern.  This study is primarily exploratory with much post-hoc examination as the data available on Latvian perceptions were inadequate for creating detailed a-priori hypotheses.   

Members of each group filled out surveys anonymously, without compensation.  In the school samples, following permission from the principals and teachers available, I was allowed to present my surveys to students and request that they fill them out though abstaining was also clearly allowed.  Abstaining students were told to work on their homework while other students filled out the surveys.

To attain environmental ministry surveys, I established contact with one member and went with him to each department, explained my purpose, and left surveys to be filled out by anyone that was interested.  These surveys were then collected approximately one week later.   

The farmer sample was collected by route of a colleague who was doing an ethnographic study of farmers in Latvia who agreed to bring my survey to each farmer visited.  These farmers were again given the option of filling out the survey.  

The Riga sample and expat (people originating in other countries and temporarily residing in Latvia) sample were simply taken from approaching people that I encountered in restaurants, coffee shops, and pubs and asking if they’d be willing to fill out a survey for no compensation; this last method did not prove particularly fruitful which explains the low sample sizes for these groups.  Along with these I had also collected a sampling of NGO participant surveys but unfortunately the notebook that contained these is missing and thus the data were not included or analyzed.

Participants filled out the survey in Latvian with the exception of those who were more comfortable using English.  Participants who chose to use English surveys were only found in the Jewish school and expat groups.

Measures

The survey was comprised of 18 demographic items, 31 modified five point likert like items, and eight open ended questions.  The 31 likert scale items had anchors at 1 and 5 with categories of “very true”, “somewhat true”, “somewhat not true”, and “not at all true”, as well as the option of  “don’t know.”   Items were used to assess the views of respondents on the current state of the environment in Latvia, importance of environmental protection, cultural viewpoints, views on the respondent’s current emotional and financial state, and participation in environmental conservation.  The survey as translated in English follows this chapter.  Though there were eight open-ended questions, for brevity the present report does not present analysis of these items.

Results

Descriptives

Whole Sample

The entire sample consisted of 260 participants with 111 males and 149 females.  The mean age was 19.10 (SD = 7.04).  Nearly all respondents, excepting the Jewish school and expats, reported some variant of Latvian for ethnicity.  Two hundred nine participants reported “student” as their primary occupation with the others being divided basically along the lines of their sample group (farmers and various fields related to the environmental ministry and a diverse grouping for the miscellaneous other respondents).  Two hundred fifty participants reported their country of origin as Latvia with the balance made by the expat sample as well as two born in Russia and one in Estonia.  

As I was informed participants might not be comfortable reporting exact income, income was rated from 0-5 with 1 being 1-100 Lats and 5 as 500 or more Lats per month.  One Lat is worth approximately 1.86 US dollars. Fifty eight percent reported no income and 28 percent reported 1-100 Lats a month, indicating that most respondents made less than $200 a month.  Only 1.3% of respondents made 500 Lats or more a month ($930 or more).  This is indicative of the frequency of students in the sample and the overall low incomes in Latvia.  For ease of understanding by an international audience, the rest of this chapter uses approximate US dollar amounts in description of income.  

Seventy three percent of respondents reported a middle school education, which is indicative of the sample predominantly being composed of current high school students.  Seven percent had attained a BA and four percent had a graduate degree of some kind.  Twenty seven percent of respondents reported to be Lutheran, 23% to be Catholic, 25% indicated no religion, 7.3% indicated Jewish, and 2.9% indicated Russian Orthodox.  The others were composed of fourteen categories of small sample size and varied responses including various Christian sects, Pagans, and responses that were most likely meant to be humorous, such as “anti-Christian”.

Expats

The expat sample was composed of five males and two females with a mean age of 26.29 (SD = 4.19) all primarily living in Riga, the capital of Latvia.  Forty three percent of this sample reported Latvian as their ethnicity while fifty seven percent reported “American.”  Eighty six percent reported their country of origin as American and 13% failed to report.  Reported monthly incomes for this group varied from zero to $930 or above with three respondents reporting $650-$930.  All respondents in this group were college educated with five claiming a BA and two claiming a graduate degree.  Fifty seven percent of respondents were Catholic, while there was one response for each of the following: Lutheran, miscellaneous Protestant, and none. 

