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Abstract

Objectives: 1. Comparison of COVID-19 and environmental pollution threats perception,
willingness to incur costs to protect against these threats, and perceptions of competence
to counteract these threats. 2. Comparison of the pattern of relationships in the context of
each of the threats between (a) threat perception and willingness to incur economic costs
versus protective/preventive behaviors against the threat; (b) threat perception and will-
ingness to incur costs versus protective/preventive behaviors; (c) psychological resources
(life aspirations, perceived competence, and stress coping strategies) versus the willing-
ness to incur costs and adopt protective/preventive behaviors.

Method: Three hundred people, 50% women and 50% men aged from 19 to 59 years
(M = 39,79, SD = 11) participated in the online study. The following scales were used:
COVID-19 threat perception (Cypryanska & Nezlek, 2020) and willingness to incur costs
of acting against COVID-19 (Cypryanska & Nezlek, 2020), both applied also in the context
of environmental pollution threat; Coping strategies inventory (Addison et al., 2007); Life
aspirations index-23 (Grouzet et al., 2005), and scales of perceived competence of protec-
tion against COVID-19 and changing consumption behavior (inspired by Williams et al.,
1998). The predicted variables were protective behaviors against COVID-19 and preven-
tive behaviors that reduce environmental pollution.

Results: The perceived threat of environmental pollution, willingness to incur economic
costs, and competence were all rated higher than the COVID-19 threat. The relationship
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patterns in models of threats showed similarities as well as differences. The perception of
threats to the individual and the world, community contributions as a life goal, perceived
competence, and stress-coping strategies were associated with behavior change.

Conclusion: Each threat has its specificity that should be considered when searching for
predictors of various aspects of individuals’ functioning and developing communication
strategies to change behaviors.

Keywords: COVID-19, economic costs, environmental pollution, psychological resourc-
es, stress, threat

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has provoked many researchers
worldwide to study the behaviors of individuals, groups, and entire social sys-
tems that faced the threat of infection and its effects. Within the psychologi-
cal approach, the mental state of individuals and its fluctuations, as well as
the degree of behavioral adaptation (change) to governmental recommendations,
were analyzed. Researchers have been searching for predictors of behavior dis-
played during the pandemic (see the Report from the conference, this volume).
Few studies have focused on the effects of the pandemic on consumption behav-
ior (Grunert et al., 2020; Hepburn et al., 2020; Wasowicz, 2022). The findings
showed that consumers were more likely to make shopping lists and throw away
less food during COVID-19 (Wasowicz, 2022). They expressed greater readiness
to change consumption behaviors, such as eating less meat, giving up driving and
flying, and buying unnecessary clothes (Cypryanska & Wajcik, 2022). However,
not all respondents changed their behavior. Depending on the behavior, any-
where from 50% of respondents (throwing away food, buying clothes) to over 80%
(eating meat) did not change their behavior under threat conditions (Cypryanska
& Wijcik, 2022; Wasowicz, 2022).

The behaviors indicated above can be considered desirable when facing en-
vironmental pollution threats. Increasing awareness of the occurrence of these
threats led to questions about whether there is a universal set of predictors of
response to threats or a unique set that would require individually defined pro-
tective or preventing actions. Another important question raised was why some
individuals react by changing their behavior while others maintain their habits
in a threatening situation.

