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• This study measures the influence of the documentary “A Life on Our Planet” on six dimensions rep-

resenting the attitude towards the destruction of the natural world. 
• Schwartz norm activation model was used to create the dimensions. 
• The dimensions represent hope, awareness of the consequences caused by animal agriculture, con-

nectedness to nature, motivation to act against environmental destruction, shifting of responsibility, 
and helplessness. 

• Significant changes were observed on all scales except shifting responsibility using paired and inde-
pendent t-tests, with motivation and hope showing the highest effect sizes. 

• The results show that the object under investigation has positive immediate effects on the attitude 
towards the destruction of the natural world. 

• Since the survey was conducted as part of a master's thesis at the Cologne University of Technology, 
there are several limitations, such as demand characteristics and a non-representative sample. 
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Introduction 
Although scientists have been aware that human 
interaction with the natural environment needs to 
adapt in the long term, the transition of this 
knowledge to economy, politics, and society has 
been difficult. Human behavior and risk percep-
tion are not only determined by reason and ra-
tionale but by imagery, values, and affect (Leiser-
owitz, 2006). Because of these circumstances, sci-
entists evaluate communication that does not just 
incorporate information but also uses imagery, 
narrative, and emotion to deliver information. 
One example is the documentary “An Inconven-
ient Truth”, which was found to affect psychologi-
cal mood, attitudes towards climate change (Beat-
tie et al., 2011), voluntary carbon offsets (Jacob-
sen, 2011), climate change knowledge and con-
cern paired with the willingness to reduce emis-
sions (Nolan, 2010). Further documentaries were 
found to affect environmental sensitivity (Barbas 
et al., 2009) and long-term conservation behavior 
(Hofman & Hughes, 2018). Significant changes in 
various attitudinal and behavioral categories 
through documentaries and films provide grounds 
for further research. However, the high number of 
evaluation objects and a lack of standardized 
questionnaires complicate comparability between 
studies. 

David Attenborough is a famous narrator of nature 
documentaries for decades. One of his recently 
published documentaries called “A Life on Our 
Planet” emphasizes the negative impact of hu-
manity on nature and provides possible solution 
approaches to reduce such a negative impact. The 
documentary reached 9 out of 10 stars on the pop-
ular movie database IMDb and was entitled “ma-
jestic” by the New York Times (Winkelmann, 2020). 
Since the documentary was only published in 2020, 
there is no research yet on its potential effects on 
the viewer. 

The presented study was set out to answer the fol-
lowing question: Can the documentary "A Life on 

Our Planet" change attitudes towards environ-
mental destruction? 

Literature Review 
George Gerbner (1998) developed the cultivation 
theory to create a model which can display the 
growing influence of mass media on the human 
perception of the outside world. Although media 
consumption has increased since 1998, Bennett 
and Iyengar (2008) have highlighted that studying 
media effects on perceptions and behavior has be-
come increasingly difficult due to the increased 
number of options available (Statista, 2021). 

Jacobsen (2011) found that watching “An Incon-
venient Truth” can increase CO2 compensation 
payments by 50 percent for the following two 
months. Hofman and Hughes (2018) identified 
that a documentary related to marine ecosystems 
can encourage intentions and behavior signifi-
cantly. Sakellari (2015) identified communication 
based on fear as effective in the short term but 
preventing a behavioral change in the audience in 
the long run. O’Neill and Nicholson-Cole (2009) 
found that fearful climate change communication 
can lead to a refusal to deal with the topic because 
of its complexity and the role of the individual 
within this subject. Jarymowicz and Bar-Tal (2006) 
pointed out that fear displaces hope, underlining 
the risk incorporated in fearful communication. 
The findings demonstrate that documentaries 
aiming at altering attitudes and behaviors could 
also lead to the opposite effect. 

Different theories are used to explain pro-environ-
mental behavior and its predictors, with Ajzen’s 
theory of planned behavior and Schwartz’s norm 
activation model being two of the most prominent 
examples. In the past, scientists used the theories 
both individually and in combination to explain 
sustainable attitudes and behaviors. Examples are 
studies, which analyzed the behavior of travelers 
(Meng et al., 2020), the influence of pride and guilt 



 

 

 

Evaluation of the Documentary “A Life 
on Our Planet” as a Method to Influence 
the Attitude towards the Destruction of 
the Natural World 

3 / 10 

  

on sustainable consumption and traveling behav-
ior (Onwezen et al., 2013), or waste sorting (Se-
tiawan et al., 2020). 

