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CONTEXTS OF DEVELOPMENT

Brazil is a country of continental dimensions. If 
we image the map of Brazil superposed on the map 
of Europe, such that the capital Brasília coincides 
with Luxembourg, the letters R, S and T in Figure 
1 correspond, approximately to Reykjavik, St. 
Petersburg and Tunis. Currently, there are some 
600 undergraduate and 60 graduate programs 
in psychology, 34 of which offer a Ph.D. A recent 
search of the database of the Brazilian National 

Council for Scientific 
and Technological 
Development (CNPq) 
produced 138 PhDs and 
PhD students who either 
consider themselves 
working in Environmental 
Psychology (EP), have 
published something with 
the words “Environmental 
Psychology” in the title, 

or applied the key term EP to a publication, thesis 
or research project. A further search in the same 
database indicates 33 research groups dealing 
in one form or another with EP. Obviously, these 
numbers need to be considered with caution, as 
they may very well include researchers with marginal 
interests in EP, and exclude others who are doing EP 
research without classifying it as such. Against this 
background, we present a very personal perspective 
on the growth of academic EP over the past twenty 
years in Brazil. 

An important institution for the advancement 
of academic psychology in Brazil has been the 
National Association of Research and Graduate 
Teaching of Psychology (ANPEPP in Portuguese), 

which organizes bi-annual meetings since 1984 to 
allow exchanges between professors working in 
psychology graduate programs. The first meeting 
brought together less than 100 PhDs from about 
twenty graduate programs. In 2008, more than 
600 professors and researchers affiliated with the 
60 graduate programs in all fields of psychology 
attended the 12th meeting. 

ORIGINS OF ACADEMIC ENVIRONMENTAL 
PSYCHOLOGY IN BRAZIL.

There is no one date to indicate the beginning 
of EP in Brazil. Similar to the lore of pub meetings 
giving rise to EP in Great Britain, the authors met 
in a university canteen in 1978 and discovered 
their mutual interest, but did not talk again for 
several years. 

By 1988, the first author, trained in social 
psychology in the USA, had moved to Brasília and 
started an EP research group. In 1986, the second 
author had completed an MA thesis in Brazil on a topic 
of ecological psychology and in 1996, received his 
PhD in the USA with a dissertation in Environmental 
Psychology.

During the 1992 meeting of ANPEPP, EP had 
been a topic in a task force dealing with “emerging 
themes”, which resulted in a publication presenting 
EP in Portuguese to a wider audience (Günther & 
Rozestraten, 1993). During most of the 1990ies and 
early 2000ies, the authors and other researchers 
largely worked alone in their respective universities and 
occasionally met during (inter)national meetings. 

The 26th Meeting of the Interamerican Society of 
Psychology (SIP) in São Paulo in 1997 was important 
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in that it allowed for a number of EP researchers 
from Latin America and Europe to meet; among the 
participants were Esther Wiesenfeld, Juan Ignacio 
Aragonés, Víctor Corral, Gabriel Moser, to name 
but a few. Besides presenting research, there was 
opportunity for discussing and planning the coming 
years (Pinheiro & Wiesenfeld, 1997) that included 
the idea of setting up an Internet discussion forum, 
which became a reality a few years later.

In the early years of the new century, several 
meetings produced opportunities for Brazilian EP 
researchers to meet. During an IAPS Conference 
in Paris, a discussion section on EP in Brazil took 
place (Moser & Pol, 2000). In August of the same 
year, the International Seminar on Psychology and 
the Built Environment took place in Rio de Janeiro 
assembled architects, geographers, urban planners 
and psychologists, with international participants 
that included Robert Sommer, Denise Jodelet, 
and Graham Adams (del Rio & Horne, 2002). In 
November of 2002 Brazilian EP researchers met with 
international colleagues, sponsored by IAPS and a 
research group at the Universidade de São Paulo 
(Uzzell, Moser, Rabinovich & Ornstein, 2005).

THE ENVIRONMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY TASK 
FORCE AT ANPEPP

During a 1999 meeting of the Brazilian Society of 
Social Psychology (ABRAPSO), a first attempt was 
made to create some sort of association of EP. At 
that point, the authors also spoke about the need 
to start an Environmental Psychology task force 
(EPTF) at ANPEPP. Teaching and research were 
expanding in various parts of the country, yet there 
was little interaction. Most researchers had received 
their doctorates only a few years earlier, many times 
abroad or under the supervision of faculty with little 
interest in EP. Furthermore, they worked under very 
heterogeneous circumstances.

Among EP researchers there exist very different 
epistemological, theoretical and methodological 
perspectives, not to mention political views. 
Given the multidisciplinary character of the human 
environment relationship, the term EP best allowed 
for an integration of different perspectives, when 
we proposed an EPTF at ANPEPP. At the time, 
the field was not well known in most psychology 
departments and institutes around the country. The 
term psicologia ambiental, as the field is known 
in Portuguese, even conjured notions of a “tree 
on the couch”, given the predominance of clinical 
psychology in many departments. We hoped that 

the EPTF would become an integrative forum for the 
field in order to overcome geographic isolation in a 
country the size of Brazil. In Figure 1 the geographic 
dispersion and distances of the locals of the eleven 
members of the EPTF at the 2008 ANPEPP meeting is 
shown: Manaus (1 participant), Fortaleza (2), Natal (2), 
Brasília (3), Ribeirão Preto (1), and Florianópolis (1).