A meta-analysis of studies conducted following e.g. swine flu pandemic
showed the relationships between the perception of risk and severity of the dis-
ease (including the degree of threat to life) and undertaking various protective
behaviors, such as washing hands, wearing face masks, and strengthening im-
munity through diet and exercise (Bish & Michie, 2010). The review also revealed
that threat perception and the beliefs associated with it influence the individu-
als’ readiness to adopt recommended behaviors (Bish & Michie, 2010). Individ-
uals are more willing to follow recommendations when they believe the proba-
bility of being infected is high, and the government is perceived as competent
with respect to control and spread of the virus (Rubin et al., 2009). Therefore,
these works analyze individuals’ perceptions of the threat and their association
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with the changed behavior. Extending this approach, Cypryanska and Nezlek
(2020) proposed at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic to analyze individ-
uals’ perceptions of the threat to not only themselves but also to the world and
the country (in this case, Poland). They showed that the perception of threat to
the person assessing it was the strongest predictor of the frequency of engaging
in protective behaviors. In the same work, Cypryanska and Nezlek (2020) intro-
duced the concept of economic sacrifice, i.e., the willingness to incur economic
costs to stop the pandemic. Based on the results of their research, they found
that the intensity of the fear related to the threat was the predictor of willing-
ness, but they did not study whether this willingness increased the likelihood
of behavior change.

Behavior change researchers often base their empirical work on the self-de-
termination theory. According to the self-determination theory, the effectiveness
of behavior change depends on the degree to which psychological needs are met,
including the need for competence (Deci & Ryan, 2000), which was the focus of
the study described in this article. The need for competence motivates people
to develop their skills, which helps them adapt to complex, changing environ-
ments (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Perception of personal competence to change be-
havior predicts successful behavior change (Williams et al., 1998). Failure to
meet the need for competence or limited support for the empowerment of an
individual’s competence need can lead to amotivation (Deci & Vansteenkiste,
2004). Although motivation and its types constitute the core of the self-determi-
nation theory, in the sub-theory of self-determination of values, its authors (Deci
& Ryan, 2000) point out that individuals’ behavior — apart from motivation — de-
pends on many factors, including the goals the individual strives to achieve by
engaging in behavior (Kasser & Ryan, 1996; Zawadzka et al., 2015). These goals
may be internal or external. Internal goals related to satisfying basic psycholog-
ical needs include self-acceptance, affiliation, health, and community contribu-
tion (the importance of the common good and readiness to act on it). At the same
time, extrinsic goals involve seeking rewards, like striving for financial success
(money) and valuing popularity and self-image (Kasser & Ryan, 2001; Zawadzka
et al., 2015). It can be expected that in a threat situation, individuals focused on
achieving internal goals will be more ready to incur the costs of behavior change
and to change behavior itself. In particular, the focus on maintaining health and
community contribution (addressed in messages encouraging compliance with
recommendations) should be potentially linked to behavior change. Although
life goals direct human action and are related to its effectiveness, studies on
the relationship between these goals and behaviors undertaken in a threat sit-
uation are limited.

Numerous studies conducted during the pandemic and their meta-analyses
have shown that COVID-19 was a stressful experience for individuals (Cheng
et al., 2023; Dragioti et al., 2022). Literature on the relationship between envi-
ronmental pollution, climate change, and the experience of stress is less com-
mon (WHO, 2022). Climate change is perceived as an environmental stressor
(APS), which, unlike the threat of a disease (e.g., COVID-19), is perceived as
more universal than personal experience, chronic and less tangible than a threat



174 GRAZYNA WASOWICZ

of a disease (APS; Wasowicz & Poleszczuk, 2021). The level of stress experienced
affects the individual’s mental state and behavior (Latkin et al., 2022). Dealing
with stress caused by new (external and internal) demands includes cognitive and
behavioral responses, which form coping strategies (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).
Lazarus and Folkman (1984) distinguished problem and emotion-oriented coping
strategies in terms of strategies based on pursuit and avoidance (Carver et al.,
1989). When facing a stressful situation, an individual may actively cope with it
by confronting the stressor, which leads to long-term elimination of the stressor
from one’s environment, or by avoiding the stressor, which brings short-term re-
lief but may lead to negative consequences in the long term (Addison et al., 2007).
Within each of these strategies, an individual can confront the problem by taking
steps to manage a stressful situation or focus on emotions, which involves reg-
ulating one’s affective reaction to a stressful situation. Therefore, this approach
involves four main strategies: problem-engagement (e.g., reducing health risks
or engaging in environmentally friendly behaviors), emotion-engagement (taking
action aimed at reducing the negative emotional consequences of the threat, e.g.,
releasing emotions in conversations with friends), problem-disengagement (ig-
noring the problem), and emotion-disengagement (not taking activities to relieve
emotions) (APS; Johnston & Johnston, 1998).

