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Abstract
The need to protect and sustain environmental resources for future generation remains 
sacrosanct in global sustainability agenda. This study was aimed at exploring the inter-
play between environmental conservation and spirituality from a multicultural perspec-
tive. While studies on “spirituality” have monumentally gained global attention, a growing 
number of evidence underscore the critical role of spiritual resources available for ensuring 
environmental stewardship. In this present study, attempt was made to respond to some 
critical questions: Is there any significant association between spirituality and environmen-
tal responsibility? What is the impact of spiritual leadership on environmental conserva-
tion? What key messages do spiritual leaders need to prioritize to encourage environmental 
conservation? And what are some of the spirituality-related predictors of willingness to 
engage in global environmental conservation efforts among the respondents? To deter-
mine this nexus between spirituality and environmentalism, a cross-sectional study design 
was adopted. Primary data were collected by means of a validated and adapted instrument 
from various literature searches. Data collected from a sample of 1,438 respondents were 
entered on Excel spreadsheet and eventually exported on SPSS version 21 for further anal-
ysis. Every segment of the instrument used yielded a Cronbach’s alpha reliability test result 
of no less than 0.70. Descriptive statistics and ordinal logistics regression analysis were 
employed. The findings revealed that majority of respondents expressed a high level of 
spirituality (p value < 0.05). Majority (70%) of the respondents believe that everyone has 
a duty of care toward nature. More than two-third (> 60.0%) would be more inclined to 
observing environmental conservative measures if their spiritual leaders would continue to 
give exemplary teachings on environmental conservation. While a few indicators of spiritu-
ality yielded direct correlation with the willingness to engage in global environmental con-
servation efforts, most of the selected indicators reflect willingness. Some of these (predic-
tors) include how often respondents pray, meditate, and fast; caring about people, animals, 
and the planet; being just happy to be alive; etc. In conclusion, this study reasoned that 
spirituality could indeed serve as a foundation for environmental conservation campaigns 
and could reinforce pro-environmental behaviors.
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1  Introduction

Threats to the sustainability of nature have evolved over years to transcend beyond local 
attention into a subject of acute global concern. And as such, in what seems to be an 
unprecedented fashion, the discipline of environmental conservation has received greater 
attention both as a measure to forestall degradation and as a stimulus to promote sus-
tainability (Kumar, 2017; Pirri, 2019). This has therefore necessitated the pluralism of 
approaches to facilitate environmental conservation, multilateral strategies to promoting 
conservation, and indeed galvanization of global efforts across stakeholders and institu-
tions in every society (Egri, 1997; Kaiser et al., 1999; Kumar, 2017).

To this end, spirituality and religious beliefs have been considerably ushered into the 
discussions on global sustainability (Granberg-Michaelson, 1992). This, in part, underpins 
the rationale for convening the international conference of religious leaders in Vatican City 
in March 2018 to discuss a wide variety of issues on sustainable development goals (Cen-
teno et al., 2018). The concept of spirituality must have gained global attention based on 
two standpoints.

First, as part of humanity, there is the existence of numerous religions with a constantly 
evolving beliefs and value systems which continues to influence people’s beliefs on almost 
every existential and sometimes volatile issue. On the latter standpoint, a plethora of evi-
dence have earlier linked several spiritual practices (e.g., praying, meditation, worship, 
yoga, etc.) to improved health and wellness (Puchalski, 2001; Corey, 2006; MHF, 2006), 
while a growing number of scholarly papers on spirituality have taken a cursory look at 
the interplay of spirituality and environmental stewardships (PRC, 2015; Hope & Jones, 
2014; Sachdeva, 2016). Taken together, spirituality and/or religion is often perceived as 
critical source of strength for many people during distress. Hence, it is often considered a 
resource for finding meaning in life and could be instrumental in promoting good, healthy, 
protective behaviors, especially in this era where the planet is threatened by very serious 
environmental distress.