Riga Sample

The miscellaneous Riga sample was composed of five males and six females with a mean age of 22.09 (SD= 2.59).  All reported some variant of Latvian as their ethnicity.  Fifty five percent reported student as their occupation and the others each reported different occupations.  Eighty two percent reported less than $372/month and 18% failed to report.  Eighteen percent of respondents reported completing middle school, 36% reported completing high school, and 45% reported some college education.

Environmental Ministry

The Environmental Ministry sample consisted of six males and eleven females with a mean age of 30.29 (SD = 7.63).  All respondents reported to be Latvian.  Reported occupations included clerk, forest engineer, lawyer, government administrator, accountant, senior reporter, Poland and Hungary Action for the Restructuring of the Economy (PHARE) project assistant, governmental institution supervisor, consultant, and economist.  Fifty three percent reported incomes below $372/month, thirty five percent reported $651-$930 and one respondent reported over $930/month.  Fifty three percent of respondents had a B.A. degree, 41% had a graduate degree, and one respondent had still not finished university.

Jewish School

The Jewish school students consisted of 15 male and 26 female students with a mean age of 13.63 (SD = 1.18) living in downtown Riga.  The primary function of this private school was to provide parents with an opportunity to raise their children with awareness of their Jewish culture and traditions.  Participants reported a variety of ethnicities, including Jewish, Russian, Russian-Jewish, Latvian, Latvian-Jewish and accounted for much of the non-Latvian variance in the overall sample.  The most common responses were Russian Jewish (38.5%) and Russian (20.5%).  All reported student as their occupation.  All but one reported Russia as their country of origin.  Ninety five percent reported no income and 5% report under $186 as their income.  Sixty percent reported completing middle school and forty percent reported completing elementary school.  As the mean age indicates most were middle school students, it is possible that the question was misinterpreted by some students as their current standing in school instead of the intended determination of level completed.

Farmer Sample

The farmer sample was composed of five male and eleven female respondents throughout Latvia with a mean age of 38.31 (SD = 7.85).  All respondents reported Latvian as their ethnicity, cultural identity and country of origin.  Eighty percent reported an income under $186/month and all respondents reported less than $651/month. 

Valmiera School

The Valmiera School sample consisted of 48 males and 48 females with a mean age of 17.19 (SD = 1.03).  Valmiera is an average sized city in central Northern Latvia.  The school sampled was the primary public high school in this city and thus this sample may be considered relatively representative of students of this region.  All students excepting one Ukranian reported some variant of Latvian ethnicity.  Fifty five percent reported no income, 43 reported $1-186 per month. One student reported $186-372 per month and one student reported an income over $930 a month.  From my own understanding all were high school students though two students did report only completion of elementary school.

Skrieveri School

The Skrieveri school sample consisted of 27 males and 45 females with a mean age of 16.69 (SD = 1.44).  Skrieveri is a small to average sized city in central Southern Latvia.  The school sampled was the primary public high school in this city and thus this sample may be considered relatively representative of students of this region.  Nearly all students reported some Latvian variant as their ethnic background though 4% (3 students) reported Russian, one student reported English, and one student reported Polish.  Seventy seven percent of respondents reported non-income and all reported less than $651/month.  Though one only reported completion of elementary school, my understanding is that all were high school students.

Issues for Consideration in Examination of Results

Recode of Missing Don’t Know Response 

An issue which came up in analysis and which must be considered in examination of the following results was that the survey was administered with a Likert scale that listed the fifth answer option as “don’t know” instead of this item being anchored in the center.  

As a result, I compared three methods of data analysis for situations where the “don’t know” response was offered: 1) list wise deletion, 2) deletion of responses using this choice and subsequent imputation using Full Information Maximum Likelihood, and 3) recoding this don’t know response in the middle of the scale, making a 5-point Likert scale and effectively equating “don’t know” to being middlemost between “very true” and “not true at all”.  