Various theoretical concepts indicate that individual resources, which in-
clude environmental characteristics and internal individual characteristics, un-
derlie explanation, promotion, and health maintenance (Zycinska & Heszen,
2009). The environmental characteristics include, for example, help from the so-
cial environment (Zycinska & Heszen, 2009). Internal resources include, for ex-
ample, positive beliefs and attitudes as well as competence. Life goals that are
consistent with the subject of the threats (health, well-being of oneself and other
people), perceived competence to cope with threats, and a preference for engag-
ing coping strategies can be treated as psychological resources related to behav-
iors undertaken to protect against threats. Considering primarily research on
reactions to the COVID-19 threat, this study’s first objective was to compare:
(a) the threat perceptions of COVID-19 and environmental pollution, (b) the will-
ingness to incur costs to protect against these threats, and (c) the perception of
competence to counteract these threats. The second goal was to compare the re-
lationship patterns in models for both threats and to explore possible similarities
and differences. The second objective was achieved by searching for answers to
the following research questions:

1. Is the threat perception (COVID-19 pandemic and environmental pollu-
tion) related to the willingness to incur the economic costs of counteraction
threats and readiness to engage in protective behaviors against the threat
(COVID-19) or prevent its occurrence (environmental pollution)?

2. Do the perception of threat and the willingness to incur economic costs deter-
mine behavior?

3. Which individual psychological resources contribute to a greater willingness
to incur costs of fighting the threat and take appropriate actions to protect
against a threat or prevent its occurrence?
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Method
Subjects

The participants comprised 300 people, 150 women and men aged 19 to 59
years (M = 39.79, SD = 11.56) living in villages (32.7%), cities with less than 100
thousand inhabitants (33.7%), and cities with over 100,000 inhabitants (33.7%).

Measuring Tools

The study used tools to measure (a) threat perception, (b) willingness to
incur economic costs for containment of the threats, (c) life aspirations, (d) per-
ceived competence to cope with threats, (e) preferences for stress coping strate-
gies and (f) protective behaviors against the COVID-19 threat and consumption
behavior to prevent environmental pollution.

Threat perception was measured with the scale that originally referred to
the risk of COVID-19 infection (Cypryanska & Nezlek, 2020). The respondents
answered the question: “How big of a threat do you think Covid 1is, if at all,
to...: a given person, to Poland and the world?”. The same question was also ap-
plied to the threat of environmental pollution. In both cases, the response option
‘the threat to other people’ was also added. Accordingly, the respondents received
eight questions measured on a scale from 1 — not at all to 7 — maximum threat/
critical condition.

The second tool concerned the willingness to incur economic costs. It was
also originally developed in the context of the COVID-19 threat (Cypryanska
& Nezlek, 2020). The respondents assessed how well the statements that every-
thing should be done to stop the spread of the virus regardless of the cost, even if
it means an economic slowdown and giving up various things (a = 0.87), matched
their beliefs. This tool was also used in the context of the willingness to incur
necessary economic costs to stop environmental pollution (a = 0.86).

The 23-item life aspirations index (Kasser & Ryan, 1996; Zawadzka et al.,
2015; adapted by Jach & Goérnik-Durose — unpublished) was used to assess
the importance of seven life aspirations, self-acceptance (a = 0.83), affiliation
(a =0.81), health (a = 0.81), money (a = 0.80), image — popularity (a = 0.85), spir-
ituality (a = 0.88), and community contribution (a = 0.83).

