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Introduction

Environmental psychology explores how humans perceive, interact with, and are

influenced by their surroundings (Proshansky, 1976). It has provided vital scientific and

applied insights into how physical environments affect human behavior and wellbeing

(Nielsen et al., 2021). For instance, exposure to green spaces has been linked to improved

mood and reduced stress (Bray et al., 2022), whereas urban noise and crowding are

correlated with cognitive fatigue and aggression (Mucci et al., 2020). Yet, until recently,

research often relied on a “gender-neutral framework”, one that assumes individuals

encounter environments in similar ways, failing to consider how gendered experiences

and intersecting identities fundamentally shape environmental interaction. A “gender-

neutral framework” may appear inclusive. Still, it often assumes a universal human

experience (reflecting perspectives of dominant social groups), masking the gendered

and social dimensions of environmental interaction (Arnett, 2008). Therefore, current

core paradigms of environmental psychology often rely on individualistic frameworks

divorced from social structures and continue to prioritize technical, apolitical, and

seemingly neutral approaches, which consequently do not account for marginalized

urban, racialized, and gendered environmental concerns, while intersectionality is rarely

embedded in mainstream methods (Bell, 2021). Despite growing rhetoric around

inclusivity, intersectionality remains largely underexplored in the field, and gender

continues (for the most part) to be treated as “a variable to statistically control” rather

than an organizing force that shapes one’s environmental experiences, perceptions, and

responses. Consequently, what appears as neutrality can inadvertently reinforce exclusion

and hinder the development of more equitable environment. More precisely, the person-

environment fit paradigm, which examines how well environments meet individual needs,

has often relied on male-centric studies. Similarly, behavior setting theory focuses on

environments as cues for specific behaviors; however, it typically reflects stereotypical,

male-dominated activity patterns and neglects the social marginalization of other groups.

Previous research demonstrates that women are more likely to perceive public spaces

as threatening due to the risk of harassment and violence (Dubey et al., 2025; Martínez

Caparrós, 2024). This leads to altered mobility patterns, increased vigilance, and avoidance

behaviors that shape emotional and cognitive responses to space. Transgender and non-

binary people often face exclusion or surveillance in gender-segregated environments,

with profound effects on stress levels, identity development, and safety (Rosati et al.,

2025). Nonetheless, urban planning frequently prioritizes male mobility and productivity,
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overlooking caregiving roles, unpaid labor, or safety from sexual

violence, generating environments that diminish wellbeing and

autonomy (Martínez Caparrós, 2024; UN Women, 2016). Other

paradigms, such as environmental stress, analyze how stressors like

noise or crowding affect people, yet they rarely account for how

women or minority populations experience compounded stress,

such as harassment or exclusion.

The same is true for cognitive mapping and wayfinding

research that assumes similar spatial cognition for all users,

ignoring safety concerns or accessibility challenges faced by

women, the elderly, or disabled individuals. Emotional responses

to environments, including fear, awe, grief, anxiety, or attachment,

are equally shaped by gendered expectations and roles. Women

disproportionately experience climate change anxiety and

solastalgia, particularly in communities experiencing rapid

environmental change (Hickman et al., 2021; Pinho, 2025;

Wullenkord et al., 2021) and adopt distinct coping strategies

and pro-environmental behavior (Li et al., 2022; Pinho, 2025;

Wang and Li, 2021). Environments (e.g., urban spaces, rural

landscapes, workplaces, homes, natural ecosystems) are not

neutral. They are socially constructed and experienced through

intersecting characteristics and power dynamics (Terry, 2009).

Previous analysis of environmental psychology highlights

limited empirical intersectional evidence, weak methods for

intersecting identities, scarce longitudinal work, and minimal

policy translation (Grzanka et al., 2020; Rigon, 2025; Shields,

2008). It further shows some topic areas where gender has

been only partially included or neglected, for example, affective

and identity processes across multiple intersecting identities;

structural constraints (e.g., care responsibilities, safety, mobility)

that shape behavioral opportunities. As environmental crises

intensify, current frameworks prove insufficient to address how

environmental harms are differentially experienced based on

intersecting identities and systemic oppression. For example, while

the negative consequences of climate change disproportionately

impact minority communities (Carr et al., 2024; Chen and Yu,

2024; Zeng et al., 2024), the same groups remain underrepresented

in environmental organizations, decision-making bodies, and

policy development (EIGE, 2021).

