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Abstract 

Inconsistency between the expressed support for resource-conservation ideas and 

behaviours has emphasised the need to develop a better understanding of the psychosocial 

processes through which formal laws (reified universe) also become informal norms 

(consensual universe). Experimental paradigms of the sociocognitive approach to social 

norms are able to assess if cultural change fostered by the legal/reified universe have been 

incorporated by society to the level of influencing, and being expected, in interpersonal 

communications. This article proposes to combine elements from the social 

representations theory and the sociocognitive approach to social norms in a diagnose 

proposal for cultural change (appropriation and consensualisation dimensions). Through 

a self-presentation paradigm, results of Study 1 show that conservation beliefs and 

behaviours are indeed used in interpersonal contexts in order to be well-seen; yet this 

informal valorisation is context-dependant. In Study 2 a hetero-evaluation paradigm was 

used. Results show that conservation beliefs are socially valued and crucial for people to 

be positively seen (appropriation). Yet the expression of conservation behaviours is not 

required (consensualisation). Overall, these results show that conservation beliefs and 

behaviours have become informal norms in Portugal. Still, this valorisation is not yet 

homogeneous; it partially tolerates belief-behaviour inconsistency, a typical dynamic of 

emancipated representations. 

Keywords: social representations, sociocognitive approach, social norms, 

sustainabilty, legal innovation. 
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In the last decades ecological and climate change-related problems have been 

increasingly tackled through a type of governance in which new legal and policy tools 

are first developed at the global or supra-national level, and are then passed on to the 

national and local levels (Giddens, 2009). The European Union (EU), in particular, has 

put numerous environmental Directives into place to be transposed to member-states’ 

national environmental legal frameworks (Castro, 2012; Batel, Devine-Wright & 

Tangeland, 2013): analysts have remarked that for joining the EU, applicant countries 

are today required to adopt more than 450 pieces of environmental legislation (Börzel & 

Fagan, 2015). This means that EU public spheres are called to adjust to a high number 

of new environmental laws and regulations, several of which promote a variety of 

resource-conservation actions for ecological purposes (e.g., recycling, or energy 

efficiency; Castro, 2012; Batel et al., 2013). The literature indicates that the goals of this 

governance, advanced through several governmental initiatives (e.g., selective disposal 

bins, media campaigns), receive clear support from EU publics (Gaskell et al., 2011). 

However, it also indicates that despite support, behaviours are changing rather slowly, 

remaining persistently inconsistent with beliefs (Lavergne & Pelletier, 2015).  

These two facts – EU’s strong reliance on legal means for tackling environmental 

problems, and the enduring inconsistency between beliefs and behaviours – both 

suggest that social and cultural psychology need to offer more attention to the psycho-

social processes through which new laws and policies contribute (or fail to contribute) 

to social and cultural change (Castro & Batel, 2008; Jensen & Wagoner, 2009). In the 

terms of the approach of social representations, this means: (1) studying the processes 

through which formal laws crafted in legal/reified universes (Moscovici, 1988) are able 

to enter consensual universes, thus becoming also informal norms; (2) developing 

criteria for recognizing in communication and Self-Other relations to what extent this 
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transference has occurred (Castro, 2012), and cultural change is being sustained in 

consensual universes.  

These questions have been studied simultaneously by the theory of social 

representations (TSR) and the sociocognitive approach to social norms (Dubois, 2003). 

These two fields developed in parallel as independent approaches. The social 

representations approach focusses on how social knowledge supports both social change 

and social stability and re-production (Moscovici, 2000; Marková et al., 2007; Castro & 

Batel, 2008). The sociocognitive approach to social norms on the other hand is 

interested in understanding how  social norms, while implicit, greatly contribute to the 

re-production of social structures and representations (Dubois, 2003).  

With the aim of proposing an integrated theoretical frame for the above-

mentioned goals, this article proposes to combine elements from the theory of social 

representations (Moscovici, 2000) and of the sociocognitive approach (Dubois, 2003). 

Both approaches view social and cultural change not as the sum of individual 

perspectives, but as involving all levels of a society, for which the transformation of 

shared belief systems – generated, maintained and transformed in Self-Other relations – 

is pivotal (Doise, 1980; Dubois, 2003; Castro, 2012; Marková et al., 2007). We argue 

that integrating these approaches can extend our understanding of the processes 

involved in the ‘social change cycle’ (Jensen & Wagoner, 2009) in which institutional, 

and initially transcendent, rules from a reified universe (new laws) become immanent in 

various types of social contexts and practices, entering namely the communicative 

practices of self-presentation and hetero-judgement.  

Despite sharing many assumptions on the inter-dependence of social and 

individual worlds, the two approaches have rarely been combined for analysing cultural 

change driven by new laws (but see Bertoldo, 2014). For this reason, we will start by 
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explaining how, when combined, they call for an integrated analysis of the 

appropriation dimension – how norms become immanent in individuals’ behaviours – 

and of the consensualisation dimension – how social groups might differ in how widely 

they value the new norms.  