The level of perceived competence to protect against the threat was also
measured for the COVID-19 threat and the environmental pollution threat.
A scale was created for the purpose of this study, inspired by the scale of per-
ceived competence derived from the self-determination theory (Williams et al.,
1998). In the case of the perceived competence to protect against coronavirus
(a = 0.75), statements were: “I am confident that I can protect myself against
coronavirus,” “I am able to cope with this pandemic situation,” “I am able to
achieve the goals I set for myself during the pandemic,” and “I feel like I am
able to meet the challenge of protecting myself against coronavirus infection.”
The perceived competence to change behavior towards sustainable consumption
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(a = 0.91) was measured using the following items: “I am confident that I can
manage my consumption in an environmentally friendly way,” “I am able to
manage my consuming in an environmentally friendly way,” “I am able to
achieve my goals in managing my consumption in an environmentally friendly
way, ” and “I feel I am up to the challenge of controlling my consumption to be
environmentally friendly.”

Coping strategies inventory-short form (Addison et al., 2007) assessed gener-
al preferences. It contains four subscales (four items each): problem engagement
(a0 =0.71), problem disengagement (a = 0.77), emotion engagement (a = 0.73), and
emotion disengagement (a = 0.66) strategies. The scale (author’s translation with
back translation procedure) was used in a general context (without indicating
the context of the COVID-19 or the environmental pollution threats) and asked
the participants to “think about how you usually dealt with difficult situations
and answer the questions presented.”

In the case of protective behaviors against COVID-19, questions were asked
about their frequency during the last week. Questions referred to washing hands,
using disinfectants, avoiding contact with sick people, avoiding touching face,
wearing a protective face mask, and limiting leaving home (a = 0.90). The re-
sponse scale ranged from 1 = no to 6 = extremely more often than usual.

Behaviors undertaken to prevent environmental pollution were measured
with the scale developed for this study. It included items that refer to 10 behav-
iors: “Buying environmentally friendly products,” “Buying products in reusable
packaging,” “Reusing products to avoid waste,” “Taking proper care of belong-
ings,” “Repairing/servicing things to use them longe,” “Giving a ‘second life’ to
the own things,” “Giving away, selling or exchanging no longer needed things,”
“Sorting household waste,” “Saving water,” and “Saving energy” (a = 0.91). Re-
spondents answered on a scale from 0 = not at all no to 5 = to a very large extent.

The willingness to incur economic costs, life aspirations, perceived compe-
tence, and behaviors undertaken for the benefit of environmental protection were
measured on a scale from 0 = a given statement doesn’t fit me at all to 5 = this
statement fits me very strongly. The variable indicator was the sum of answers to
questions on a given scale.

Procedure

A specialized research agency that recruited the respondents according to
the sample criteria collected the data online in January and February 2021.

The respondents completed the questionnaires in the following order: decla-
rations of protective behavior against COVID-19, willingness to incur economic
costs to protect against the pandemic, threat perception of COVID-19, perceived
competence to protect against the threat of COVID-19, willingness to incur eco-
nomic costs to prevent environmental pollution, perception of the threat of en-
vironmental pollution, life goals, behaviors undertaken to stop environmental
pollution and perceived competence to engage in behavior preventing environ-
mental pollution.
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Data Analysis Method

The SPSS v.29 package was used to analyze the data. Student’s t-test for
dependent samples was used for comparisons of threat perception, willingness
to incur economic costs and perceived competence. Multivariate linear regres-
sion analysis using the introduction method and hierarchical regression anal-
ysis with interactions were used to answer research questions (Darlington
& Hayes, 2017). Due to the failure to meet the assumptions about the normal-
ity of the distribution regression analyses were bootstrapped to obtain a 95%
confidence interval (Hayes, 2012). In the hierarchical regression analysis, life
goals were introduced as predictors of willingness to incur costs and to engage
in behavior (in separate analyses) in the first block and perceived competence
and preferences for stress coping strategies were added in subsequent steps.
All interactions (life aspirations * competence, stress coping strategies * com-
petence) were statistically non-significant. The final models are presented in
the results section.