Salomon et al. (2017) analyzed climate change 
helplessness, Ojala (2012) investigated the influ-
ence of hope on behavior and Punzo et al. (2019) 
researched the influence of responsibility on pro-
environmental behavior. According to Schwartz 
(1977) helplessness and a lack of hope or respon-
sibility can prevent altruistic behavior. These are 
examples of studies that found specific steps in-
corporated in the norm activation model to be 
predictors of pro-environmental behavior. There-
fore, Schwartz’s model is used as a theoretical 
framework for explaining the underlying pro-
cesses of attitudinal change. 

Impact Model 
Although the impact of humans on nature is well 
documented and researched, European house-
holds were found to have high carbon footprints 
in many regions (Ivanova et al., 2017). The litera-
ture provides multiple reasons for this inadequacy, 
ranging from a lack of responsibility or awareness 
to fatalistic beliefs or a lack of connectedness to 
nature (Punzo et al., 2019; Sanchez-Sabate and Sa-
baté, 2019; Mayer & Smith, 2019; Otto & Pensini, 
2017; Whitburn et al., 2020). This is the initial sit-
uation. By changing the way of thinking toward 
the destruction of nature, the chance to behave in 
an environmentally friendly way should be in-
creased and the above-mentioned inadequacies 
should be reduced. This is the target situation. 

First, the documentary illustrates the extent of the 
destruction by showing the human-caused decline 
of wilderness. The subsequent devastating view of 
the future shown in the documentary risks leading 
to more helplessness (Hughes et al., 2020, 00:49). 
However, by demonstrating the seriousness in the 
first 50 minutes and the solution approaches in the 
last 30 minutes, lost hope should be restored at 
the end of the film (Hughes et al., 2020). “All we 

need is the will to do so” (Hughes et al., 2020, 
01:16). With the almost last sentence, the narrator 
addresses the audience directly, which builds trust 
and should reduce the audience's rejection of re-
sponsibility and motivate for action (Schwartz, 
1977, p. 249). In addition, two short sequences il-
lustrate that eating meat demands high amounts 
of space, which results in huge farmlands that re-
place the natural world (Hughes et al., 2020, 
01:06). Mayer (2009) found that being exposed to 
nature virtually increases the connectedness to 
nature. This effect is stronger when being exposed 
to real nature. These are just a few excerpts from 
all parts of the documentary that should influence 
the attitude of the viewers. The following hypoth-
eses are formed based on the initial situation and 
the imagery and narrative of the documentary. 

Figure 1 illustrates the impact model. 

 
Figure 1: Impact Model for Changes in the Attitude Towards 
the Destruction of the Natural World (Own Representation) 

 

Hypotheses 

The participants exposed to the method will have 
significantly higher hope, awareness of the conse-
quences caused by animal agriculture, connected-
ness to nature, and motivation and show a signifi-
cantly lower shifting of responsibility and helpless-
ness than the participants in the control group. 
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Methodology 
To test the hypotheses, psychometric question 
bundles were created with the help of the litera-
ture as well as the content and narrative of the ob-
ject under investigation. A pre-test post-test con-
trol group design was chosen to evaluate the doc-
umentary’s influence on a participant’s attitudes. 
While the experimental group was exposed to “A 
Life on Our Planet”, the control group viewed the 
documentary “Smart Kids – Children and Digital 
Media”, which was expected not to influence the 
attitude towards the destruction of the natural 
world. Although a random separation of partici-
pants into groups would be preferable, limited ac-
cess to video-on-demand services providing the 
documentaries made a randomized study unfeasi-
ble. Participants were allocated based on their in-
dividual access to the video-on-demand services 
Amazon Prime (Smart Kids – Children and Digital 
Media) and Netflix (A Life on Our Planet). 

Between 06 of December 2020 and 24 of January 
2021, 116 datasets were collected. Subjects were 
recruited through direct contact within the social 
surroundings of the author, including co-workers, 
friends, family members, and social media. It was 
beyond the scope of this study to recruit a repre-
sentative sample. After the collection of data was 
completed, invalid datasets were excluded. Rea-
sons for exclusion of datasets were an early termi-
nation of the questionnaire (n=15) or an inade-
quate amount of time between the pre- and the 
post-questionnaire revealing that the participants 
were not exposed to the method (n=23). Table 1 
shows the sociodemographic characteristics of the 
sample. 