After building this integrated theoretical frame, we will illustrate its potentialities 

for diagnosing cultural change through two studies. The studies explore the extent to 

which ideas and behaviours encouraged by new resource-conservation laws transposed 

from EU Directives (promoting recycling and energy saving) have become informally 

valued in Portugal. This is done by resorting to paradigms developed by the 

sociocognitive approach to identify the use of these ideas and behaviours in 

interpersonal contexts: the self-presentation and hetero-evaluation paradigms. These 

paradigms appeal directly to the cultural competence of participants as “citizens of 

socio-cultural worlds” (Jovchelovitch, 2011, p. 12.4) and are here used as standardized 

appraisals of the extent to which informal communicative practices reflect cultural 

change. The communicative practices examined – self-presentation and hetero-

evaluation – are thus here viewed as social and interpersonal processes through which 

new meaning categories filter into and are valued in different social contexts, or 

‘audiences’ (Goffman, 1959).  

 

The appropriation dimension: from transcendent laws to immanent norms 

The Theory of Social Representations (TSR) proposes that when laws destined to 

bring about social and cultural change enter into force in a nation, for many people they 

are still transcendent to actions (Harré, 1998; Castro & Batel, 2008), i.e. they remain a 

“written instruction” (Harré, 2002, p. 116) decontextualized from the individuals’ 

immediate environment (Boulanger & Christensen, in press). Then a period follows 
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when they enter public sphere discussions, and are debated and elaborated in Self-Other 

relations through inter-personal and mediated communication, as well as inner dialogue 

(Castro, 2012; Mouro & Castro, 2016; Marková, 2006; Marková et al., 2007). Through 

these debates and dialogues (Marková, 2006) the new ideas may become progressively 

invested with meaning, becoming part of a ‘transpersonal dimension’ and leading to a 

certain type of actions being expected within given contexts (Grossen & Orvig, 2011). 

This may eventually make the laws become immanent representations, deducible from 

concrete actions (Castro & Batel, 2008; Harré, 1998; Jensen & Wagoner, 2009).  

The appropriation (Rogoff, 1995) process through which new norms 

progressively become implicit in behaviour is a culturally enabled psychological 

process (Valsiner & Lawrence, 1997). Meanings shared through social interactions are 

progressively reconstructed at the interpersonal and psychological levels (Valsiner & 

Lawrence, 1997; Zittoun & Gillespie, 2015). As a culturally enabled psychological 

process (Valsiner & Lawrence, 1997), the appropriation of new ideas – e.g. those 

proposed by new laws – is a continuous process involving the individual and the social 

levels (Moscovici, 1988). In this sense, individuals move in the world under the 

guidance of socially shared interpretations. 

For example, many of our current public and private hygiene standards evolved 

from formal laws (Foucault, 1982). Representations about hygiene standards that in the 

19th century were still transcendent to the actions of many are today immanent and 

implicit in the actions of almost everybody (Castro, 2012): and it is not a frequent - or 

valued - conversational practice to express disregard for them. Thus, ideas and 

behaviours initially proposed by an external Institutional-Other (Mouro & Castro, 2016) 

as (transcendent) rules can in time be appropriated by public spheres, and therefore 

implicitly expected in inter-individual encounters. From formal suggestions, they 
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became therefore informally valued in a growing variety of private and public contexts 

(Elcheroth et al., 2011; Grossen & Orvig, 2011). Regarding new laws, as the social 

value of the ideas they incorporate increases, they progressively work as “semiotic 

constraints” contributing for a common social organisation (Valsiner, 2003). However, 

diagnostic criteria for identifying the extent to which these processes of cultural change 

and constraint are advanced, making certain ideas valued in a growing variety of 

contexts, are still lacking and are today much needed (Castro, 2012; Castro & Batel, 

2008). 

Here lies the interest of the methods proposed by the sociocognitive approach. 

This perspective assumes that some of the ideas that are central to our social functioning 

are so widely valued, shared and implicit, that they are opaque to our everyday 

perception (Dubois, 2003). From this perspective, new ideas which in time become 

widely valued – informally valued and immanent from action – inevitably integrate the 

core values of a society, i.e. those that sustain the functioning and reproduction of 

existing social structures (Dubois & Beauvois, 2005). Because these new ideas might 

eventually integrate fundamental societal values, instrumental for the acquisition of 

social and material outcomes, they can be intentionally used in the goal of obtaining 

rewards as a member of a society (Schenkler, 1996, p. 316). By approaching 

interpersonal situations as impregnated with the values and norms associated with social 

representations active and shared at a societal level, the sociocognitive approach 

proposes tools sensitive to what are the interpersonal consequences of adopting (or not) 

these ideas. Therefore, based on it we propose that once these new and transcendent 

ideas are appropriated, they also become implicitly expected and used in interpersonal 

contexts, especially evaluative ones.  