Results
Perception of Threats and Willingness to Incur Economic Costs

A comparison of descriptive statistics for COVID-19 and environmental pol-
lution threat perceptions showed that the latter was perceived as more threat-
ening across all four response categories (Table 1, p. 178). Student’s t-test indi-
cated statistically significant differences, and these effects are the strongest for
the perception of threat to the person making the assessment and the perception
of threat to the world (Rosenthal, 1996). Furthermore, the willingness to incur
economic costs to counteract the threat was stronger in the case of environmental
pollution. This effect exists, however it is weak (Table 2, p. 178).

Regression analysis showed that COVID-19 threat perceptions to different
entities (you, other people, Poland, and the world) explained a total of 55% of
the variance in the willingness to incur costs for protection against COVID-19,
but the perception of the threat to Poland was not a statistically significant
predictor (Table 3, p. 178). Of the remaining three variables, the perception of
a threat to the world was the strongest predictor, and the threat to the per-
son assessing the danger was the weakest. The model without this one variable
(a threat to Poland) also explained 55% of the variance.

In the case of the willingness to incur costs to prevent environmental pol-
lution, the perception of threat to Poland also was not a statistically signifi-
cant predictor. A model with all four variables explained 34% of the variance
(and after excluding threat to Poland, it was 35%). The strongest predictor of
the willingness to incur costs was the perception of threat to other people (Ta-
ble 4, p. 179).
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Table 1

Perception of the threat of COVID-19 and environmental pollution

Perception of M SD Min. Max. t df t 95% Cohen’s
the threat D
COVID-19: for you 4.40 1.37 1 7 -7.41 299  [-0.805; -0.43
-0.454]
Environmental pollution: 5.02 1.16 1 7
for you
COVID-19: for others 4.80 1.23 1 7 -4.53 299  [-0.498; -0.26
-0.192]
Environmental pollution: 5.15 1.17 1 7
for others
COVID-19: for Poland 4.90 1.33 1 7 -3.82 299 [-0.483; -0.22
-0.158]
Environmental pollution: 521 1.20 1 7
for Poland
COVID-19: for the world 4.89 1.30 1 7 -6.59 299 [-0.725; -0.38
-0.384]
Environmental pollution: 544 1.22 1 7
for the world
Table 2
Willingness to incur economic costs to counteract threats
Economic costs SD Min. Max. t df t 95% Cohen’s D
Protection against 3.65 0 15 -3.42 299  [-1.086; -0.20
COVID-19 -0.277]
Preventing environ- 2.90 0 15
mental pollution
Table 3
Predicting the willingness to incur economic costs based on the perception
of the COVID-19 threat
Predicted variable Predictors B 95% p
Costs — COVID-19 threat for you [-0.002; 0.756] .051
R?adj = 0.55
F (299) = 93.18 threat for others [0.058; 1.122] .037
p<.001, D-W=221
threat for Poland [-0.091; 0.744] .133
threat for the world [0.499; 1.590] <.001

D-W: Durbin-Watson test
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Table 4

Predicting the willingness to incur economic costs based on the perception of the environ-
mental pollution threat

Predicted variable Predictors B 95% p
Costs — environment threat for you [0.057; 0.877] .031
R?adj = 0.34
F (299) = 39.12 threat for others [0.160; 1.115] .002
p<.001, D-W=2.12 threat for Poland [-0.464; 0.380] 1.000

threat for the world [0.092; 0.917] .020

D-W: Durbin-Watson test

Threat Perception and Behavior

The perceived threat to other people explained protective behaviors related
to COVID-19 (Table 5 — 25% of explained variance), but the perception of a threat
to the world predicted preventive behavior in the case of environmental pollution
(Table 6 — 18% of variance explained).

