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  Abstract 

The current study aimed to investigate the risk perception of the students regarding environmental 

problems and climate change. The study was conducted through a quantitative survey technique, using 

questionnaire as a tool for data collection. The universe of the study was Quaid-i-Azam University 

Islamabad and data was collected from a sample of 350 respondents. The sample was selected from the 

population through a multi-stage cluster sampling technique. The results indicate that majority of the 

students are informed and concerned about environmental risks. Interestingly, 78.4% of the students 

consider humans as responsible for the increasing environmental hazards. While 60.1% disagreed with the 

statement that the future generation could have a better environment. However, a majority 80.2% of the 

students were found optimistic about curtailing environmental risks through human intervention. Some 

statistically significant gender variations also exist about risk perception as female students were found to 

be more concerned about environmental risks in comparison to male students. 

 

Keywords: Environment, Climate change, Risk perception, Students, Pakistan. 

 

Introduction  
 

Human actions have serious consequences for the environment. They are paving their ways towards 

development so excessively that they have become a significant element in the system of the Earth. 

However, human activities are disturbing nature. Danger can be caused to the environment either by man or 

by nature itself such as meteorites or volcanic eruptions (Renn, 2003). Humans can cause environmental 

changes in two ways, direct or indirect. Direct in a way that affects oceans and the atmosphere, indirectly in 

a way such as deforestation which on either side causes deserts to form and destroys the habitat to many 

forest creatures which increases the chances for them to extinct (Turner et al., 1990). Some of the 

prominent environmental problems in today’s world are an increase in the emission of the greenhouse, an 

increase in the average temperature of the earth (global warming), hazardous materials and wastes, ozone 

layer depletion, the degradation of wetlands, water pollution, deforestation, urban sprawl, and increase in 

population (Dunlap & York, 2008). 
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Environmental problems are a threat to living creatures, have increased owing to human interventions in 

nature. In this way, risk has become part of our modern social structure. The main components of risk 

analysis are risk perception which is often used about natural hazards and threats to health and the 

environment (WHO, 2013). As mentioned by Ulrich Beck who introduced the concept of risk society in 

1992, modern societies have spent a lot of time in the identification and management of risks (Zwick & 

Renn, 2002). According to Renn, (2003), the risks are termed as the undesirable consequences of events or 

activities. Risk is also linked with incidents having no definite signs and origins (Karger & Wiedemann, 

1996). Risk perception is defined as the adoption and evaluation of sensory perceptions or information in an 

individual mind about hazards and risks (Renn, 2003).  

 

Anantho (2008) specifies that the perception of risk is the individual’s judgment about the severity and 

properties of risk. Every person has their point of view about risk and since the 1970s, scientists are 

researching why there is a difference in point of view for risk perception (Chauvin, Hermand & Mullet, 

2007). For this purpose, they represented different theories and models. Due to the research of the techno-

scientific approach (Marks, Martin & Zadoroznyj, 2008), it is found out that risks are measurable and 

identifiable and link the perception of risks with the apparent, well-known, manageable, intentionally, and 

quick observation of risks nature. Likewise, the techno-scientific approach, the psychometric model also 

agrees that there is a relation between perception of risks and the nature of risks, it also states that risk 

perception is also affected by other factors (Slimak, & Dietz, 2006). Whereas the comprehensive 

personality model claimed that personal qualities such as sociability, conscientiousness, conformity, 

emotional regularity, and mental abilities can evaluate the perception of environmental risks (Chauvin, 

Hermand & Mullet, 2007).  

 

In the 1990s, the risk society approach stated that the idea of risk is relevant to the structure of society 

composed of social, historical, and cultural context and that risks play a significant role in life (Yalçınkaya 

& Özsoy, 2003). Every individual has their moral values and attitude and based on these individual 

differences every individual evaluates risks and perceptions of risks differently. The public usually does not 

desire to be aware of the risks; rather they ignore the risks because they think they have no strategy to 

protect themselves against the threat such as in unavoidable risky situations (WHO, 2013). It was noted by 

the U.S. National Research Council (NRC) report (1989) that the change in financial level influences the 

perception of technological risks. In the same way, Riechard and McGarrity (1994) conducted a study and 

found that due to the difference in the socioeconomic status of young people their perception of risks is 

different from each other.  