Also relevant for understanding the appropriation process is to take into account 
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an assumption from TRS: that meaning travels between different ‘universes’, and in the 

appropriation of legal innovation it travels from the reified to the consensual 

(Moscovici, 2000; Castro & Mouro, 2011). The reified universe of formal and 

institutional rules sees the world as a system void of identity - where “truth is confirmed 

by its conformity to prescribed procedures” (Moscovici, 1988, p. 233). In the 

consensual universe – where knowledge is invested with shared meaning and 

contextualized (Boulanger & Christensen, in press) - “the waning art of conversation” is 

what thinking thrives upon (Moscovici, 2000, p. 34). So for diagnosing the extent to 

which meaning is travelling and change happening, the ‘diagnostic’ criteria need to 

incorporate one of the central features of the art of conversation and communication: its 

orientation to the Other, its adjustment to what are deemed the characteristics of the 

audience (Goffman, 1959). It is important to specify, however, that cultural change 

rarely is linear (Jensen & Wagoner, 2009). The accommodation of reified ideas into 

consensual worlds can either take place progressively (Doise, 2001), be resisted 

blatantly (), or tolerated in general but subtly resisted contextually (Castro, 2012; Castro 

& Batel, 2008).  

The consensualisation dimension: awareness and meta-representation 

The appropriation process described above explains the individual level outcomes 

of broader cultural, societal change processes triggered by formal laws. Meanwhile, the 

appropriation of these new meanings and behaviours is contextualized by social groups, 

where individuals are able to witness either first-hand  or through meta-knowledge 

(Elcheroth et al., 2011)  how consensual and socially normative are these (once new) 

ideas.  

Meta-knowledge about how consensual a new idea or behaviour is becoming in 

the “battle of ideas” of a society (Moscovici & Marková, 2000) plays an important role 
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in either accelerating or slowing down change (Bertoldo, 2014; Elcheroth et al., 2011; 

Mouro & Castro, 2016). Meta-knowledge about what the Other is valuing, doing or 

saying guides meta-expectations of the Other about the Self, and vice-versa (Elcheroth 

et al., 2011; Mouro & Castro, 2016). This can be seen, for instance, in the different 

meanings and informal norms associated with wearing the veil in Muslim majority or 

minority societies (Wagner, Sen, Permanadeli, & Howarth, 2012). Meta-knowledge 

(Elcheroth et al., 2011) about how consensual a given idea is across various social 

groups of a society can moreover be associated with different types of representations: 

hegemonic, polemic or emancipated representations (Moscovici, 1988). 

Hegemonic social representations are uniform and coercive in a society 

(Moscovici, 1988). This type of social representations are widely shared, having 

become immanent in social practices and integrated in institutional arrangements. For 

example, one of the aims of the United Nations is to make human rights a hegemonic 

idea: both nationwide and, in this case, worldwide (Doise, 2001). The sociocognitive 

approach considers these hegemonic ideas as ‘normative’, i.e. instrumental for the 

functioning and reproduction of social structures and institutions. Examples of 

normative ideas in our time studied by this approach are individualism, which 

considerably impacts “the attribution processes of individuals” (Dubois & Beauvois, 

2005, p. 123); or the belief in a just world (Alves & Correia, 2008). 

Polemic representations, often involving group conflicts, offer incompatible 

versions of an object circulating in society (Moscovici, 1988). They incorporate identity 

elements (Kus, Liu, & Ward, 2013; Vala, Garcia- Marques, Gouveia-Pereira, & Lopes, 

1998) carrying holomorphic information (Wagner, 1995), i.e. meta-knowledge about 

how ‘our’ representations differ from ‘theirs’ (Raudsepp, 2005). From a sociocognitive 

perspective, these representations might be normative in the context of one social group, 
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and counter-normative - and de-valued - in another competing group or context. In 

other words, different conflicting versions are shared by different ‘audiences’ 

(Goffmann, 1959) that value and expect different (and sometimes conflicting) practices. 

An example of this type of representations – and of the social norms they associate with 

– are the polarized views about the Soviet past held by Estonian and by Russian 

communities in Estonia (Kus et al., 2013). 

Finally, emancipated representations are those that have outgrown their group of 

origin to spread across “subgroups that are in more or less close contact. Each subgroup 

creates its own version and shares it with the others” (Moscovici, 1988, p. 221). They 

include ideas and values already familiar and shared– e.g. human rights or 

environmental conservation. Their abstract formulations often harness wide social value 

across a society (Staerklé & Clémence, 2004), but the specific behavioural 

consequences that are to be drawn from them are not stable, or equal in different groups 

and contexts (Mouro & Castro, 2012; Staerklé & Clémence, 2004). This type of 

representational dynamics allows the individual to contextually justify the infringement 

of a requirement by resorting to a different context where the expression of a different 

opinion or behaviour is acceptable (Uzelgun, Mohammed, Lewinski, & Castro, 2015), 

i.e. by making distinctions between contexts of action (Mouro & Castro, 2012). For 

example: there are various versions of what being an ecologist means and not all of 

them require engaging in action to the same extent (Castro, 2012). In sum, emancipated 

representations reached the “level of overt agreement, but their creative potential for 

initiating new practices remains poor1” (Castro & Batel, 2008, p. 482). Various studies 

focusing on cultural change promoted through legal innovation demonstrate an 

                                                           
1 This phrase refers to the fact that emancipated representations help to convey new meaning (present in emancipated 

representations) to old practices. In short, this disconnection hampers the creative potential for initiating new 

practices in accordance with the ideas existing in the representation, since they easily “make sense”. 
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emancipated dynamic: they show how abstract ideas (e.g. human rights, organ 

donation, biodiversity conservation) are valued and supported, but less expressed 

through concrete behaviours (Moloney, Hall, & Walker, 2005; Mouro & Castro, 2012; 

Staerklé & Clémence, 2004). In sociocognitive terms, these representations show a gap 

between what is expected regarding beliefs and behaviours, with a social value that is 

adaptable to the different presentation contexts (Gilibert & Cambon, 2003).  