Table 5
Predicting protective behavior based on COVID-19 threat perception

Predicted variable Predictors B95% p
Behavior — COVID-19 threat for you [-0.231; 1.855] 144
R?adj = 0.25
F (299) = 25.48 threat for others [0.151; 2.676] .026
p<.001, D-W=1.97 threat for Poland [-0.5238; 1.576] 311

threat for the world [-0.170; 2.182] .077

D-W: Durbin-Watson test

Table 6

Predicting consumption behavior based on the perception of the threat of environmental
pollution

Predicted variable Predictors B 95% P
Behavior — environment threat for you [-1.446; 0.981] 671
R?adj =0.18
F(299) = 17.57 threat for others [-0.411; 2.319] 127
p<.001, D-W=2.22 threat for Poland [-0.809; 1.688] .461

threat for the world [0.588; 2.922] .003

D-W: Durbin-Watson test
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In the second part of the analysis, the importance of life goals, perceived
competence, and coping strategies for willingness to incur costs and behavior was
tested. Descriptive statistics for these variables are included in the appendix.
A comparison of perceived competence in protecting oneself against COVID-19
and counteracting environmental pollution has shown that the perceived compe-
tence was higher in the case of contamination environmental pollution, although
this effect was medium (Table 1 in the appendix).

Psychological Resources and Willingness to Incur Economic Costs

The tested set of variables explained the variation in the willingness to incur
costs related to protection against COVID-19 to a lesser extent (Table 7). Perceived
competence in adopting measures to protect oneself against COVID-19 and two
coping strategies, problem engagement, and emotional disengagement, explained
only 9% of the variance. The problem-engagement strategy was the strongest
predictor. This strategy and perceived competence also predicted the willingness
to incur costs to prevent environmental pollution (Table 8). Together with the im-
portance of community contribution life goal, they explained 33%.

Table 7

Predicting willingness to incur the costs of protection against COVID-19 based on life
aspirations, perceived competencies, and coping strategies

Predicted variable Predictors B 95% P
Costs — COVID-19 competence [0.115; 0.317] .048
R?adj = 0.09
F(299) =11.40 problem engagement [0.059; 0.379] .006

p<.001, D-W=2.05
emotion disengagement [-0.007; 0.284] .052

D-W: Durbin-Watson test

Table 8

Predicting willingness to incur the costs of preventing environmental pollution based on
life aspirations, perceived competencies, and coping strategies

Predicted variable Predictors B 95% P
Costs — environment community contribution [0.021; 0.309] .034
R?adj = 0.33
F (299) = 50.03 competence [0.080; 0.367] <.001

p <.001, D-W=2.09
problem engagement [0.173; 0.420] <.001

D-W: Durbin-Watson test
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Psychological Resources and Behavior

Community contribution also predicted protective (COVID-19) and preven-
tive (environment) behaviors. It was the strongest predictor of protective behav-
iors against COVID-19, however (together with emotion-focused stress coping
strategies) it explained only small portion of variance (Table 9 — 13%). A model
for behavior adopted to prevent environmental pollution also included perceived
competence to take actions for sustainable consumption besides the community
contribution life goal. These two predictors, along with a problem-disengagement
coping strategy (weak negative relationship), explained 55% of the preventive be-
haviors variance, with perceived competence as the strongest predictor (Table 10).

Table 9

Predicting protective behaviors against COVID-19 based on life aspirations, perceived
competencies, and stress-coping strategies

Predicted variable Predictors B 95% P
Behavior — COVID-19 community contribution [0.326; 0.972] <.001
R?adj =0.13 .

F(299) = 15.41 emotion engagement [0.014; 0.600] .034

p <.001, D-W=2.02 emotion disengagement [0.161; 0.747] .005

D-W: Durbin-Watson test

Table 10

Predicting consumption behavior based on life aspirations, perceived competencies, and
coping strategies.