Analysis using all three methods provided similar results with nearly identical factor structures and subsequent reliability, ANOVA, and multiple regression analyses.  That all methods produced similar results is particularly interesting as there was considerable variance in the use of this choice.  Though the average use of this choice by question was approximately 15% of respondents, some items, such as question eight, “the government is doing enough to educate people and include them in environmental decision making” had nearly half responses marked as “don’t know”.  

Though Little’s test indicated that the response could be considered missing completely at random (Chi-Square = 6660.614, DF = 6574, p = .224), with further consideration, it became obvious that neither of the deletion methods were adequate as logic showed that the data were in fact not missing at random and thus I chose to use the analyses with “don’t know” recoded as the middle point.  

Reverse Coding

As the initial survey was coded from low to high with “very true” at the bottom of the scale and “not at all true” at the top of the scale, to ease in interpretation of analyses, I subsequently reverse coded all responses so that the scales were analyzed with high values suggesting more agreement with the item.

Sample Size

Though the total number of subjects with complete data was 260, due to limited resources and ability to find members of other subgroups willing to be surveyed, some of the other groupings were relatively small.  In contrast with the adequate sample sizes for the schools, with 96 for the Valmiera School, 72 for the Skrieveri School, and 41 for the Jewish school, the other samples were relatively scant.  There were 17 completed environmental ministry surveys, 16 for farmers, 11 for miscellaneous Riga residents, and 7 for expats.

Psychometrics

Reliability

When measured together, the 31 likert items had adequate reliability (α= .80).  Despite this, as factor analysis resulted in multiple factors and I was interested in exploring the individual items in greater depth, I chose to conduct analyses of the scale on an item and factor level basis.

Factor Analysis

A principal components factor analysis with varimax rotation and Kaiser normalization was run on the interrelation of the 31 quantitative scale items of the instrument. As can be seen in the following scree plot, nine factors were extracted with eigen values above 1.  These factors which are used in the following analyses account for variance in the data for the individual items with the following degrees: factor one 20%, factor two 7%, factor three 5.8%, factor four 5.6%, factor five 5%, factor six 4.8%, factor seven 4%, factor eight 3.9%, and factor nine 3.5%. 
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  Figure 1: Scree Plot of Factors Produced by Factor Analysis

The specific loadings of items of different questions are demonstrated in the following table. Scores were saved out using the regression method so as to have a mean of zero and a variance equivalent to the squared multiple correlations between true factor values and estimated factor scores.  The full questions can be seen in the survey attached at the back of this chapter.  
Table 1:  Rotated Factor Loadings for Thirty-One Scale Items                                                

     Component                                       

     1    2    3    4    5     6    7     8    9     

 Q1  .592                                                                                                

 Q2  .367                                                                                               

 Q3                 .573 .409                                                                          

 Q4  .347                                 .354                                                          

 Q5                 .455                                                                                 

 Q6                            .796                                                                     

 Q7                                       .808                                                          

 Q8                      .756                                                                           

 Q9       .717                                                                                          

 Q10                .682                                                                                

 Q11                                           .792                                                     

 Q12      .470                                 -.521                                                    

 Q13      .397      .423                                                                               

 Q14                                .504  .409                                                          

 Q15                           .788                                                                    

 Q16                     .442       -.557                                                               

 Q17 .801                                                                                               

 Q18 .805                                                                                               

 Q19 .663                                                                                             

 Q20 .730                -.300                                                                          

 Q21 .855                                                                                              

 Q22 .793                                                                                              

 Q23 .359                                                                                               

 Q24 .317      .696                                                                                     

 Q25           .819                                                                                    

 Q26      .353           -.348                                                                         

 Q27      .711                                                                                         

 Q28      .609      .312                                                                               

 Q29      .364 .393 .302                                                                                 

 Q30      .586                                                                                         

 Q31                                .781              

Analysis of the questions with loadings of .3 and above on any factor provided means to label these factors as indicated below.