 

A global-scale survey conducted in 2013 indicates a decrease in concerns for environmental problems 

among the people around the globe since 2009 and has dropped down now to the lowest level of the last 

twenty years (McMichael, 2013). It is also important to note that measures taken for the protection of 

institutions of health care are only effective when society also perceives the risks clearly (Sandman, 2013). 

Research in the past two decades indicates an increase in public awareness about environmental risks along 

with growing awareness about sustainability and environmental degradation (Dunlap & York, 2008). The 

decline in concerns about the environment despite the growing ratio of environmental problems is an 

indication of the complexity of factors that influence environmental risk perception.  

 

The situation in developing countries like Pakistan is in its initial stages.  It has been observed that even the 

educated public has no awareness of the environmental risk which hindered the pro-environmental behavior 

(WHO, 2013). Environmental risk perception has a significant impact on people's behavior which leads to 

the willingness of pro-environmental steps. Most importantly, people would commit pro-environmental 

behaviors when they became aware of the risks and dangers (Xu Ge et al., 2017). This has been confirmed 

by Franzen and Meyer (2009) that people would not be able to perceive the environmental concerns and 

risks if they are not well aware of the processes taking place like CO2 emissions, resource overuse, and 

consumption patterns. In other words, the knowledge of the people regarding the environment is positively 

correlated to environmental concerns. 
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The focus of environmental risk studies concerning public opinion is on how people evaluate and respond 

to different environmental and technological risks, how these risks are communicated and presented, and 

how they are structured in social processes. Identification of people’s perceptions about the environmental 

risks provides the basis for effective policy-making for managing environmental risks (Frewer, 2004). The 

current study is therefore an effort to investigate the environmental risk perception which is a sign of 

environmental concerns among the students of Quaid-i-Azan University Islamabad Pakistan. Quaid-i-Azam 

University provides a unique research context where students from every cultural and ethnic background of 

Pakistan are studying.  

 

Research Question  
 

How the students of Quaid-i-Azam University assess the environmental risks and what is their perception 

of risks related to the environment? 

 

Research Objectives  
 

To investigate the environmental risk perception among the students of Quaid-i-Azam University 

Islamabad.  

To analyze the similarities and differences in risk perception towards environmental issues among different 

gender groups.   

 

Literature Review  
 

The world today is facing different environmental problems. These environmental problems include the 

pollution of soil, air, and water, garbage, atomic waste, solid waste, decomposition, an increase in the 

average temperature of the earth, change in the climate, reduction of diversity of plants and animals in a 

particular habitat, ionizing radiation, and a decrease in the number of plant and animal breed. Palank (1991) 

published a document titled “Warning to Humanity” in which he called for extensive human intervention to 

protect the environment highlighting the aforementioned risks to the environment. He stated that with 

increasing ratio of environmental risks resulting in a decrease in the potential of the people with the time to 

deal with them. It is continuously mentioned that the future will experience greater risks caused by 

environmental problems (Dietz, Dan, and Shwom 2007; Jones and Dunlap, 1992). 

 

In social sciences, the concept of risk is defined by considering its different aspects. Beck (1992) uses the 

concepts of risk and danger with the same meaning and argues that risks caused by modernization cause 

irreparable harm to the environment. According to Beck, risk society is shaped as a result of not foreseeing 

the consequences of these threats and insensitivity. The risk society approach, which became widespread in 

the 1990s, also states that risk has started to be increasing and now getting a larger place in our lives. The 

concept of risk is related to social restructuring and is composed of social, historical, and cultural contents 

(Brulle, Carmichael, and Jenkins, 2012; McCright, 2010).  