It cannot be overemphasized that a significant proportion of the environmental degra-
dations that confront human existence are the resultant effects of human activities. And 
to an appreciable measure, human activities are animated and stimulated by a diversity 
of factors, among which is religion or spiritual beliefs. In the past two decades, the earth 
has witnessed unprecedented magnitude of environmental degradation, due to the global 
warming, climate change effects, and the incessant pollution of the environment. These 
anthropogenic activities (causing poor air quality and undrinkable water) exacerbated by 
the increased global population have a far-reaching consequences on the ecosystem (Farin-
made et al., 2019; Kaiser et al., 1999; Makengo, 2020; Swim et al., 2011).

To recreate sustainable healthy living space for humanity, efforts would be required 
to provide clean air, natural resources, and a non-toxic environment. This so-called 
human effort is what scientists literarily termed environmental conservation. The abil-
ity to sustain this conservation effort for future generation is termed environmental 
sustainability. Arora (2018) defined environmental sustainability as the act of meeting 
today’s needs but ensuring that future generations will have enough natural resources 
to maintain a quality of life equal to if not better than that of current generations. With 
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uncontrolled resource depletion, humanity would face a global food crisis, energy cri-
sis, and an increase in greenhouse gas emissions that will lead to a global warming 
crisis. A plethora of conservation measures have been globally acclaimed in offsetting 
ecological carbon footprint. Some of these measures include afforestation or planting 
trees (provides clean air and traps carbon), green lifestyle (reduce, reuse, and recycle 
materials, cut down waste generation), saving water and energy resources, responsible 
waste disposal (avoid sending chemicals into waterways), and avoiding the consumption 
of fossil fuels by using renewable energy alternatives. Furthermore, the quest for the 
re-creation of a sustainable healthy environment would be plausible if drivers of pro-
environmental behaviors are well understood and could be sustained. The term “pro-
environmental behavior” simply denotes behavior that consciously seeks to minimize 
the negative impact of one’s actions on the natural and built world (e.g., saving and min-
imizing resource and energy consumption, use of non-toxic substances, reducing waste 
production) (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002).

The interwovenness of human’s spirituality, activities, and their impacts on the environ-
ment underscores the need to gauge the nexus between the conservation of the environment 
and spiritual inclination of humans (Kumar, 2017). In other words, this research appre-
ciates the fact that spirituality may influence human behaviors and activities and hence 
critically evaluate how the conservation of the environment can be promoted or inhibited 
by the spirituality of humans (Pirri, 2019). Moreover, the promotion of environmental con-
servation requires the integration of behavior and attitudes that engender conservation into 
the cognition and culture of human beings. Thus, spirituality as an influencer of man’s con-
ducts may therefore become significant in molding conservation-inclined behaviors (Ayre, 
2008).

Furthermore, religious institutions, as harbinger of spirituality, plays an important role 
in acculturation. In this wise, how the institution of religion and spirituality influences the 
conservation of the environment through her doctrines and more directly through religious 
rites, events, etc., is worthy of consideration (Granberg-Michaelson, 1992; Kumar, 2017). 
Against this backdrop, this present study seeks to offer a critical, engaged perspective on 
how exactly spiritual beliefs or choices influence environmental behaviors and how spiritu-
ality can be creatively harnessed to fuel attitudes that entrench environmental sustainability 
but carefully navigating through the two dominant divergent views: The source of spiritual-
ity is either religion or nature. More so, other fascinating and interconnecting questions on 
spirituality–environment dogma, specifically dovetailed on “How exactly does a belief in 
God or the supernatural make people more or less likely to conserve the components of the 
environment?” and “what will the outlook be if spiritual leaders and religious groups offer 
inimitable core teachings on environmental conservation?”. This study will offer environ-
mental educators a feel for some of the broader research findings which have informed cur-
rent environmental education theory and practice.

On the whole, this study sought to provide answers to some pertinent questions. Firstly, 
what is the mean level of spirituality among the respondents? Secondly, what is the level 
of interaction between spirituality and environmental responsibility? Thirdly, what are 
some of the positive spiritually inclined attitudes toward environmental responsibility? 
The study also queried what impact spiritual leadership have on environmental conserva-
tion, as well as some of the approaches or key messages that spiritual leaders deploy to 
teach and encourage environmental conservation. Furthermore, it demanded to find out, 
“to what extent were the respondents willing to engage in global environmental conserva-
tion efforts? Finally, what were the spirituality-related predictors of willingness to engage 
in global environmental conservation efforts? Hence, the main hypothesis posited for this 
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work was, “there is no statistically significant association between spirituality and environ-
mental responsibility.”