 

*** Insert TABLE 1 here *** 

 

The main theoretical arguments of the two above-described dimensions of 

appropriation and consensualisation are synthesised on Table 1. These two dimensions 

contribute to expanding our understanding of cultural change at different levels of 

analysis (Doise, 1982). The first dimension, appropriation, is concerned with how the 

individual progressively incorporates societal requirements in his/her behaviour, 

irrespective of his/her group affiliation. The second, the consensualisation dimension,  

takes into account meta-knowledge about how these new ideas gradually spread across 

social groups and have become either hegemonic, polemic or emancipated (Moscovici, 

1988). 

  

Summary and presentation of the studies 

This article proposes that a better understanding of cultural change promoted by 

legal innovations can be achieved by combining the social representations (Moscovici, 

2000) and the sociocognitive approaches (Dubois, 2003). More specifically, it views 

their integration as useful to analyse at which level have new ideas and behaviours 

supported by new laws become (1) appropriated, and thus implicit in individual 
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behaviour; and (2) consensual across social groups. In this sense, based on them we 

propose diagnostic criteria that can be useful for assessing the progress of the social 

change generated by new laws. These diagnostic criteria involve the assessment of two 

main aspects: (1) the extent to which the new laws, as well as the representations they 

incorporate, have moved from a reified to a consensual universe, integrating the new 

social practices proposed (communicative or material) as immanent to behaviours 

(appropriation dimension); (2) the extent of the perceived consensus about how society 

has integrated these changes. This integration can happen in a hegemonic way, in a 

polemic way and in an emancipated way (consensualisation dimension).  

With a specific focus on communicative practices, this diagnostic proposal 

specifically looks at how the ideas and behaviours proposed by the new laws are ‘used’ 

in Self-Other relations. The analyses of the implicit interpersonal expectations can be 

carried out through a variety of methods, but the experimental paradigms of the socio-

cognitive approach (Dubois, 2003) present a number of advantages for our goals. 

Seeking to bring implicit phenomena to psychosocial scrutiny (Dubois, 2003), by 

tapping into how social knowledge is implicitly valued and asking participants to enter a 

role-play situation (e.g. imagining themselves communicating in Self-Other relations), 

these experimental paradigms take direct advantage of a fact that many others overlook: 

that participants of experimental studies “walk into the lab environment as carriers of 

systems of meaning, as citizens of socio-cultural worlds that they cannot just shrug off” 

(Jovchelovitch, 2011, p. 12.4). Proposing the experimental situation as a social situation 

(Farr, 1984), these paradigms explicitly ask participants to make use of their cultural 

competences. This allows to explore if the norms incorporated in once reified, 

institutional, proposals have permeated everyday life, also influencing communicative 

practices in informal contexts. Once these social interaction expectations, implicit in 
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interpersonal judgement, are coupled with a dynamic approach to social change (see 

Table 1), they contribute to expanding our capacity for diagnosing the pace of social 

change.  

As an illustration of how the experimental paradigms of the sociocognitive 

approach can be used to diagnose cultural change and the social value new meaning 

acquires when moving from reified to consensual universes we use in this article two 

paradigms: the self-presentation and the hetero-judgement paradigms (Gilibert & 

Cambon, 2003). With the first we assume that if the representations incorporated in the 

new laws are used for conveying a positive Self-image, then they are socially valued 

(Jellison & Green, 1982; Alves & Correia, 2008); with the second we assume that if 

Others expressing such representations are positively judged, they are socially valued. 

The specific assumptions orienting the experimental design of each study are presented 

in the next sections.  

Meanwhile it is important to underline the importance, and at the same time the 

difficulty, of integrating these two theories. The long and rigid separation in social 

psychology between experimental and other methods has hampered the cross-

fertilization between different social psychological approaches (Jovchelovitch, 2011) 

maintaining research traditions fragmented (Moscovici, 1989) and segregated. In this 

context, these paradigms – enabling the use of standardized role-playing of 

communicative practices as a resource for diagnosing cultural change - can offer a more 

integrative view of processes of cultural transformation, by providing rich descriptions 

of them (Moscovici, 1989, p. 414), rather than seeking premature explanations for them. 