 

The risk serves as a way of dealing with the environmental uncertainties which are not a recent 

phenomenon but had a history. Today's risk in contrast to old hazards and famine is inescapable, invisible, 

and intrinsic to societal functioning. The problem of risk is on an equal basis affecting everyone on this 

planet without recognition of their identity, class, geography, or gender. Consequently, human impact on 

climate change has been the most important topic among risk, vulnerability, and modernity (Lubken and 

Mauch, 2011).  

 

Each ecosystem has favorable conditions for one group of organisms which are counted as unfavorable for 

others. For instance, pollution may be very healthy for an organism like flies, worms, scavengers, and other 

decomposing microorganisms. On the other hand, it is unhealthy for humans. While humans have a self-

serving view of the world or in other words, environmental risk and environmental health are what defined 
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by humans as healthy and risky for their well-being? It means that environmental risk and health are 

manmade concepts that are not independent ones (Hrudey, 1992).  

 

For effective environmental risk communication and adaptation understanding of risk, perception is a 

prerequisite (Carlton and Jakobson, 2013).  Environmental risk perceptions are the subjective 

understandings of the people about the threats posed by any hazard. This subjective understanding serves as 

an essential element of risk communication. Prior research reveal that risk perceptions have been evaluated 

through an individual’s mental capabilities and self-calculation. This mode of thinking is associated with 

the rational choice model which means that individual uses their mental judgments to explain risk 

perceptions (Solvic, 2007; Lowenstein et al., 2001; Carlton and Jakobson, 2013). However, Solvic, (2007) 

elucidated that this rational choice does not explain people's perception of risk. On the other hand, 

laypeople cannot understand the technicalities to evaluate the risk (Bestrom et al., 1994). In furtherance, 

other variables affect the risk perceptions like gender, social trust in government, environmental attitudes, 

and demographics (Carlton and Jakobson 2013).  

 

Despite differences in the nature of environmental changes around the globe, most of the research on public 

perception has focused on explaining trends and patterns within countries (e.g., McCright 2010 and Brulle, 

Carmichael, and Jenkins, 2012). This is an alternative to the analysis of cross-national predictors of 

environmental concerns (e.g., Dunlap and York, 2008; Inglehart, 1995). While the studies conducted on 

environmental issues can notify about the patterns of public opinion regarding climate change across the 

nations.  However, it may not apply to other regions because of climate change has its diverse properties, 

specifically, long timeline, worldwide scale, and cannot be experienced directly (Van der Linden, 2015; 

Weber and Stern, 2011). I a survey conducted by Pew Global Attitudes Project, data was collected from 25 

countries and it was observed by Brechin and Bhandari (2011) that, in most of the countries respondents 

identify the change in climate as a serious concern. However, when compared with concerns for 

environmental protection, the intensity was found to be very lower. Keeping in view the background and 

existing literature, the current study is an effort to understand the perception of students about 

environmental risks. There is no prior study in the Pakistani context focusing on student’s perception 

climate change and the current study is an effort to fill this literature gap.   

 

Methods  
 

The study was conducted through a quantitative survey technique. The quantitative approach is used for 

measuring the perception, knowledge, and attitude of participants regarding a certain phenomenon 

(Neuman, 2007). As the purpose of the current study was to analyze and gauge the risk perception among 

the students regarding the environment, a quantitative approach was suitable in comparison to any other 

approach. The epistemological foundations of the study are based on positivist principles, which states that 

there is a single objective reality, and it exists out there in the world independent of individuals and it 

should be discovered through statistical measures and procedures (Bryman, 2016). The universe of the 

study was Quaid-i-Azam University Islamabad. 