2 � Literature review

2.1 � What is spirituality?

The meaning of spirituality has evolved over time across creed and culture and has gained 
so much significance leaving this concept with no widely agreed definition. The term was 
first used within early Christianity era to refer to a life oriented toward the Holy Spirit. 
Driver et al. (1996) define spirituality as the interaction and relationship with something 
other and greater than oneself with a search for greater meaning. Taylor (2001) also sub-
mitted that spirituality can be linked to a perception of nature as a “symbolic center,” itself 
to be sacred. Waaijman (2002) described spirituality as a religious process of re-formation 
which aims to incline the ideal purpose of humanity by its connection to that which is 
sacred, the transcendent: who controls the universe and the destiny of humans. Verghese 
(2008) described it as the ways in which people fulfill what they hold to be the purpose of 
their lives, a search for the meaning of life, and a sense of connectedness to the universe. 
Spirituality was also defined as an innate capacity through which people experience tran-
scendence and may extend to lived practices and values (McClintock et al., 2016). Mean-
while, the term “Religion” which is often used interchangeably with “spirituality” is an 
organized system of beliefs, behaviors, rituals, and ceremonies designed to facilitate close-
ness to the transcendent, (God) and to foster an understanding of one’s relationship and 
responsibility to others in living together in a community (Koenig, 2008; Koenig et  al., 
2012; Omoyajowo, 2001). Earlier studies also suggest that spirituality may not mean the 
same as religion (Koenig, 2008; Roof, 1993) or could even represent two divergent con-
cepts (Schnell, 2012). Scholars generally agree that spirituality and religion represent 
highly overlapping constructs and hence, for the most part, spirituality is closely related 
to the supernatural, to the mystical, and to organized religion (Hill & Paragament, 2003; 
Koenig, 2008; Koenig et al., 2012; Pirri, 2019).

2.2 � Environmental conservation behavior and policy need

It is believed that behavior can contribute to achieving organizational and environmen-
tal sustainability strategy, and it is on this premise that the protagonists of the voluntary 
environmental behavior (VEB) are canvassing for mainstreaming the role of managers and 
leaders of organizations in the promotion of desired social and environmental intentions 
for sustainable practices (Biswas et al., 2022). From the perspective of energy consump-
tion, this idea arguably fits well into the pro-environmental behavior (PEB) campaign that 
encourages followers or employees’ values, especially altruistic values that spur their PEB, 
through planned corporate social responsibility (CSR) and green organizational practices 
(Xu et al., 2022). Hence, green transformational leadership and green absorptive capacity 
have been correlated within the context of internal and external environmental orientation 
approaches (Ozgul, 2022). The statement suggests that there is a growing understanding of 
the importance of cultural, spiritual, and ethical dimensions in conservation efforts. The 
statement implies that it is not enough to focus solely on scientific or economic consid-
erations in conservation, but that a more holistic approach is needed that incorporates the 
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cultural, spiritual, and ethical beliefs and practices of communities (Infield & Mugisha, 
2010).

2.3 � Spirituality practices that promote environmental consciousness 
and development

Spirituality describes a much broader understanding of an individual’s connection with the 
transcendent aspects of life. Dimensions of Spirituality mentioned in literatures were spe-
cifically: love of others (sacred reality and unifying interconnectedness to self-compassion 
and forgiveness); altruism, as a commitment beyond the self with care and service; grati-
tude as interpersonal interaction that is perceived as beneficial and that reminds us that 
our power is limited (McCullough & Tsang, 2004) and contemplative practice (such as 
meditation, prayer, yoga, or qigong); as well as encouraging meeting together during reli-
gious social events life (McClintock et al., 2016). These pro-social behaviors have many 
consequences that buffer stress and lead to human support when support is needed during 
difficult times.