Predicted variable Predictors B 95% p
Behavior — environment community contribution [0.163; 0.648] .003
R?adj = 0.55
F (299) = 120.25 competence [1.318; 1.654] <.001
p<.001, D-W=2.26 problem disengagement [-0.295; -0.026] .026

D-W: Durbin-Watson test

Summary and Discussion of Results

Perception of Threats, Willingness to Incur Economic Costs, and Perceived
Competence to Engage in Behavior in the Context of the Covid-19 Threat
and the Threat of Environmental Pollution

The first aim of the study was to compare threat perception, willingness
to incur economic costs, and the perceived competence to engage in behavior in
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the context of COVID-19 and environmental pollution threats. It was shown that
environmental pollution was perceived as more threatening (the strongest effect
was found for threats to the individual and the world), which is somewhat surpris-
ing, considering the amount of media information on the effects of the pandemic.
It was also found that the willingness to incur economic costs was greater and per-
ceived competence stronger in the case of environmental pollution threat. The dif-
ferences in results can be justified to some extent by the specificity of both threats.
The common feature is that their occurrence triggers cognitive and behavioral re-
actions. However, the threat of COVID-19 is more personal and theoretically may
exert immediate effects on the individual, whereas the threat of environmental
pollution is less personal and may have more distant consequences. The optimistic
illusion (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974) may lead to underestimating the threat of
COVID-19, but it does not work in the case of a less tangible threat. Optimistic cog-
nitive bias reduces the perception of personal risk for contracting COVID-19 and
leads to the belief that even if an infection occurs, the course of the disease will con-
tinue to be mild. The difference in threat perception may also result from the fact
that individuals tend to downplay the risk of negative experiences for themselves
compared to the risk to other people (Stach, 2006). COVID-19 is present, whereas
the effects of environmental pollution will affect subsequent generations, hence
the weaker threat assessments of COVID-19. Smaller willingness to incur costs
to prevent COVID-19 (weak effect) may result from the belief that the threat is
temporary and will soon pass, unlike environmental pollution threat. Stronger
perceived competence to act against environmental pollution may be related to
the sense of control over the threat. According to the theory of planned behavior
(Ajzen, 1991), the intention to engage in behavior (behavior change) and the be-
havior itself depend on beliefs about resource control (whether they are sufficient
to take behavior) and perceived behavioral control — the individual’s sense of being
able to undertake the behavior. In the case of coronavirus, the level of control is
much weaker than the control of one’s consumption behavior, which may translate
into a sense of greater competence. These suppositions require further research.

Predictors of Willingness to Incur Economic Costs in Counteracting
the Threats of COVID-19 and Environmental Pollution

The interpretation of the results regarding the perception of both threats
was partly based on the analysis of the predictors of willingness to incur costs.
The first part of the analysis showed that the perception of threat to the world
was the strongest predictor of the willingness to incur costs in the fight against
COVID-19, whereas the perception of threat to other people was the strongest pre-
dictor of the willingness to incur cost in the fight against environmental pollution.

Only the latter result is consistent with reports from other studies, which
indicate that the threat to an individual allows one to predict the willingness to
incur costs (Searle & Gow, 2010). The belief that COVID-19 is a greater threat to
the world decreases the risk for a given person and — as follows from the second
part of the analysis — contributes to the ability to adopt problem-engagement
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and emotion-disengagement coping strategies, as well as a positive assessment
of one’s competence to act.

In the case of environmental pollution threat — apart from perceived compe-
tence and problem engagement coping strategy — the importance of community
contribution as a life goal is also a predictor of the willingness to incur costs. This
last result is not surprising because of the relationship between this willingness
and the perception of threat to other people.