 

The reason for collecting data from the students at the university was that it provides a unique research 

context. The University is having students from each cultural and ethnic background of Pakistan due to the 

quota system which gives representation to students from every part of the country. The data collected from 

the university were expected to provide a comprehensive overview of the students' risk perception 

regarding the environment and issues related to the environment. Researchers were also the faculty 

members and the students of the university and it was convenient for them to conduct the study at Quaid-i-

Azam University. The sampling strategy for the study was multi-staged cluster sampling. At the first stage 

of the cluster, the university was divided into different faculties like biological sciences, social sciences, 

and natural sciences. At the next stage of the clustering, respondents were divided on a gender basis. In the 

final stage, the sample was drawn from each of the categories with nearly an equal ratio of both genders 

using the following formula: 
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n= N/1+N(e)
2 
 

 

Where “n” is the sample size, “N” total population and “e” is the confidence interval (Yamane, 1973). The 

total population of Quaid-i-Azam University was 14000 and Using this formula, we draw a sample of 280 

respondents with a 95% confidence interval. We distributed questionnaires among 280 students, and we got 

a response from 250 respondents and the response rate was above 90%.  

 

Respondents were accessed in their departments and hostels and five Likert scale questionnaires were 

distributed among them. The questionnaire was adapted from different scholarly sources and was molded 

and made appropriate to the local research context. The questionnaire was pretested and any errors and 

omissions that emerged in that process were excluded at that stage. As respondents were students at 

university, they comfortably filled the questionnaires. However, researchers were present at the spot while 

they were filling the questionnaires for any guidance and corrections. After collection of the data, it was 

then sorted and edited. Questionnaires that were half filled, or there were any other issues were excluded. 

The data was then analyzed through SPSS (statistical package for social sciences) software. Data were 

analyzed in comparison to the existing literature and conclusion were drawn based on our data similarities 

and differences with existing literature.  

 

Findings  
 

We presented different statements to the respondents in a five Likert scale questionnaire focusing on 

different aspects of environmental risks. The responses of study participants are gathered in the following 

tables. The tables contain statements, response categories, frequencies, and percentages of the responses.  

 

Table 1. Statements regarding environmental issues and students’ attitude 

Statements Responses Frequency Percentage% 

Humans have the right 

to modify the natural 

environment to suit their 

needs. 

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

27 

45 

29 

99 

26 

8.0 

11.1 

17.3 

42.0 

21.7 

When humans interfere 

with nature it often 

produces disastrous 

consequences. 

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

18 

25 

39 

95 

49 

11.9 

19.9 

12.8 

43.8 

11.5 

Humans are severely 

abusing the 

environment. 

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

14 

17 

17 

120 

54 

6.3 

7.7 

7.7 

54.1 

24.3 

Plants and animals have 

as much right as humans 

to exist. 

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

10 

6 

17 

97 

95 

4.4 

2.7 

7.6 

43.1 

42.2 

If things continue on 

their present course, we 

will soon experience a 

major ecological 

disaster. 

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

12 

12 

23 

92 

81 

5.5 

5.5 

10.5 

41.8 

36.8 
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The above table 1 illustrates the study participant’s views regarding the relationship of humans with their 

nature and their interference within the environment and its consequences. It shows the perception of the 

respondents to the statements that are presented to them in order to measure how risky they consider human 

interference within nature. We got mixed kinds of responses as shown in the table. The first statement 

shows that majority 63% of participant believe that human has the right to interfere/modify the environment 

to make suitable for their needs. We could infer from the above response that the majority of the students in 

Quaid-i-Azam university hold a negative attitude towards environmental problems and they unaware of 

environmental risk. However, this assumption was reputed when 53% of the study participants agreed to 

the statement that human’s obstruction with nature often produces destructive consequences. Similarly, the 

subsequent statement that human is severely abusing the environment were agreed upon by nearly 78% of 

the respondents. It shows that though the students consider the human interference in the environment 

necessary for their survival, they have a negative perception of the ramification of this interference.   

 

This view was further strengthened by their response to the coming statement mentioned in the table. 

Nearly 85% of the respondents were agreed with the statement that plants and animals have the same rights 

as humans. Further, 76% of the participant anticipated an ecological disaster in case of the continuation of 

human interference within the environment.  