Religion, on the other hand, promotes human virtues such as honesty, forgiveness, 
gratefulness, patience, and dependability, which help to maintain and enhance social rela-
tionships. Religion and spirituality play a dominant role in our world today with almost 
every important discussion referencing and reflecting the concept of spirituality in unfath-
omable ways: economic development (Kolade et al., 2019; Qayyum et al., 2020), improved 
quality of life (Counted et al., 2018), improved job satisfaction (Akbari & Hossaini, 2018), 
mental health care (Koenig, 2008; Verghese, 2008), and profoundly touching the discourse 
on environmental protection (Csutora & Zsóka, 2014; Jenkins & Chapple, 2011; Schultz 
et al., 2000; Taylor, 2008).

Scholars have attempted to rationalize the relationship between human and nature in 
general, particularly spirituality and environmental responsibility with special recognition 
of Ana Karina Yepes Gomez’s contribution (2009–2010) which echoes spiritual ecofemi-
nism as a tool that can be instrumental in changing individual behaviors to promote change 
in society—based on an environmental ethics. Additionally, the contribution of Groen 
(2013), within the context of disenchantment and malaise within modern Western soci-
ety, examined the growing interests of adult education for spirituality and the environment 
and argued that attention should be directed to responses and programs of environmental 
adult education located in a humanistic orientation of learning. Gabriel (2018) expounded 
that religion is a powerful driver of individual and collective change given its pronounced 
influence on the worldview, lifestyle, and commitment to humanity. He outlined how indig-
enous religions and traditions around the world understand and contribute to sustainable 
development.

2.4 � Holistic view of the religious dimensions of environmentalism

Various scholars acknowledged the inclination of faith-based institutions and environmen-
tal conservation efforts describing the religious dimensions of environmentalism regarded 
as the dark green Religion approach with the goal of improving our understanding of eco-
religious worldviews among environmentally engaged actors and their impact on transi-
tions to sustainability (Grésillon & Sajaloli, 2015; Koehrsen, 2018; Taylor, 2008). The 
growing global attention about climate change and other environmental campaigns gave 
birth to several faith-based green movements (Clements et al., 2014), for instance, green 
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Christians, formally launched in 1982 with the goal of sharing knowledge and green 
insights to affiliated members about ways to save the planet through committed actions, 
prayer, showing love to others, and a transformation to a green lifestyle (Green Christian, 
2021).

It is not impossible to think that people’s spirituality, engaging, or showing commitment 
in religious activities may have an impact (negative or positive) on the environment. Vio-
lence inspired by religious intolerance is global and has the propensity to affect humanity. 
Bloodsheds, installation of bombs and missiles, burning of carbons, massive deforestation, 
and pollution of streams and poisoning of livestock, all of which mostly happen during 
religious violent crisis in Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America, contribute sub-
stantially to the building block of our ecological crisis, which greatly impedes sustainable 
development (Rabie, 2016).

On the other hand, Clements et  al. (2014) opined that religion generally has a nega-
tive or insignificant effect on environmental concerns, when measured by acceptance of 
domination beliefs and biblical literalism, while religious behavior produces no clear trend. 
Hand and Van Liere (1984) found that while environmental concern is lower among con-
servative Protestants, it is rather higher among liberal Protestants. Bloch (1998), in a study 
of a group of people who consider themselves spiritual, found that 82% of those surveyed 
show concern for environmental issues. Schultz et  al. (2000) found strong associations 
between beliefs in biblical literalism and anthropocentric bases for environmental con-
cerns among undergraduates in various countries. Djupe and Hunt (2009) found that clergy 
religious communication is overwhelmingly and positively correlated with environmental 
sentiment and that there is a positive correlation between environmental sentiment and reli-
gious communication, although negative correlations are observed (particularly between 
biblical literalism and environmental protection attitudes).

An empirical study that explored the links between a values-driven life and ecological 
impact showed that religious people also seem to be characterized by a reduced level of 
ecological footprint. However, traditional religious thinking, “my way” spiritualism, and 
green value-based atheism are associated with an increased level of subjective well-being, 
while materialism is thought to be associated with a high level of ecological footprint and 
a low level of subjective well-being (Csutora & Zsóka, 2014). Interestingly, a similar study 
that was cross-examining spirituality with environmental issues in a predominantly Roman 
Catholic European Union country where church attendance is declining found that though 
self-rated spirituality and socioeconomic determinants are positively and significantly 
associated with environmental engagement, but not with church attendance (Briguglio 
et al., 2020).