This perspective piece calls for a rethinking of environmental

psychology’s assumptions to foreground issues of justice,

power, and inclusion. It defends a feminist intersectional

approach to critically examine the socio-political dimensions of

environmental experiences. A feminist intersectional approach

foregrounds how gender, race, class, sexuality, and other social

identities interact to produce distinct environmental experiences

and vulnerabilities (Kaijser and Kronsell, 2014). Rather than

treating these as peripheral concerns, this approach calls for

integrating them into the very foundations of research design,

theory-building, and applied practice. Consequently, shifting

the focus from “average” users to the diverse ways people

experience and interact with their environments, ensuring

research and design are socially just, inclusive, and responsive

to real-world needs. In practice, adopting such an approach

would involve:

• Developing conceptual models that explain how intersecting

inequalities shape environmental perception and coping (e.g.,

State an intersectional theory of change up front, identify

which identities and structures matter, and why).

• Designing empirical studies that do not simply “add” gender

as a demographic variable but analyze how social structures

and power dynamics frame experience (e.g., Stratify by

gender × race/ethnicity × age; also include indigenous, non-

anglophone, non-western and other contexts where relevant).

• Collaborating with marginalized communities to co-

create interventions that reflect lived realities, rather than

reproducing tokenistic forms of inclusion (e.g., center

marginalized voices in environmental research, planning

and policy).

The adoption of this approach carries significant

epistemological, methodological, and applied implications.

At the level of equity and inclusion, it facilitates the production of

environments that are not only safer and more accessible but also

structurally responsive to the differentiated needs of heterogeneous

populations, thereby contesting the persistence of exclusionary

practices embedded within spatial and social systems. From a

research standpoint, it enhances empirical validity by generating

findings that more faithfully capture the heterogeneity of lived

experience, thus extending the generalizability of conclusions

and counteracting the systemic biases that have historically

delimited the evidentiary base of environmental inquiry. In

terms of policy and practice, the integration of this framework

provides a foundation for more just urban planning, public

health initiatives, and environmental interventions, positioning

such efforts to redress entrenched inequalities rather than

inadvertently reproduce them. Theoretically, it compels a re-

examination of prevailing paradigms in environmental psychology

by problematizing dominant assumptions of universality and

fostering the development of more robust conceptual models

attentive to complexity, intersectionality, and the multiplicity of

human–environment relations.

Moving beyond genderwashing and
performative inclusion

Genderwashing refers to the strategic use of gender equality

rhetoric to appear progressive in efforts, while failing to

implement substantive gender-inclusive practices or structural

reforms (Fox-Kirk et al., 2020; Rodó-de-Zárate and Baylina,

2018). In the field of environmental psychology, genderwashing

takes on unique forms, particularly through the symbolic use

of women’s imagery and identities in promoting sustainable

consumption without accounting for the psychological burdens

and social constraints women face. Similarly, performative

inclusion involves visible, surface-level actions that invoke

marginalized groups without meaningfully integrating their

knowledge, experiences, and leadership into research or policy. For

example, diversity statements, symbolic hires, or equity pledges

that signal commitment to inclusion but do not substantially

improve conditions for marginalized groups. These actions often

reinforce existing inequalities, as they focus on appearance

rather than authentic structural transformation (McCullough

and Erasmus, 2024). Additionally, such tokenistic representations

Frontiers in Psychology 02 frontiersin.org

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1674161
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org


Pinho 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1674161

reinforce a narrow behavioral framing where women are tasked

with the emotional and cognitive labor of sustainability, framing

environmental concern as “feminine” (Brough et al., 2016). Such

gendered framing and expectations, according to socialization

theory (Eagly and Wood, 1999; Zelezny et al., 2000), are

instilled through socialization processes, where women are typically

socialized into roles emphasizing empathy, care, and relationality,

while men are encouraged toward independence, competitiveness,

and dominance. For example, research shows that women

consistently report higher environmental concern worldwide, and

when in managerial and executive positions, particularly when

supported by environmental management training, significantly

improve corporate environmental performance, illustrating how

socialization shapes environmental concern at individual and

organizational levels, and is mediated by cultural contexts

(Echavarren, 2023; Siegel, 2024). This would also enable a shift

from viewing women’s heightened climate concern as a matter of

“disposition” toward recognizing it as a product of socialization,

structural inequality, and ecofeminist dynamics (Echavarren, 2023;

Siegel, 2024).