 

These statistics depict an overall sensitization among the students towards human involvement in 

environmental destruction and a strong concern for the consequences that will be resulted from human 

interference with the environment. We can relate these findings with Xu Ge et al., (2017), study who was of 

the view that environmental risk perception has a close relationship with pro-environmental behavior. 

Similarly, Carlton and Jakobson (2013) were of the view that for effective environmental protection and 

intervention, citizens' risk perception is an important indicator. Thus, we can conclude that our study 

participants have a serious concern for environmental issues and can predict active participation of them in 

pro-environmental activities. 

 

Table 2. Statements about environmental risk perception 

Statements Responses Frequency Percentage% 

I think the next 

generation will have a 

better environment than 

we have right now. 

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

49 

86 

43 

31 

15 

21.9 

38.4 

19.2 

13.8 

6.7 

It is too late for human 

beings to take actions to 

heal the damages caused 

by their activities. 

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

13 

87 

52 

56 

17 

5.8 

38.7 

23.1 

24.9 

7.6 

Even though we cannot 

eliminate environmental 

risks completely now, 

we can minimize the 

damages from the risks. 

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

16 

11 

19 

135 

45 

7.1 

4.9 

8.4 

59.7 

19.9 

I believe that tomorrow 

will be better than today 

if we do what we can to 

be environmentally 

friendly. 

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Neutral 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

10 

10 

14 

114 

77 

4.4 

4.4 

6.2 

50.7 

34.2 
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Table 2 illustrate the participant perception about environmental risks, their prospects, and the role of 

human intervention in overcoming those risks. It shows that most the youth contemplate that environmental 

risks are going to escalate, and the future is less likely to have a better environment. Nearly 60% of the 

respondents disagreed with the statement that the coming generation will have a better environment than we 

have right now. It also explicates that the students are aware of the risks to the environment and consider it 

an important issue. However, when presented with another statement: it is too late for human beings to take 

action to overcome the damages caused by their activities to the environment? A majority 43% of the 

respondents disagreed, 23% remained neutral while 30% of the respondents agreed to the statement. 

Though the proportion of the students who disagreed with that statement were statistically significant, 

however, the overall response depicts that majority of the students are optimistic about any human 

intervention to cater to environmental risks and about the possibility of overcoming threats posed to the 

environment. This position was further strengthened by the response of the students to the statement about 

the human’s ability to minimize the damages from environmental risks. Nearly 80% of the total 

respondents agreed with the statement that though environmental risks cannot be eliminated, we can 

minimize them. Almost the same was the response to the statement that “I believe that tomorrow will be 

better than today if we do what we can to be environmentally friendly”. A major proportion 85% of the 

total sample agreed to it. 

 

Table 3. Cross-tabulation of Gender with the statement “Humans interfere with nature often produces 

disastrous consequences”. 

  Humans interfere with nature often produces disastrous consequences 

 Categories   
Strongly 

disagree 
Disagree Neutral Agree 

Strongly 

agree 
Total 

Gender 

Male 
 8 17 21 50 13 109 

 7.3% 15.6% 19.3% 45.9% 11.9% 100.0% 

Female 
 10 8 18 45 36 117 

 8.5% 6.8% 15.4% 38.5% 30.8% 100.0% 

Total 
 18 25 39 95 49 226 

 8.0% 11.1% 17.3% 42.0% 21.7% 100.0% 

 

Table 3 is the cross-table analysis which demonstrates the gender-wise differences in perception regarding 

human interference with nature and its consequences for the environment. The table shows that gender-wise 

variations exist regarding environmental risk perception among the students. The table indicates that nearly 

60% of the male respondents are agreed with the statement that humans interfere with nature often 

produces disastrous consequences, while the ratio of the female students who agreed to the mentioned 

statements is significantly higher. Nearly 80% of the total female respondents were either agree or strongly 

agreed that human interference with nature results in disastrous consequences. It can be concluded that 

female students are more conscious of environmental risks in comparison to male students. Carlton and 