1. Importance of environmental protection for self

2. Culture and environmental protection

3. Awareness of ways in which one can facilitate environmental protection

4. Importance of environmental protection for economic development and ceasing global environmental problems

5. Importance of a governmental role in environmental education 

6. Happiness and economic stability

7. Economic development as a threat to the environment and support for shutting down polluting factories

8. Hierarchical views and helping environment important for economic growth

9. Environmental protection as responsibility of citizens, not the government.

Analysis by Groups

Factor Level Differences 

Analysis of variance indicated that there was a significant group by factor effect (p < .05). All factors except factor four, “Importance of environmental protection for economic development and ceasing global environmental problems” and factor six, “Happiness and economic stability” displayed significant differences (p < .05) by group.  I next use graphs and an exploration of LSD post hoc comparisons to explore how groups differed on a factor level.  As this work is exploratory, in these and all of the following analysis, I looked at all possible pair-wise comparisons in any situation where the omnibus F was significant.  On all following analyses, higher values indicate greater support by the participant group of the statement or factor in question.

As can be seen in the following figure, the importance of environmental protection for self was higher for all groups excepting the two Latvian language schools and was significantly higher (p < .05) for the farmer and Jewish school groups.  As with several other factors, it appears that power might not have been adequate specifically regarding the expat sample as they are visibly the highest but the result is not significant.  

  Figure 2: Plot of Mean For the Importance of Environmental Protection for Self By Group
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The figure below shows that the importance of culture in environmental protection is highest amongst the environmental ministry and farmer groups.  Environmental ministry members were significantly higher (p < .05) than expats, Jewish school members, and the school in Valmiera.  The farmer group was higher than expats, Jewish school members, and both the Valmiera and Skrieveri schools (p < .05).  Jewish school members were significantly lower than all but the expat groups (p < .05).

  Figure 3: Plot of Mean For Importance of Culture in Environmental Protection By Group
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Expats were the highest in their awareness of ways in which one can facilitate environmental protection, followed by environmental ministry members, Jewish school members, farmers, Valmiera school students, the Riga sample, and Skrieveri school students.  Expats self report was significantly higher than any of the other groups (p < .05).  Environmental ministry members and Jewish school members reported significantly higher levels than either the Valmiera or Skrieveri student samples (p < .05).  

  Figure 4: Plot of Mean For Awareness of Ways to Facilitate Environmental Protection By Group
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Though the following figure depicts that farmers are the highest, followed by Skrieveri students, Valmiera students, environmental ministry members, Jewish school students, the Riga sample, and expats on consideration of the importance of environmental protection for economic development and ceasing global environmental problems, the F test for this factor was non significant so post hoc contrasts were not evaluated.

  Figure 5: Plot of Mean For The Importance of Environmental Protection for Economic Development and Ceasing Global Environmental Problems By Group
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Environmental Ministry members were the highest on the factor measuring importance of a governmental role in environmental education, followed by Jewish school students, Skrieveri school students, farmers, Valmiera school students, the Riga sample, and the expat sample. Environmental ministry members were significantly higher than the expat, Riga, farmer, and Valmiera school samples (p < .05). The Skrieveri school sample was significantly higher than the Valmiera school sample on this measure (p <. 05).

  Figure 6: Plot of Mean For the Import of a Governmental Role in Environmental Education By Group
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The omnibus F for group effect on factor six, which measured happiness and personal economic stability, was non significant for all samples so post hoc comparisons were not evaluated.  Visually, the expat and Jewish school samples were the highest, followed by Skrieveri school students, Valmiera school students, environmental ministry members, farmers, and the Riga sample.  Possibly with greater power from a higher sample size, significant differences would evince.

  Figure 7: Plot of Mean For Happiness and Personal Economic Stability By Group
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Environmental ministry members were significantly lower than all other groups except the Riga sample on factor seven, which measures the importance of economic development as a threat to the environment and support for shutting down polluting factories.  The Riga sample and the Valmiera school sample were also significantly lower than the Skrieveri school sample and the Jewish school sample. 

  Figure 8: Plot of Mean For Economic Development as a Threat to the Environment By Group
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Jewish school students were significantly higher (p < .05) than expats, environmental ministry members, Valmiera students, and Skrieveri students on factor eight which measures the importance of hierarchical views and helping the environment for economic growth.  Farmers were higher (p < .05) on this factor than environmental ministry members, expatriates, and Valmiera students.  Skrieveri students were significantly higher than expats (p < .05).