2.5 � Theoretical framework and models for pro‑environmentalism

Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) described different models on pro-environmental behav-
iors, viz. The “rationalists’ model” assumed that educating people about environmen-
tal issues would automatically result in more pro-environmental behavior. However, the 
“theory of reasoned action” propounded by Ajzen & Fishbein (1980) explains that the 
ultimate determinants of any behavior (e.g., environmental behaviors) are the behavioral 
beliefs concerning its consequences and normative beliefs concerning the prescriptions of 
others. Models on altruism, empathy, and pro-social behavior reasoned that person with a 
strong selfish and competitive orientation are less likely to act ecologically, while people 
who have satisfied their personal needs are more likely to act ecologically because they 
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have more resources (time, money, energy) to maintain sustainable behavioral patterns, 
less personal, social, and pro-environmental issues, hence lending credence to Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs. Some other similar models hypothesized that to act pro-environmen-
tally, individuals must focus beyond themselves and be concerned about the community at 
large (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002). This last model particularly inclines with the values 
of spirituality.

2.6 � Justification for the study

There is dearth of information on how spirituality or religious beliefs and values might 
influence perspectives on: (a) climate change and (b) willingness to engage in environ-
mental conservation measures especially in Africa. In this study, hinged on information 
available in literatures, we proposed a scale that measures spirituality within modern day 
perspective. Also, we assessed people’s general attitudes to environmental issues within 
the context of spirituality and assessing, more generally, the extent to which people hold 
eco-centric (nature-centered) or anthropocentric (human-centered) values.

3 � Materials and methods

3.1 � Study areas

This study was practically conducted in Nigeria and the USA. Nigeria is one of the Africa’s 
largest economies with a population of 200,963,599, while the USA with a population of 
about 328.2 million people (World Bank, 2019) is a leading world power. Demographi-
cally, Nigeria is a multinational state inhabited by more than 250 ethnic groups speaking 
about 500 distinct indigenous languages, majorly dominated by three renown tribes (Yor-
uba, Hausa, and Igbo) with English being their official language, and has a fairly equal 
distribution of Christian and Islamic faith adherents. The USA is a North American coun-
try ranked as the third world’s most populous with high socioeconomic performance and 
constitutes majorly Christians (65% of the total adult population) and those with no formal 
religion (26% of the total population) (Fig. 1).

4 � Research design

A descriptive research design was utilized to explore the nexus between spirituality and 
environmental responsibility. A mix of different data collection and data analysis tech-
niques was adopted to acquire and analyze relevant information while ensuring minimum 
bias and achieving optimal accuracy in the data collection process. The design uniquely 
allows for an accurate statistical evaluation of opinions and perspectives based on facts 
and figures to prompt decision making. Different question sets were employed to evalu-
ate two major variables: spirituality and environmental responsibility. Research instrument 
used was a questionnaire which was validated by three experts who were multidisciplinary 
researchers and statisticians. Individual’s behavior and perceptions as it relates to “how 
people’s belief system influences the choices they make toward being environmentally 
responsible” was measured on a Likert scale. This research design was considered effective 
based on the desideratum that respondents might totally or partially agree or disagree with 



	 K. Omoyajowo et al.

1 3

sets of given statements that represent the variables of interest being addressed. The ques-
tionnaire consists of 32 demographic, spiritual, and environmental-related items, but four 
psychosocial measurement instruments were particularly employed to evaluate human spir-
ituality based on literature reviews, especially those reflected in Corey (2006) and sugges-
tions from peers. The questionnaire was critically examined in terms of language, clarity, 
and content in line with research objectives; research tool was found useful and relevant by 
reviewers.