Below we will first present the results of how participants made communicative 

use of conservation beliefs and behaviours. Then, in a second moment, we will interpret 

what these results mean by drawing on the theoretical frame above presented.  
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Study 1 – Self-presentation in context: Anticipating the social gaze 

Participants were placed in a role-playing situation by being asked to present 

themselves as part of a job interview to a possible future employer from either an 

Ecological Institute or a Cement Plant. The Ecological Institute was described to 

participants as “very active in exerting public pressure for the respect of environmental 

laws and regulations”. The Cement Plant was described as “publicly known to suffer 

pressure from environmental groups because of the environmental impact of its 

extractive activities”. Respondents were asked to convey either a positive self-image 

(imagining they very much wanted the job) or a negative one (they did not want the job, 

but could not refuse it directly in order not be excluded from the data-base) by 

answering a questionnaire. The questionnaire comprised questions about conservation 

beliefs and behaviours regarding recycling, and energy and water saving.  

Recently, the positive social value of expressing conservation beliefs and 

behaviours has been demonstrated through self-presentation in EU member-states with 

environmental laws based on EU Directives (Félonneau & Becker, 2008). However, the 

expression of how Self-presentations adjust to different Others, part of different social 

contexts or audiences, has not yet been explored.  

In relation to the appropriation dimension, this study will be able to identify if 

resource-conservation policies applied today in Portugal – and based on EU Directives 

– have become immanent, part of what is implicitly expected in interpersonal 

encounters, and therefore infiltrated the Portuguese ‘consensual universe’. This will be 

observed if participants rely on pro-conservation ideas to present a good image, and 

anti-conservation ones to pass a negative self-image, and there is a significant difference 

between both images, when presenting themselves in different contexts.. 
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From a consensualisation perspective, this study will allow to observe whether 

participants adapt their presentation strategies to contexts where resource-conservation 

ideas are differently valued – an Ecological Institute or a Cement Plant. A stable 

expression of conservation beliefs and behaviours across contexts would suggest a wide 

social consensus, close to hegemonic representations. A stable expression of 

conservation beliefs, accompanied by a contextually adapted expression of behaviours 

would be indicative of emancipated representations, since these ideas tend to be overall 

well-accepted, adaptable and their inconsistency with behaviours is tolerated (Bertoldo, 

2014). And finally a dynamic where both beliefs and behaviours are differently used 

across contexts would reveal a dynamic typical of polemic representations.   

Method 

Procedure and participants 

Participants were approached in a classroom and randomly assigned to one of four 

conditions: self-presentation to convey a positive or negative self-image to a potential 

employer (either the Cement Plant employer or the Ecological Institute employer). A 

total of 155 Portuguese university students participated in the study. Their mean age 

was 22.5 years (19-53, DP = 4.5) and 58% were female. 

Variables  

Conservation beliefs: five items were used (α = .75; “It doesn’t make sense to 

worry about my personal water consumption when industries are the biggest water 

consumers” (reversed); “I see the saving of energy as something positive”; “The fact 

that I save energy has no impact on environmental protection” (reversed); “I see the 

recycling of selective deposit containers as positive” and “I see the recycling of paper as 

positive”; scale: 1 = totally disagree to 7 = totally agree). 

Conservation behaviours: five items were used (α = .62; “I do my best not to 
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waste water in my home”; “I do not leave electronic devices on standby”; “At home, I 

use energy without worrying about saving it” (reversed); “I deposit my used batteries in 

the recycling container” and “I sort and take out my packages for recycling”; scale: 1 = 

never to 7 = always). 

Results 

Results of a three-way ANOVA2 with environmental belief or behaviour as 

repeated factor showed that, overall, both conservation beliefs (Mpos = 6.32; Mneg = 

5.13; t(152) = 5.6, p < .001) and behaviours (Mpos = 5.21; Mneg = 4.49; t(122) = 2.9, p < 

.01) have higher means when expressed in a positive than in a negative presentation 

(F(1,119) = 24.4, p < .001). This suggests that these beliefs and behaviours have a 

positive social value. 

 

***Insert FIGURE 1 here *** 

 

Moreover the presentation strategies change according to the context (F(1,119) = 

10.6, p < .01). When presentations are made to an Ecological Institute employer (Figure 

1), differences between positive and negative presentations are significantly different 

(Beliefs: Mpos = 6.54; Mneg = 4.65; t(75) = 6.9, p < .001; Behaviours: Mpos = 5.31; Mneg = 

4.3; t(59) = 3.3, p < .01). This is not the case when presentations are made to a Cement 

Plant employer (Beliefs: Mpos = 6.1; Mneg = 5.76; t(75) = .9, p = ns; Behaviours: Mpos = 

4.94; Mneg = 4.68; t(61) = .8, p = ns). Figure 1 presents these results.  

Discussion 

The results of this study suggest a valorisation of resource-conservation beliefs 

and behaviours in the Portuguese society. From an appropriation perspective, they 

                                                           
2 ANOVA 2 (presentation type: positive/negative) by 2 (presentation context: ecological institute/cement 

plant) by 2 (outcome variable: belief/behaviour) with repeated measures on the last factor. 
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illustrate how conservation ideas and behaviours, initially proposed by a reified 

universe as part of formal norms and regulations (Castro, 2012) are  used for positive 

self-presentations– i.e. conservation beliefs and behaviours have become informally 

valued in Portugal.  