  Figure 9: Plot of Mean For Importance of Hierarchical Views for Environment and Economic Growth By Group
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Farmers and the Riga sample were highest and the environmental ministry members lowest on factor nine, which measures environmental protection as the responsibility of citizens, not the government.  Farmers were significantly higher on this measure than all groups, excluding the Riga sample (p < .05), whereas the Riga sample was significantly higher than environmental ministry members, Jewish school students, and Skrieveri school students.  Along with Farmers and the Riga sample, Valmiera students had significantly higher values than the Environmental Ministry members on this factor (p < .05).

  Figure 10: Plot of Mean For Environmental Protection as Responsibility of Citizens, not Government By Group
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Summary of Group Differences

Environmental Connection and Conservation


The group analysis generally supports the primary hypothesis of this paper that closer environmental connection indicates greater concern for its conservation.  Of the ethnically Latvian local groups, the farmer sample was generally the highest, followed by the environmental ministry employees, followed by the two Latvian schools and miscellaneous sample in expressing concern for environmental issues.  Furthermore, the Skrieveri school generally had slightly higher levels than the Valmiera school, which is somewhat more urban. It is also interesting to note that, for the ethnically Latvian groups, these patterns of group difference on concern for environmental issues went along with interest in cultural heritage.

The expat and Jewish school groupings varied more widely with less obvious patterns but both were generally high in terms of their view of concern for conservation.  Both of these groups might be confounded due to several factors, including low sample size in the expat group and the fact that the survey was not conducted in the primary language for many of the Jewish school members who were also younger, ethnically different, and went to a private school, indicating a large number of differences in comparison with the other populations surveyed.

The general pattern described in which greater environmental connection is related with greater import to environmental matters can be seen in the figure below depicting question twenty three in which respondents rated how much they perceived environmental damage as negatively impacting them:

Figure 11: Question 23. Environmental damage negatively impacts me.
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Furthermore, its interesting to note that the pattern was similar in relation to import of cultural factors, demonstrating that feeling a connection between culture and environment relates to higher levels of concern for environmental matters:
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Figure 12: Question 28. How I relate to my environment is a product of my cultural heritage. 


In the same vein, we see that the same pattern of group differences of perception for the item used to determine that participants perceive that they are part of nature.  This also reinforces the hypothesized ordering of group connection to environment:

Figure 13: Question 26. I consider myself to be part of nature.
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Environmental Ministry Discord

Another factor that is interesting to note is that environmental ministry members had comparatively low ratings on perceptions that economic growth hinders environmental protection demonstrated by this graph of item thirty-one.
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Figure 14: Question 31. Economic development is a serious threat to Latvia’s natural environment. 


Ministry members also had low levels of belief that polluting factories should be shut down:
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Figure 15: Question 14. Factories that pollute heavily should be shut down.


Also rather interesting is that ministry members had the lowest level of concern for global warming:
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Figure 16: Question 10. Global warming is a serious problem.


Also presenting some support for discord between the government and others is that ministry members scored the current work of the government the highest of any group on education and job performance:

Figure 17: Question 8. The government is doing enough to educate people and include them in environmental decision-making.  
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Figure 18: Question 12. The government is doing a good job in protecting our environment.
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And the ministry members are the most satisfied with the current state of the environment in Latvia:

Figure 19: Question 16. I feel satisfied with the state of the environment in Latvia.

  
General Feeling of Disempowerment


Another interesting item discovered in the analyses of groups was a general level of disempowerment prevalent in all groups excepting the expats.  Though environmental ministry members were slightly on the positive end in their level of belief that there are actions they can take which would be effective in helping the environment, all local groups reported very low levels in perceived ability to impact change:

Figure 20: Question 24. There are actions that I could take which would be effective in helping the environment.
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Differences by Gender 

Next I examine gender effects.  I found significantly higher values for females than males on factor two, Culture and environmental protection (p = .02).  This same pattern was demonstrated in analysis of individual questions, where both question 9, “Maintaining Culture is Important to Me” (p = .03), and question 26 “I consider myself to be part of Nature” (p = .03) were significantly higher for females. 
Religion


Though a variety of religions were reported, I examined all factors by the four most commonly reported religious beliefs: Lutheran, Catholicism, Judaism, and none.  These groups consisted of 55, 65, 19, and 60 individuals respectively.  The only factor to indicate a significant effect (p < .05) by religion was factor 2, the importance of culture for environmental protection.  Both Lutherans and Catholics had significantly higher values than the other two groups for this factor (p < .05).