4.1 � Data collection

Research data were collected in a unique fashion. It was basically collected with the aid of 
a questionnaire which was available in hard copy print and online format. The question-
naire available in hard copy print was administered through face-to-face (drop and collect 
method) and telephone interview in study locations. Online questionnaire was designed 
with the aid of Google form in the exact replica of the hard copy format. This novel data 
collection strategy was helpful in the collection of large amounts of data from participants 
in a short time frame of two months (July–August 2020). The online questionnaire was 
quite feasible and effective in collecting data from people in far distances based on the 
premise that a significant proportion of the global populations are digitally literate and 
connected.

Online questionnaire survey link was administered through email, websites, and social 
media (specifically Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram) and particularly online discussion 
platforms (specifically ResearchGate, Reddit, and Quora), and potential survey partici-
pants were invited to take part in the survey while considering quality measures pointed in 
Regmi et al. (2016). Two computer scientists were employed to review the online survey 
for a user-friendly design and layout. Participation in the survey was designed to be vol-
untary, and privacy and confidentiality were ensured. A brief instruction on how to fill the 
instrument, ethical consent, eligibility criteria, and research correspondent’s contact email 

Fig. 1   Study area map with specifications (Nigeria and USA)
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and phone number(s) was provided on the first page to guarantee for ethical considerations 
and safeguards before participants proceeded with the survey. We considered respondents 
who were 18 years and above fit for this study and put in place quality assurance meas-
ures to circumvent the chance of multiple enrolments or possible adulterations, through 
the collection of respondents’ emails. Data obtained through questionnaires were properly 
collated, coded, and rechecked for quality assurance on Excel sheet before embarking on 
statistical analysis.

4.2 � Statistical analysis

The raw data collated on excel spread sheet were exported onto IBM SPSS version 21 soft-
ware. The 1,438 completed instruments were subjected to a thorough process of data clean-
ing and recoding. When the options of responses to the main sections that were framed in 
a five points Likert scale were subjected to Cronbach’s alpha reliability test, all yielded 
at least 0.7 (good reliability index). There were recoding and reverse recoding to ensure 
that higher mean values indicated positive environmental attitudes ranging from 0 which 
reflects never or strongly disagree to 4 which indicates always or strongly agree in the 
case of positively framed items (statements). In the case of negatively framed items, the 
responses were reversely recoded. For internal reliability checks, responses to items that 
were related were summed and averaged to obtain single measures for thematic areas. All 
variables were presented as mean and standard deviation and or simple frequency counts 
and percentages. Ordinal logistic regression (OLR) was used to determine “spirituality” 
predictors of respondents’ willingness to engage in global environmental conservation 
efforts. Findings were considered significant at 0.05 alpha level (p value < 0.05).

5 � Results

The data analyzed showed that out of the 1438 participants in this study, male respondents 
were in majority (738) which is equivalent to 51.3%, the rest being females (Table 1). More 
than half of them (59.8%) were aged 25 and above, and whereas about a quarter (25.1%) 
of them were married, an overwhelming majority (74.2%) were single. Most (78.4%) of 
them indicated belonging to the Christian religious faith, and the bulk (76.6%) of them 
had an educational attainment of at least a college bachelor’s degree. It is also remarkable 
that 79.2% of them were of either black or African and Nigerian American racial extrac-
tion. There were more (37.6%) unemployed respondents than employed (35.3%) and self-
employed (27.1%). And almost half (48.0%) of the respondents earned within the range of 
100.0–2099.9 US$.

The mean score for “How often do you pray, meditate and fast?” being a key index vari-
able for level of spirituality was good (2.99 ± 0.96) for the entire sample in which a remark-
able proportion of the respondents either indicated very often (592, 41.2%) or always (482, 
33.5%) (Table 2). Among the other eight variables used to measure the level of spirituality 
of the respondents, seven had a mean value of at least 3 ± SD, each having above 80.0% of 
the respondents affirming agreement or strong agreement with positive statements on spir-
ituality. Conversely, about 70.0% of the respondents expressed disagreement, strong disa-
greement, or indecision on the statement “I feel there is a supernatural influence over all 
environmental crises including flooding, volcanoes, and particularly the COVID-19 pan-
demic outbreak,” thereby resulting in the lowest mean score of 2.08 ± 1.23.
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On the level of interaction between spirituality and environmental responsibility, study 
participants generally expressed disagreement with seven out of the eighteen spirituality 
attitude variables (Table 3). The seven items include: “The practice of my religion or faith 
tradition could possibly disturb others in the environment”: (1.57 ± 1.42) where 48.2% dis-
agreed, 19.9% undecided. With regard to the statement, “I often engage in spiritual rites 
involving open-space burning, poaching, animal slaughtering, exhuming and discharge 