 
Table 1: Sociodemographic Characteristics of Participants at 
Baseline 

Analysis & Results 
After cleaning up the datasets, various calcula-
tions were computed with SPSS Statistics to test if 
all assumptions were met and whether the hy-
potheses can be confirmed. Cronbach’s alpha was 
computed for the pre- as well as post-test re-
sponses. All Alpha values were within an accepta-
ble range, with pre-test scores of responsibilities 
(α = 0.62) and helplessness (α = 0.63) showing the 
lowest values. 

Paired t-tests were computed to show changes 
from pre-test to post-test scores within the con-
trol and experimental group. The paired t-test was 
limited to compare pre-test to post-test scores 
within and not between groups. Therefore, the 
pre-test scores were subtracted from the post-test 
scores to calculate the difference. This difference 
was then used as input for an independent t-test, 
which directly compared the experimental group 
with the control group. All assumptions, including 
metric scaled variables and normal distribution, 
were verified. Table 2 demonstrates the results of 
a paired t-test with one-sided p-values computed 
with data of the experimental group. 
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Table 2: Paired t-Test Results of the Experimental Group 

Table 3 presents the results of the paired t-test, in-
cluding the one-sided p-value for the control 
group. 

 
Table 3: Paired t-Test Results of the Control Group 

Table 4 shows the results of the independent t-
test. The development of hope and helplessness 
were measured by the student t-test and the rest 
of the scales with the Welch test as indicated by 
the adjusted degrees of freedom. The p-values are 
one-sided. 

 
Table 4: Independent t-Test Results 

Table 5 outlines the interpretation of Cohen’s ef-
fect size with p-values for the paired t-test of the 
experimental group (EG) and the control group 
(CG) as well as the independent t-tests (Cohen, 
1992, p. 157). It summarizes the variables that are 
important for hypothesis testing. 

 
Table 5: Overview of Results (*p < .05 **p < .01 ***p < .001) 

Discussion & Conclusions 
The present study used a web-based survey to ex-
amine immediate attitudinal effects caused by the 
documentary “A Life on Our Planet”, which em-
phasizes the impact of humans on the natural en-
vironment. Significant changes in the attitudes of 
participants were observed for all scales, i.e., na-
ture connectedness, hope, motivation, responsi-
bility, helplessness, and animal agriculture aware-
ness with the help of a paired t-test. 

The highest effect size was observed for the 
change in motivation, with a moderate and large 
increase in the paired and independent t-test, re-
spectively, both accompanied by a p-value of less 
than .001. First, it is noticeable that the independ-
ent t-test effect is enhanced by the decreasing mo-
tivation score in the control group. Second, moti-
vation differs from the other scales because, ac-
cording to motivational internalism, it emerges 
with a moral obligation that is the center of 
Schwartz’s norm activation theory (Buckwalter & 
Turri, 2017, p. 434; Schwartz, 1977). The results 
could be interpreted in such a way that all scales 
enhance motivation as an outcome. Increased 
hope, awareness, or responsibility in this case 
would all lead to higher motivation. Another inter-
pretation is that the effect on motivation would 
not be stronger than the effect on the rest of the 
scales, but the change in motivation was the easi-
est for the subjects to perceive. This goes back to 
Schwartz (1977), who included the possibility that 
individuals pass through the stages without being 
self-conscious of the process (p. 241). The inter-
pretations are not mutually exclusive. A combina-
tion of both is likely to explain the strong positive 
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effect size of motivation. It is important to note 
that the pre-test values of motivation and animal 
agriculture awareness were already above 4 out of 
5, showing high receptivity for the topic. Lower 
pre-test scores offer more room for changes but 
also increase the chance for denial or even abor-
tion of the experiment. 

Hope showed the largest effect size on the paired 
t-test, represented by a p-value below .001, and 
moderate effect sizes on the independent t-test. It 
was hypothesized that the documentary uses the 
first part to uncover the damage that humankind 
has already done to nature. Next, the second part 
gives hope and creates trust by presenting positive 
changes happening already. The increase in hope 
suggests that participants being exposed to the 
method gained the feeling that solutions to the 
ecological degradation exist (Schwartz, 1977, p. 
241). The moderate positive change on the hope 
scale indicates that although the documentary 
showed not only humankind’s impact on the na-
ture of the past but also the potential destruction 
if it continues, hope was restored towards the end 
of the documentary. Boomerang effects, which 
could have been caused by the presentation of the 
future predicted by scientists, did not occur. Sakel-
lari (2015) stated that fearful communication pro-
motes short-term effects but prevents long-term 
changes, and according to Jarymowicz and Bar-Tal 
(2006) the presence of fear overrules hope, which 
at least indicates that hope prevailed over fear. 
Mills (1997) described the dilemma of whether 
films should show the destruction of nature and 
risk losing the audience or present untouched na-
ture and display a wrong image. Presenting both 
in the right proportion with positive pictures to-
wards the end could be a way to bypass this di-
lemma. 