This result may also be due to ethnic or other differences, especially for the Jewish school group who were predominantly Russian, younger (middle school as opposed to high school or adult), and also were sometimes filling the survey out in a second language (English or Latvian as opposed to Russian or Hebrew).

Figure 21: Plot of Mean For Importance of Culture in Environmental Protection By Religion
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Political Party, Occupation, and City

Potential effects of political party, occupation and city were difficult to determine due to the number of categories and confounds with other variables.  Future analyses might benefit from combining the different responses into more generalized categories and examining differences.  Differences are further compounded by the comparatively homogenous nature of the groups with nearly all of the students having no occupation or political party and being from one of three cities.  This means that in the present study its impossible to fully differentiate group differences from some of these other variables.  

Ethnicity


Though I initially attempted to examine the impact of ethnicity by looking at differences on factors across ethnic groupings, I ultimately decided not to present these, as there are too many confounding factors.   Ethnic differences in my sample are basically divided amongst groups, with the expat sample predominantly American, the Jewish school largely composed of people that identified themselves as Russian, Jewish, or some combination thereof, and the rest of the samples almost entirely Latvia.  Though it is possible that ethnic differences account for some of the differences in these groups there was insufficient ethnic variation within each group to adequately test for this hypothesis.

Education 

The omnibus regression of education on the factors was significant (p < .01), with a significant prediction of factor two, indicating higher education predicted higher attribution of the importance of culture to environmental protection (p = .04).  Similarly, on the individual question level, the omnibus F was significant (p < .01) with agreement with the following questions displaying significant positive correlation with education (p < .05):

       Q7. People with more ability should earn more wealth.      


 

       Q25 I am aware of ways for me to be more involved in the environment.    

And these questions displaying significant negative correlation (p < .05): 

       Q6 I am happy.        







                                                                                                                                         

       Q14 Factories that pollute heavily should be shut down.       


 
Income 

Factor three, awareness of ways to facilitate environmental protection, was the only factor indicating a relationship with income.  My analysis indicates that this may be partially an artifact of the expat sample, which both had significantly higher income than average and rated awareness of ways to facilitate environmental protection higher.  As a result, I believe that one should be cautious in generalizing this effect to the sample at large.   

Discussion

In this paper I provide an exploratory examination of perceptions of seven sup-populations in Latvia. Most findings did go along with the general thesis of this paper, indicating that those most directly connected with environmental issues, such as farmers and people working in the environmental ministry, would express the most awareness and interest in conservation.  It is interesting to note that cultural factors were also higher for these groups, possibly indicating an interconnection with environmental and cultural values.  More support for this is that farmers often scored the highest on these issues, indicating that those directly in contact with real world environmental impacts are most concerned whereas ministry members who are probably more working from a theoretical basis are not as directly connected and thus show less concern.

Discord of Environmental Ministry With Other Groups

One notable finding indicating a possible discord with my central thesis is found in the views of environmental ministry members specifically on concern for global warming and views of shutting down polluting factories for environmental protection.  On both of these, ministry members expressed significantly lower levels of concern than other groups.  Though possibly this is due to greater education on these issues and thus a real understanding of the factual situation, another potentially disturbing possibility is that these members may also be benefiting in some way from outside interests to downplay the negative role of industry for environmental pollution as well as the potential concern of global warming.  Global warming has been linked to pollution emissions and thus potentially downplaying these issues is of interest to groups that may have influence on employees of policy related institutions.  I have no direct evidence to suggest this conclusion for these specific questions and only mention it as I constantly heard in Latvia that everyone and everything is corrupt.  

Another interesting finding is that the ministry employees surveyed were significantly higher than other groups on perception that the government is doing enough to educate people and include them in environmental decision-making.  This indicates that, at least in my own samples, the government is at a strong discord with the public who would like more information and access to avenues for participation while governmental members feel that everything is currently adequate.  Similarly, the environmental ministry members scored the highest on their perception that the government is doing a good job in environmental protection and in satisfaction with the state of the environment, indicating their own self-perception of performance may be significantly biased.  