However, an analysis from a consensualisation perspective adds nuances to this 

general conclusion. In the context aligned with environmental laws (Ecological 

Institute), participants used conservation beliefs and behaviours to make positive and 

negative presentations that are significantly different. In the Cement Plant context this 

was not the case: conservation beliefs and behaviours are equivalent for positive and 

negative presentations. This can suggest that respondents are not totally sure of what to 

value and devalue in that context, and so their choices do not yield a clear difference 

between negative and positive presentations. Participants seem to be responding to a 

generic rule indicating that, in general, conservation ideas and behaviours are socially 

valued (hence the high means for both beliefs in and behaviours); however, they seem 

to be unsure of their social value in this specific context (hence the lack of difference 

between positive and negative presentations). This pattern of differences extends 

previous findings by showing that the valorisation of resource-conservation is (still) 

context-dependent. 

Despite the usefulness of the self-presentation paradigm for demonstrating the 

valorisation of some core-representations “nothing proves that the impression they 

(participants) give is in fact an impression which they themselves would valorise if they 

were given by another” (Gilibert & Cambon, 2003, p. 45). These concerns will be 

addressed in the next study through the hetero-judgement paradigm.  

Study 2 – Hetero-judgements and the social gaze we share 
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In this second study, cultural change towards resource-conservation will be 

assessed by placing participants in the role of the social ‘other’, asking them to judge 

someone else. Previous studies have shown that social judgments are organised around 

two main dimensions: one aggregating traits related with friendliness and sympathy 

(warmth), and another aggregating intellectual and task-related traits (competence) 

(Fiske, Cuddy & Glick, 2002).  

From an appropriation perspective, previous studies have shown that in the 1990s 

recycling was associated with a caring image – a warmth trait –, and negatively 

associated with ambition – a competence trait (Sadalla & Krull, 1995). This study was 

replicated in the following decade and competence traits (like ‘competitive’ and 

‘ambitious’) were no longer affected by whether or not the person performed 

conservation behaviours (see Welte & Anastasio, 2010). These results suggest that 

representations associated with conservation practices have meanwhile acquired 

positive social value. This study will use the same hetero-judgement approach to 

analyse how are these beliefs and behaviours perceived when displayed by someone 

else in Portugal. If someone presenting high conservation beliefs and behaviours is 

better judged – or seen as warmer and more competent – than someone presenting low 

conservation beliefs and behaviours, it would demonstrate the valorisation of these 

beliefs and behaviours and therefore validate the results of Study 1 through another 

paradigm. 

From a consensualisation perspective, this study will further clarify the extent to 

which inconsistency between conservation beliefs and behaviour is tolerated in the 

Portuguese context. More specifically, the perceived warmth and competence of two 

consistent targets (one pro-conservation and one anti-conservation) will be compared 

with those of an inconsistent target (high conservation beliefs and low behaviours). 
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Method 

Procedure and participants 

Participants were invited to take part in an impression formation task. They were 

given a pre-filled questionnaire (the same as the one used in the previous study), and 

asked to imagine what the person who had supposedly filled it in was like. The pre-

filled questionnaire expressed one of the three following profiles:  

Pro-conservation (strong conservation beliefs and frequent conservation 

behaviours) where very positive answers (7 in a 7-point scale) were given to about 1/3 

of the questions and positive answers (6) to the rest of the items. 

Anti-conservation (weak beliefs and infrequent behaviours) where very negative 

answers (1) were given to about 1/3 of the items, and negative answers (2 or 3) to the 

rest of the items. 

Inconsistent (strong beliefs but infrequent behaviours) where the displayed beliefs 

were equivalent to those displayed by the pro-conservation profile, and the displayed 

behaviours were equivalent to those displayed by the anti-conservation profile. 

Participants were then requested to rate that person on a set of competence and 

warmth traits (Fiske et al., 2002). A manipulation-check task at the end of the 

questionnaire excluded those participants who could not correctly characterise the 

proposed profile in terms of conservation beliefs and behaviours. 

Participants were 72 Portuguese university students: 29 participants in the pro-

conservation condition, 17 in the inconsistent condition and 26 in the anti-conservation 

condition. They were on average 21.8 years old (18- 48, DP = 6.99), and mostly female 

(62%). 

Variables 

The competence traits (talented, intelligent, capable and competent; α = .82) and 

the warmth traits (sincere, good-natured, friendly, tolerant, warm; α = .73) were 
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averaged in two indexes. All traits were measured on a 7-point scale (from 1 - not 

characteristic at all to 7 - totally characteristic). 

Results 

The results of a two-way ANOVA3 with repeated measures on the judgement 

dimension showed a main effect of the judgment profile (pro-conservation, anti-

conservation, inconsistent) (F(2,69) = 22.4, p < .001) and an interaction between the 

profile and the judgement dimension (competence and warmth) (F(2,69) = 6.84, p < 

.01).  

Additional partial comparisons with three one-way ANOVAs, one for each 

judgement dimension, were performed4. Post hoc tests with Bonferroni pairwise 

comparisons show that the pro-conservation profile is better judged than the anti-

conservation one on both dimensions (all p’s < .001). 