Spearheaded by the first author , the first encounter 
of the EPTF brought together ten researchers from 
around the country at the 2000 ANPEPP meeting. 
Participants presented their research interests, 
considered the need 
for collaboration and 
discussed the scarcity 
of didactic material in 
Portuguese. The diverse, 
yet limited range in 
background and research 
interests precluded 
writing a Brazilian reader 
in EP, a few of the papers 
were published eventually 
(Günther, Pinheiro, & 
Guzzo, 2004). 

The second encounter 
of the EPTF during the 2002 ANPEPP meeting 
brought together nine researchers. A joint result of 
the group was a special edition on EP of the journal 
Estudos de Psicologia (Natal) under the editorship of 
Pinheiro (2003). 

The third encounter of the EPTF during the 
2004 ANPEPP meeting gathered eleven researchers 
and a doctoral student from one of the participating 
institutions. The joint result was a reader in EP 
research methods (Pinheiro & Günther, 2008). To 
encourage the development of an autochthonous 
EP, this long-term goal includes, necessarily, the 
training of young researchers, hence the need for a 
research primer. Interestingly enough, the diversity in 
background and research interests of the participants 
favoured this objective: The book includes chapters 
covering traditional social psychological research 
methods (i.e., experiments, interviews, questionnaires 
and observation), as well as those specific to EP 
(e.g., behavioural mapping, environmental perception 
and evaluation, or subjective urban environments), 
emphasizing, in a final chapter, a multi-method 
approach in EP research.

Eleven researchers as well as two doctoral 
students participated in the fourth EPTF during the 
2006 ANPEPP meeting. During the 1994 meeting of 
ANPEPP, EP had been one among other emerging 
themes. Twelve years later we were discussing 
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eminently multidisciplinary field, yet legislation 
governing training and accreditation define 
professional identity by one’s undergraduate degree. 
Thus, someone with an undergraduate degree in X 
(e.g., psychology), an MA in Y (e.g., geography) and 
a PhD in Z (e.g., architecture) would have difficulties 
being hired in any academic department of the three 
fields mentioned. He/she would obtain professional 
accreditation, or a chance to work only in the field X, 
where the undergraduate, professional degree was 
obtained. At the same time, an increasing streamlining 
of undergraduate programs makes taking classes in 
neighbouring fields ever more difficult. While non-
academic demand for professionals with cross-
disciplinary training increases, the demand becomes 
more difficult to satisfy, as long as there is no clear 
concept of a profession dealing with the person – 
environment relation. 

In sum, the challenge of Brazilian EP over the 
next years will be to strengthen interactions between 
various fields within the academy and with groups 
working outside the same.

“emerging” themes within EP and state of the art 
papers that included Brazilian research. The fifth 
encounter of the EPTF in 2008 ANPEPP included 
eleven researchers, six doctoral and three masters’ 
students from seven universities. A joint result 
envisioned is a dictionary of EP. 

PERSPECTIVES FOR ENVIRONMENTAL 
PSYCHOLOGY IN BRAZIL

When we talked about an EPTF at ANPEPP in 
late 1999, and even thought of a primer in EP, there 
were relatively few publications in Portuguese, mostly 
by individual authors working in an isolated manner 
around the country. In the course of the five meetings 
of the EPTF, interspersed by other opportunities to 
connect at (inter)national meetings, the degree of 
collaboration and number of joint publications grew.

As the number of doctoral students increases 
and they return to their cities and institutions of 
origin, or are hired by other institutions, the academic 
field of EP tends to consolidate. This has institutional 
implications in terms of allowing for special divisions 
at national meetings of psychology, recognition 
by granting agencies, and the federal and regional 
councils of psychological accreditation. 

As the awareness 
of psicologia ambiental 
grows in Brazil, 
demands for help 
surges dramatically. The 
first author maintains 
a website [www.psi-
ambiental.net] with 
more than 500 hits per 
week; the second author 
keeps the REPALA web 
discussion group [www.
cchla.uf rn.br/ repa la ] 
with over a hundred 

participants from Brazil, Latin American, Europe and 
elsewhere. Requests for information regarding the 
problems of the (natural) environment and sustainable 
behaviour have expanded considerably in recent 
years. While the academy is trying to keep up with 
demands for training, there are frequent requests by 
autodidacts as well as NGOs, wanting to learn about 
attitudes, motivations and behaviours regarding 
environmental issues, and the possibilities offered by 
the psychological approaches to deal with them.

These requests constitute a particular, growing 
challenge from outside the academy: EP is an 
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Figure 1. Map of Brazil with the geographical distribution of the participants of the 2006 and 2008 meetings 
of the EP thematic group. Some distances: Natal–Manaus: 5985 km; Natal–Porto Alegre: 4066 km; Porto 
Alegre–Manaus: 4563 km 