Gender and Education


It is interesting to note that female respondents gave higher values for the import of cultural factors in environmental protection.  This same pattern was found in reported levels of belief that environmental protection is the responsibility of the citizens and not the government.  As was shown for gender, education also predicted importance of cultural factors for environmental protection.  The negative correlation of education with happiness is an interesting result, which might benefit from further investigation.  Though possibly an artifact of the sample, it could also be related to age with the realities of the harsh world for workers and even harsher for pensioners in Latvia.  More educated people also reported less belief that polluting factories should not be shut down but this may be confounded due to comparatively higher education levels in the environmental ministry sample that reported significantly higher levels on this question.  Further analyses could help discern the root of these finding and further studies could see if it is replicable. 

Potential Concerns and Areas for Future Work

Legitimacy of Response

Legitimacy of response is a general concern for this and any such survey in the former Soviet Union due to many issues, including corruption.  Other reasons for concern over legitimacy of response result from the impact of the Soviet era, which caused increased paranoia, specifically regarding disclosure of information.  In my experience administering the survey, I sometimes had the perception that people were answering with the response that they felt was “correct” instead of what they necessarily believed.  Future survey designers should learn from this and find ways to address potential concerns of subjects to elicit honest responses.  Possibly a multimethod design using various instruments and subject reports could help to determine the validity of response.

Ethnic Differences

Another concern in this survey and others undertaken thus far in Latvia is ethnic difference.  All work, of which I’m aware, including this study, has focused primarily on the ethnic Latvian population.  Future research is needed to better understand how the very large (nearly half the population) Russian population might differ in their views on environmental issues to ensure that as representative a grouping as possible is incorporated in the decision making process.  Though initially I planned to also look at this group, due to my own lacking Russian skills, I had difficulty ensuring that translations which others did for me were adequate and I thus chose to concentrate on Latvian and English speaking groups.  A concern in the same vein is that the Jewish school that was surveyed had the survey conducted in Latvian or English, neither of which were typically the participants first or primary languages (Russian or Hebrew being the most common).  

Sample Size

Considering that the population of Latvia is nearly two and a half million people, my limited resources made it impossible to attempt a representative sample.  Future work would benefit from a much larger sample, more representative sample which could be used to examine the views of all of the major ethnic and age groups found throughout all of the major regions of Latvia.  Most notably, in this sample size the ex-pat group was far too small to adequately test significance and thus a future study would benefit from larger samples with size determined by power analyses, especially for all groups excepting the schools.  It would be interesting to see if the effects produced in the presented post-hoc exploratory work could be replicated in larger, more representative samples.

Open Ended Questions

There is a rich amount of open-ended data that I did not fully use in my analysis.  Future work could employ the data set and determine coding schemes or simply report in depth on qualitative responses.  Also, categorical responses could relatively easily be created as summaries of the demographic questions such as religion, political party, and city.  I attempted analysis with less summarized codes and found too many categories.  Future work could determine the most ideal categories for these variables and determine their correlation with factors and questions. 

Summary and Conclusions

This study provides an initial examination of the differing public perceptions on environmental issues in Latvia and support for the hypothesis that greater connection to the environment facilitates more concern for environmental conservation.  I found that different groups significantly differ on a variety of factors, and specifically that members of the environmental ministry are at significant disparity with other members of the general public.  One particularly shocking finding was that environmental ministry members had significantly less concern for global environmental issues, such as global warming than my samples of the general public and also that they were significantly more likely to think that development was environmentally beneficial and should not be curtailed.  