 

*** Insert TABLE 2 here *** 

 

In comparison with the inconsistent profile, the pro-conservation profile is better 

judged in terms of competence (p < .001), but equivalent in terms of warmth (p = .158). 

Still in relation to the inconsistent profile, as expected the anti-conservation one is better 

judged in terms of perceived warmth (p < .05), but is seen as equally competent (p = 

.33). 

Discussion 

Results of this study provide an additional illustration of the different levels at 

play in the processes of cultural change taking place in Portugal following the 

                                                           
3 ANOVA 3 (profile: pro-conservation/inconsistent/anti-conservation) X 3 (judgement dimension: 

competence/warmth). 
4 competence: F(2,69) = 24.91, p < .001; warmth: F(2,69) = 24.91, p < .001 
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implementation of resource-conservation laws. More specifically, from an 

appropriation perspective, these results demonstrate how a pro-conservation person is 

better judged than an anti-conservation person in both warmth and competence 

dimensions. In other words, when assuming the role of a social ‘Other’, participants 

attribute more social value to the pro-conservation profile in relation to the anti-

conservation and the inconsistent ones.  

Results further show that the inconsistent profile is judged as equally warm as 

the consistent pro-conservation profile – and warmer than the anti-conservation. Despite 

not presenting conservation behaviours, the profile displaying the classic belief-

behaviour gap does not fail to express the socially valued conservation beliefs, and is 

shielded from the harsher evaluation addressed to the anti-conservation profile. The 

shield is however not perfect, as the inconsistent profile is seen as less competent than 

the pro-conservation one. From a consensualisation perspective, thus, by showing some 

tolerance for the inconsistent profile, these results thus indicate a general and abstract 

valorisation of conservation ideas – a pattern that is characteristic of emancipated 

representations (Castro & Mouro, 2011). 

General Discussion 

The fact that numerous laws and regulations promoting resource-conservation 

entered into force in EU countries in recent decades has created an important 

opportunity for studying processes of cultural change fostered by the policy and legal 

spheres (Castro, 2012). In this context, the enduring inconsistency between the 

expressed support for resource-conservation ideas and the corresponding behaviours has 

specifically brought to the fore the need to develop a better understanding of the 

psychosocial processes through which formal laws, crafted in legal/reified universes 

(Moscovici, 2000) over time also become (or fail to become) informal norms, 
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maintained and reproduced in consensual universes (Moscovici, 2000; Castro, 2012; 

Castro & Batel, 2008). This article thus combined elements from the social 

representations theory (Moscovici, 2000) and the sociocognitive approach to norms 

(Dubois, 2003) for organising an integrated theoretical framework capable of 

diagnosing the extent to which cultural change fostered by the legal/reified universe has 

been successful to the point of influencing the everyday informal valorisation of the 

ideas it proposes. More specifically, this integrated framework proposes that the cultural 

change triggered by laws can, through social debate and interaction, be progressively 

incorporated by society to the level of influencing and being expected in interpersonal 

communicative practices. When these social expectations, implicit in interpersonal 

judgement, are framed by a dynamic approach to social change (see Table 1), they can 

contribute to our capacity for diagnosing the pace of social change. 

The integrated framework we proposed assumes that social innovation generated 

at a societal level by laws can be tapped by the appropriation dimension at the level of 

the individual; and by the consensualisation dimension at the positional and intergroup 

levels (Doise, 1982).  

 (1) Appropriation dimension: helps analysing whether people use ideas and 

behaviours promoted in legal innovations when seeking to present a good 

or bad self-image; and  use these ideas and behaviours as criteria to judge 

the Other;  

(2) Consensualisation dimension: helps analysing how people use these 

ideas and behaviours when they (a) present themselves to different 

‘audiences’ – and thus helps diagnosing the status of the representations 

the new laws incorporate - polemical if beliefs and behaviours are altered 

and adapted to different audiences; emancipated if mainly behaviours are 
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adapted; and hegemonic if beliefs and behaviours are used in the same 

way irrespective of the context; and (b) judge targets expressing different 

levels of beliefs and behaviours – tolerant judgement of targets 

presenting inconsistent beliefs and behaviours would suggest 

emancipated representations, while harsher judgements would suggest 

hegemonic representations (Bertoldo, 2014).  

With the goal of diagnosing the extent to which conservation ideas, initially 

proposed by legal regulations, impact interpersonal expectations in different imagined 

contexts of the Portuguese society, two studies were conducted using the paradigms of 

the sociocognitive approach to social norms: the self-presentation (Study 1) and the 

hetero-judgement (Study 2) paradigms.  

In relation to the appropriation dimension, both studies illustrate how these 

beliefs and behaviours are today informal valued. Study 1 shows how Portuguese 

university students – as a EU member-state with resource-conservation laws - recognise 

the informal value of conservation ideas and behaviours, since when asked to present 

themselves in a positive manner, they offer high agreement with them. Furthermore, 

participants make use of conservation ideas and behaviours in a way that corroborates 

previous studies conducted in other EU member-states (Félonneau & Becker, 2008). 