In the context of Schwartz’s norm activation pro-
cess, the findings could be interpreted as follows. 
High motivation indicates the rise of a moral obli-
gation and with it a completed activation phase. 
This is supported by high values in hope referring 

to a solution being available and animal agricul-
ture awareness referring to the individual being 
part of the solution (Schwartz, 1977, p. 241). How-
ever, no sense of responsibility could be observed. 
The inaccessibility of responsibility for a problem 
as abstract as the destruction of the natural world 
could provide a reason for the rise of the moral ob-
ligation despite no significant change on the shift-
ing responsibility scale if Schwartz’s model is fol-
lowed meticulously. This is also supported by the 
low values for Cronbach’s Alpha. According to 
Schwartz (1977), the rise of a moral obligation is 
followed by the defense steps in which the individ-
ual can overcome the moral obligation using vari-
ous mechanisms. The low changes on the shifting 
responsibility and helplessness scale on the inde-
pendent t-test indicate possible ways for the indi-
vidual to overcome the moral obligation. This is 
only the case if the low values are not caused by 
the difficult accessibility to subconscious pro-
cesses. 

Since Schwartz (1977) describes the norm activa-
tion process as a cycle that is run through repeat-
edly the results indicate that at least in the short-
term, exposure to the method influences the cycle 
positively leading towards altruistic or in this study 
pro-environmental behavior. 

If scientists can confirm the findings of this study 
for a representative sample, both public and pri-
vate institutions can utilize and support documen-
taries emphasizing major challenges of humanity. 
Governments that intend to initiate steps towards 
a more sustainable society and economy can use 
documentaries to prepare the population for 
change and convince people of the need for a 
transformation. Companies distributing sustaina-
ble products can support the production of docu-
mentaries not just to increase their market share, 
but also to increase the overall market size. In an 
era of climate change misinformation and fake 
news, proper means of communication are essen-
tial. Simply communicating information without 
narrative and imagery poses the risk of losing the 
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competition for attention and, as consequence, 
not submitting the desired information. Although 
documentaries using the power of storytelling, im-
agery, and narrative cannot overcome the attitu-
dinal and behavioral gap between a sustainable 
and unsustainable society, they can function as a 
component of the solution. Based on these con-
clusions, practitioners should consider creating 
compositions of attitude and behavior-influencing 
methods to transfer the scientific consensus to the 
broad population. 

Limitations and Further Research 
A non-representative sample, various biases, and 
overall confined resources limit the generalizabil-
ity of the results. The author collected data in the 
immediate social environment. Increased 
knowledge and interest in sustainability issues 
were expected from this environment, which is re-
flected in the high animal agriculture awareness 
and motivation or low shifting responsibility pre-
test scores. This is reinforced by the self-selection 
bias and the high non-response rate, considering 
that out of 116 original participants, only 78 da-
tasets could be utilized. Studying groups with var-
ious sociodemographic variables and groups that 
are especially critical regarding topics of climate 
change, biodiversity loss, ecological degradation 
or sustainability should provide profound insights 
into differences in perception and receptivity. An-
other distortion with considerable impact on the 
results of this experiment is the demand charac-
teristics (Orne, 1962). The study design could not 
conceal that the aim was to measure the change 
caused by the documentary “A Life on Our Planet” 
and the intention of the movie was clearly appar-
ent. That a major part of the data collection pro-
cess happened in the social environment of the 
author gave participants an additional incentive to 
answer according to the anticipated goals of the 
researcher. 

An individual’s attitude towards a certain behavior 
or the destruction of the natural world, in general, 

might lay in the unconscious, which poses a barrier 
to self-reported questionnaires (Schwartz, 1977). 
Therefore, it is suggested to study and evaluate 
ways to bypass the difficulty of measuring pro-
cesses that might lie within the subconscious. 
Measuring direct behavior change can be a solu-
tion. An example is the measurement of voluntary 
carbon offsets by Jacobsen (2019). In addition, fur-
ther research should address the gap in standard-
ized measurement instruments that would ensure 
comparability between different documentaries. 
Gollwitzer and Jäger (2014) pointed out that the 
measurement must be in symmetry with the ob-
ject of evaluation, making a standardized meas-
urement instrument seem misplaced. However, 
the creation of multiple question bundles could al-
low researchers to assemble an individual ques-
tionnaire that fits the evaluation object and pro-
vides comparability at the same time.
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