These portrayals risk reinforcing stereotypes and can obscure

the underlying causes of gender disparities in environmental

risk exposure, mental health impacts, and access to decision-

making (EIGE, 2021). Critically, these are not random or inevitable

patterns; they are structured by systems that exploit both the

environment and gendered labor. Addressing the underlying

sociopsychological mechanisms is essential if environmental

psychology wants to support genuinely inclusive and effective

sustainability transformations and embed meaningful culture

change in the field.

Gender does not operate in isolation but interacts with

race, class, geography, and age to shape unequal environmental

burdens and responses. Women of color, particularly those

in the Global South and in marginalized communities, are

disproportionately exposed to the consequences of climate

change, despite often having the least decision-making power

in environmental governance (EIGE, 2021; Gaard, 2015). Their

leadership is frequently undermined by gender-washing and

performative inclusion that tokenize participation while leaving

structural inequalities intact. Age adds another layer to this

dynamic, as young women are routinely placed at the forefront

of climate movements, cast as spokespersons for the planet

and tasked with advocating on behalf of nature (Haynes and

Tanner, 2015; O’Brien et al., 2018). While their activism draws

critical visibility, it also imposes profound psychological strain,

influencing their developmental trajectories and overall wellbeing

(Hickman et al., 2021). Attending to these intersecting dimensions

reveals how environmental crises not only exacerbate existing

inequities but also create new vulnerabilities that require justice-

oriented responses.

To avoid genderwashing, environmental psychology must

move beyond gender representation toward gender-sensitive and

intersectional interventions that consider how gender interacts

with race, class, and other identities in shaping environmental

attitudes and risks, ensuring that minority communities are not

merely subjects of environmental narratives but active agents in

shaping them (Kaijser and Kronsell, 2014; Zelezny et al., 2000).

Environmental psychology must therefore transform curricula,

mentorship practices, editorial standards, and institutional cultures

to reflect a sustained commitment to valuing lived experience

and advocating for the inclusion of voices often excluded from

dominant narratives. Environmental psychologists can facilitate

collective inquiry and advocacy, working alongside marginalized

communities to identify problems and develop solutions.

Discussion

Environmental psychology stands at a crossroads. To remain

relevant and impactful in the face of intersecting ecological

and social crises, the field must expand its theoretical and

methodological horizons to challenge informal norms that

perpetuate dominant gender norms and uphold existing power

dynamics within and beyond academia. It has an opportunity,

and a responsibility, to adopt gender-inclusive frameworks,

center intersectionality, while critically reflecting on the limits

of performative inclusion and pursuing genuine cultural change

to better address the root causes of environmental injustice and

psychological harm. Moving forward, environmental psychologists

should take a co-design approach to interventions, research, and

policy. Co-design goes beyond tokenistic consultation, instead

fostering sustained partnerships with marginalized communities

to shape research questions, interpret findings, and develop

solutions. For example, collaborative urban-planning initiatives can

embed safety concerns, caregiving needs, and the perspectives of

communities disproportionately affected by climate change into

the design of public space. Similarly, nature-based interventions

can be co-developed with young women, indigenous groups, and

climate-vulnerable populations to ensure that initiatives reflect

local priorities and cultural values. Co-design must be anchored

in practices that redistribute decision-making power, compensate

communities for their expertise, and recognize diverse forms of

knowledge as scientifically and politically valid.

As the planet faces unprecedented environmental crises,

environmental psychology must rise to the challenge by

transforming its foundational assumptions and practices. This

piece invites scholars and practitioners to move beyond narrow

models of behavior toward an engaged, justice-oriented science,

not by rejecting the field’s insights but by expanding and deepening

them. We should all reflect on how rules, norms, and governance

structures reproduce gendered patterns and apply a moral and

ecological critique, connecting the exploitation of nature with the

devaluation of care, emotion, and life-sustaining relationships.

Only then can we meaningfully challenge normative frameworks

and bring about lasting structural transformation.

This piece introduces novelty by its feminist, intersectional

reorientation of environmental psychology, which reframes

environments as socially constructed through power dynamics

and advances justice-oriented and participatory approaches, calling

on the field to move beyond individualist paradigms to achieve

systemic transformation.

In conclusion, to meet the urgency of the climate crisis

and ensure psychological science serves all communities, the

discipline must become a truly transformative force, one capable

of addressing the intertwined challenges of climate crisis, social

inequality, and psychological wellbeing.
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