Moreover, when participants change perspective and take the place of evaluators, 

they make use of the informal value of conservation beliefs and behaviours to judge 

other people. In this situation, a person with a pro-conservation profile (strong 

conservation beliefs and frequent behaviours) is better judged than a person with an 

anti-conservation profile (weak conservation beliefs and infrequent behaviours), in both 

the warmth and the competence dimensions. Together with Study 1, these results thus 

suggest that even when they take on the role of a social ‘other’, participants attribute 



FROM LEGAL TO NORMATIVE 

 

24 

more social value to the pro-conservation profile than to the anti-conservation and the 

inconsistent ones.  

In what concerns the consensualisation dimension, results of the first study 

demonstrate that the observed valorisation of conservation beliefs and behaviours is 

context-dependent: university students are aware of how different social groups think 

about the environment and adapt their self-presentation strategies accordingly so as to 

be well-seen. This implicit acknowledgement and adaptation to different audiences 

constitutes a demonstration that conservation goals have not achieved a social value 

typical of hegemonic representations, nor do they, nevertheless, sharply divide groups, 

as do polemic representations.  

Results of the second study also illustrate how the expression of conservation 

beliefs (a more abstract level) is socially valued, and crucial for people to be positively 

seen as competent and warm. The expression of conservation behaviours (concrete) is 

less of a requirement. Results show that a profile presenting infrequent conservation 

behaviours, but expressing strong conservation beliefs is judged to be as warm as one 

presenting both high conservation beliefs and behaviours. These findings illustrate the 

strength and ‘abstractness’ of the value attached to environmental ideas, which can then 

more easily be transferred between contexts, often without necessarily calling into 

question their pragmatic adaptability through concrete behaviours. The informal social 

value attached to these ideas, and this tolerance for inconsistent behaviour, thus seem 

typical characteristics of emancipated representations, those more amenable to context, 

and negotiable (Moscovici, 1988; Mouro & Castro, 2012).  

This integration of social representations theory (Moscovici, 2000) and the 

sociocognitive approach to norms (Dubois, 2003) provides an insightful and innovative 
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look into the processes that implicitly, yet actively, accompany social and cultural 

changes promoted by new laws and policies (Castro, 2012).  

The fact that our samples were exclusively composed of university students can 

be considered a limitation in terms of how are they representative of the Portuguese 

society as a whole. Nevertheless, university education in Portugal is overall less 

expensive than in many other EU countries, allowing students of a variety of social 

backgrounds to attend university (EC, 2016). Moreover, the fact that university students 

are going through formal education exposes them – often as part of the curricula - to 

social representations and formal norms aligned with public policies . Still, a 

comparison with other groups of the Portuguese society could better identify at which 

stage are we in the generalisation of the environmental cultural change (Castro & 

Mouro, 2011).  

We believe this joint approach has the potential to stimulate future cross-cultural 

studies, as well as to open up new avenues for exploring other issues (e.g. gay marriage, 

cannabis legalisation), in different fields of importance to cultural psychology. 
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Table 1. Schematic synthesis of the main concepts proposed to understand the dynamics of 

social change and its possible outcomes.  

 

  

 Appropriation Consensualisation 

 Transcendent Immanent Emancipated Polemic Hegemonic 
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New ideas 

remain as 

external 

instructions, 

decontextualized, 

with little impact 

on behaviour. 

Observance of 

(what once 

were) new 

ideas is now 

implicit in 

behaviour. 

 

Widely 

socially shared, 

support for 

these ideas and 

behaviours is 

susceptible to 

contextual 

influence.  

The expression of 

these ideas and 

behaviours 

identifies the 

individual as 

member of a 

certain group, 

against other 

group(s).  

The expression 

of these ideas 

and behaviours 

is widespread 

and implicit 

across a nation, 

culture or 

society. 

S
o
ci

o
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g
n

it
iv

e 
a
p

p
ro

a
ch

  Normative 

beliefs and 

behaviours can 

be used for 

positive self-

presentation and 

hetero-

judgement, 

depending on the 

context. 

Normative 

beliefs and 

behaviours are 

used for 

positive self-

presentation 

and hetero-

judgement, in 

most contexts. 

Normative 

beliefs and 

behaviours can 

be used for 

positive self-

presentation 

and hetero-

judgement, 

depending on 

context. 

Normative beliefs 

and behaviours are 

used for positive 

self-presentation 

and hetero-

judgement in one 

group, and are not 

used in the 

other(s).  

Normative 

beliefs and 

behaviours are 

used for 

positive self-

presentation 

and hetero-

judgement, in 

most contexts. 
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Table 2. Means of competence and warmth appraisal for the pro-conservation, 

inconsistent and anti-conservation targets. 

 Pro-conservation  Inconsistent  Anti-

conservation 

    

 M SD  M SD  M SD  F(2,69) p ηp2 

Competence 4.94 1.05  3.58 1.01  3.08 .94  24.91 < .001 .42 

Warmth 4.70 1.01  4.18 .70  3.50 .73  13.4 < .001 .28 
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Figure 1. Differences between positive and negative presentations of conservation 

beliefs and behaviours, to an Ecological Institute and to a Cement Plant employer. 

 