Future studies might use the information gleaned from this preliminary work to design an education based multi-method, multi trait longitudinal intervention where education material would be focused for different groups and assessments made to determine later awareness and concern for environmental issues.  Further work would also benefit from a focus on specific methods for conducting research in post-soviet countries, which may have higher levels of distrust of people gathering information.  What is the legitimacy of data collected in these environments?  Possibly future studies would benefit by using multiple methods, including observational analyses, to contrast and compare the accuracy of response, specifically in terms of self-report measurements. 
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Table 2:  Survey of Public Attitudes in Latvia for Environmental Policy                                                
Survey: Public attitudes in Latvia towards the Environment and Environmental Policy
 










ID number_________
Overview of Project

The purpose of this project is to gain an understanding of the perceptions of environmental issues of the residents of Latvia.  The primary function purpose is to gain an understanding of how these perceptions differ for different segments of the local population.  The information will be used for statistical analysis and names or other traits that could identify the specific individual will not be used in the analysis or any publication resulting from this data.  We are interested in this information to better understand how different segments of the populace (including business, scientists, and the general populace) feel about their natural environment. 

Demographic Information  

	1. Gender?
	

	2. Age?
	

	3. Ethnicity (genetic background)?
	

	4. Cultural identity (How identify self?)
	

	5. Country of origin?
	

	6. Occupation?
	

	7. Income?
	

	8. Marital status?
	

	9. Religion?
	

	10. Political party?
	

	11. Education attained?
	

	12. City where reside?
	

	13. Languages spoken? 
	


Please circle the most appropriate answer.

1= very true 
2=somewhat true   3=somewhat not true    4=not at all true 
D=don’t know

	1. Protecting my natural environment is important to me.


	1  2  3  4  D

	2. Environmental protection is important for my well being.


	1  2  3  4  D

	3. I understand the environmental situation in Latvia.


	1  2  3  4  D

	4. Helping the environment is important for Latvia’s economic growth.
	1  2  3  4  D

	5. If I had more time I would be more interested in protecting my environment.


	1  2  3  4  D

	6. I am happy.


	1  2  3  4  D

	7. People with more ability should earn more wealth.


	1  2  3  4  D

	8. The government is doing enough to educate people and include them in environmental decision making.  
	1  2  3  4  D

	9. Maintaining culture is important to me.


	1  2  3  4  D

	10. Global warming is a serious problem.



	1  2  3  4  D

	11. Environmental protection is the responsibility of the government and not the public.

	1  2  3  4  D

	12. The government is doing a good job in protecting our environment.

	1  2  3  4  D

	13. Polluters should be severely fined or punished.
	1  2  3  4  D

	14. Factories that pollute heavily should be shut down.

	1  2  3  4  D

	15. I have enough money to live comfortably.
	1  2  3  4  D

	16. I feel satisfied with the state of the environment in Latvia.
	1  2  3  4  D

	17. Protecting Latvia’s water resources is very important to me.
	1  2  3  4  D

	18. Protecting Latvia’s forests is very important to me.




	1  2  3  4  D

	19. Protecting Latvia’s wetlands is very important to me. 
	1  2  3  4  D

	20. Protecting Latvia’s air is very important to me.





	1  2  3  4  D

	21. Protecting Latvia’s Rivers is very important to me.




	1  2  3  4  D

	22. Protecting the Baltic Sea is very important to me.



	1  2  3  4  D

	23. Environmental damage negatively impacts me.
	1  2  3  4  D

	24. There are actions that I could take which would be effective in helping the environment.
	1  2  3  4  D

	25. I am aware  of ways for me to be more involved in conserving Latvia’s environment.
	1  2  3  4  D

	26. I consider myself to be part of nature.
	1  2  3  4  D

	27. Latvian culture is important to me.
	1  2  3  4  D

	28. How I relate to my environment is a product of my cultural heritage. 
	1  2  3  4  D

	29. I have participated in environmental activist groups.
	1  2  3  4  D

	30. I am aware of Latvian traditions.


	1  2  3  4  D

	31. Economic development is a serious threat to Latvia’s natural environment.
	1  2  3  4  D


	32. Do you think that the environment was more important for ancient Latvians, the USSR, or present day people?


	33. For which cultural group do you think the environment is most important?   


	34. What, if anything, do you do to protect the environment?


	35. Is there anything, barring direct payment to you, that might motivate you to be more involved in environmental conservation?


	36. What do you think is the greatest environmental threat in Latvia?


	37. What do you think culture is?


	38. How do you think Latvians, Russians, and others differ in their environmental beliefs?


	39. How do you think Latvians, Russians, and others differ in their cultural values?
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