Predictors of Protective Behaviors Against COVID-19 and Preventive
Behaviors Against Environmental Pollution

The results of subsequent analyses showed that the importance of threat
perceptions differs depending on predicted variable. The perception of threat
to the world is the strongest predictor of willingness to incur costs in the case
of COVID-19, and the perception of threat to other people is the strongest pre-
dictor in the case of environmental pollution. However, when behavior is to be
predicted, the relationship is opposite. The perception of the threat to others is
the strongest predictor of protective behaviors against COVID-19, and the per-
ception of the threat to the world is the strongest predictor of consumption be-
haviors aimed at preventing the threat of environmental pollution. A slightly dif-
ferent pattern of relationships was also found for predictors of behaviors among
psychological resources. The perceived competence and two coping strategies,
problem engagement and emotional disengagement, explained the willingness
to incur the costs of protection against COVID-19. However emotional engage-
ment and emotional disengagement, as well as community contribution as a life
goal predict adopted protective behaviors against COVID-19. Moreover, when
comparing consumption behaviors aimed at reducing the threat of environmen-
tal pollution, the two predictors were the same as in the case of the willingness
to incur costs (community contribution and competence). Indifference towards
problem disengagement strategies to cope with stress facilitated these behaviors.

It is also notable that community contribution explained both categories
of behavior, while perceived competence explained only behaviors related to
the prevention of environmental pollution. It should be emphasized that none of
the analyses revealed the importance of health as a life goal. This is a surprising
result, as both threats may have health consequences.

An important observation concerns stress-coping strategies as predictors of
willingness to incur costs and to adopt behavior. Each analysis included a dif-
ferent strategy in the regression equation (except for the willingness to incur
the costs of protection against COVID-19 and protective behaviors against
COVID-19, which were positively predicted by the emotional disengagement
strategy). This result is consistent with previous observations. It is believed
that the effectiveness of individual stress coping strategies is not universal. It
depends on the context and the adaptation of the strategy to the specificity of
the stressor (Bonneville-Roussy et al., 2017; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Effective
strategies have numerous positive effects, both in terms of the implementation
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of a given activity (consistency, commitment to the activity, positive emotional
and cognitive reactions) and in terms of general indicators of physical and mental
health and well-being (Aldwin, 2000; Ntoumanis et al., 2009).

In conclusion, each threat has its specificity, which should be considered
when looking for predictors of various aspects of individuals’ functioning. Due
to the relatively small sample, the presented results should be treated as pre-
liminary and should be replicated. In addition to increasing the sample size, fu-
ture research should consider emotional aspects of an individual’s functioning in
the context of a threat, which may enhance the perception of this threat (Searle
& Gow, 2010) and mediate the relationship between perception of a threat and
the undertaken behaviors (Cypryanska & Nezlek, 2020). It would also be worth
monitoring media coverage of the threat during data collection.
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Appendix

Table 1

Descriptive statistics for the perceived competence and results of the Student’s t-test for
dependent samples

Variable M SD Min. Max. t df t 95% Cohen’s D
Competence: 12.71  3.26 2 20 -7.56 299 [-2.187; -0.44
COVID-19 -1.273]

Competence: envi- 14.44 3.44 0 20

ronmental pollution

Table 2

Descriptive statistics for life aspirations and coping strategies

Variable M SD Min. Max.
Self-acceptance 15.87 3.09 2 20
Affiliation 15.80 3.49 2 20
Health 7.67 1.82 0 10
Money 10.64 2.84 2 15
Image 8.31 3.53 0 15
Spirituality 11.88 5.07 0 20
Community contribution 10.60 2.86 0 15
Problem engagement 13.51 3.08 1 20
Emotion engagement 12.02 3.65 1 20
Problem disengagement 9.12 4.46 0 20

Emotion disengagement 12.12 3.51 0 20
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Table 3
Descriptive statistics for protective behaviors against COVID-19 and against the threat of
environmental pollution

Variable M SD Min. Max.
Protective behaviors: COVID-19 25.41 8.59 7 42
Preventive behavior: environment 38.85 3.49 10 50
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