Jakobson (2013) were of the view that variables such as gender, income status, and education level affect 

individual risk perception. Similarly,  

 

Discussion  
 

Data and statistics of the study depict that the students of Quaid-i-Azam University are mostly aware and 

showed greater concern about environmental risks and have a positive attitude towards a human 

intervention for environmental protection. The students were agreed that environmental risks are going to 

increase in the future, however, they were of the view that human intervention cannot make difference 

concerning environmental issues. They also predicted that if humans continue to destroy the environment at 
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the current rate, we could experience a major ecological disaster. We can relate the higher ratio of 

sensitization about environmental risks with the qualification of the respondents, as most of them were 

students of masters, MPhil, and Ph.D. degrees.  We could relate these findings with the comprehensive 

personality model, which claims that personal qualities such as sociability, conscientiousness, and mental 

abilities can evaluate the perception of environmental risks (Chauvin, Hermand & Mullet, 2007). Similarly, 

Bestrom et al. (1994) were also of the view that laypeople are less likely to understand technicalities in the 

evaluation of the risk.  

 

According to World Health Organization (2013) report public usually avoid being aware of and ignore the 

risks because they perceive to be having no strategy to protect themselves against those risks. However, we 

found in our study that the students were optimistic and having a positive perception about human 

intervention in catering to environmental problems and the likelihood of overcoming the threats posed to 

the environment through human intervention. More than 80% of the participants agreed that environmental 

risks can be minimized through effective human intervention. We could predict based on our findings for 

active participation from the students in pro-environmental behavior.  This was also pointed by Xu Ge et al. 

(2017) that people are more likely to adopt pro-environmental behavior when they perceive and are aware 

of its risks. Similarly, Sandman (2013) was of the view that measures taken by an institution could only be 

effective if the society also recognizes the risks.  

 

Further, we found some gender variation with regard to risk perception. Female students were found to be 

more concerned about environmental risks in comparison to male students. These variations are also 

highlighted in prior studies like that of Rachel Croson and Uri Gneezy (2009) and Stern, Dietz, and Kalof 

(1993) who were of the view that men are more likely to judge risks as less problematic and smaller in 

comparison to women.  Furthermore, women consider themselves more threatened by environmental 

hazards than men do (Savage, 1993). Thus, we conclude that our study participants are found to be highly 

concerned about environmental risks with statistically significant gender variations in risk perception.  

 

Conclusion  
 

The current study aimed to investigate the risk perception of the students regarding environmental problems 

and climate change. The study was conducted through a quantitative survey technique, using a 

questionnaire as a tool for data collection. The results indicate that majority of the students are informed 

and concerned about environmental risks where 78.4% of the students consider humans as responsible for 

increasing environmental risks and hazards. However, 60.1% disagreed with the statement that the future 

generation could have a better environment. However, a majority of 80.2% of the students were found 

optimistic about curtailing environmental risks through human intervention. Our study also found that 

statistically, significant gender variations exist about risk perception among males and females. Female 

students were found to be more concerned about environmental risks in comparison to male students.  

 

The study findings could be used by government and other policy-making agencies for making 

environment-related strategies and for promoting pro environmental behavior among the youth. A major 

proportion of the population in Pakistan is comprised of youth, and youth-centered policies for 

environmental protection could also benefit from the current study. Our study has a certain limitation on 

which further studies could focus on. We conducted the study with a small sample and our results are only 

generalizable to the university students in specific Pakistani context and their perception of environmental 

risks. A future study could focus on studying environmental risks among diverse age groups, larger sample 

size, and with respondents from different occupational and socio-economic backgrounds for a 

comprehensive overview of the issue. We would suggest to the government and organizations working for 

environmental protection to get involved university students in their awareness and other environmental 

campaigns as the students are found to be concerned about environmental risks. The students were also 

found to be ready to take part in pro-environmental activities.  
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