Table 1   Sociodemographic characteristics of respondents

S/N Variables/categories Frequency Percentage

1 Gender (n = 1438)
Female 700 48.7
Male 738 51.3

2 Age group (n = 1438)
 < 25.0 578 40.2
25.0–34.0 628 43.7
35.0 +  232 16.1

3 Marital status (n = 1438)
Married 361 25.1
Separated/divorced/widow, etc. 10 0.7
Single 1067 74.2

4 Religion (n = 1438)
Christianity 1128 78.4
Islam 245 17.0
Others 65 4.5

5 Highest education attained (n = 1438)
High school 171 11.9
Pre-bachelor 165 11.5
Bachelors or equivalent 687 47.8
Masters 324 22.5
PhD 91 6.3

6 Race (n = 1438)
Black or African and Nigerian Americans 1139 79.2
Nigerian Africans 43 3.0
Other Africans 180 12.5
Whites 44 3.1
Others 32 2.2

7 Employment status (n = 1438)
Employed 508 35.3
Self-employed 389 27.1
Unemployed 541 37.6

8 Average monthly wage/stipend in US dollars (n = 825)
 < 100.0 270 32.7
100.0–2099.9 396 48.0
2100.0–4099.9 40 4.8
4100.0 +  119 14.4
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of waste into the environment-at least one” (1.01 ± 1.27), 66.9% of the respondents disa-
greed while 14.8% of them expressed neutrality; “Natural or human-induced environmen-
tal imbalances such as earthquakes, storms, war, pandemic outbreak (Ebola, COVID-19 
etc.) threatens my spiritual well-being” (1.82 ± 1.32) assertion attracted the disagreement 
of 39.2% participants while 26.6% of them maintained neutrality. “My personal views, life-
styles and the choices I made vis-à-vis saving water, energy and minimizing waste is shaped 
by my spiritual consciousness of life after-death” (1.86 ± 1.28) where 38.9% disagreed and 
26.3% were undecided. “I regard the forest and life beneath the sea as evil” (1.03 ± 1.26) 
where 66.8% disagreed and 16.4% opted to remain neutral. “Keeping protected areas (such 
as national parks, wilderness areas, community conserved areas, and nature reserves) 
contradicts my faith” (1.03 ± 1.24) where 65.2% disagreed and 16.9% remained neutral. 
“Obeisance to spiritual doctrines or rites supersedes public safety measures during war 
and pandemic outbreaks such as COVID-19” (1.59 ± 1.21) where 44.2% disagreed and 
31.8% were neutral. On the other hand, the top three positive spiritually inclined attitude 
variables toward environmental responsibility as expressed by about 70.0% of the respond-
ents include: “Everyone has a duty of care toward nature” (2.94 ± 1.15); “Doing my best 
to save humanity from environmental distress is significant for my spiritual uprightness 
(2.53 ± 1.11); and “I understood what climate change is all about and I think it is real” 
(2.89 ± 1.11). Others with a mean score of at least 2.50 include: “It is the will of God or the 
supernatural that humans should ultimately exploit nature for their needs” (2.50 ± 1.29,” 
“Protecting the environment is a form of worship” (2.51 ± 1.15), and “I feel the way some 
people in my community treat nature is unfair” (2.51 ± 1.20).

Respondents expressed their views on the impact of spiritual leadership on environmen-
tal conservation using the options of “No, Not sure, and Yes” (Table 4). An appreciable 
proportion of the respondents either said, “No (25.1%) or “Not sure” (37.0%) to the state-
ment: “Do your spiritual leaders teach and encourage people on the essence of conserving 
nature?” and of these proportion, 69.3% were willing to take environmental conservative 
measures more seriously if their spiritual leaders give teachings on the subject (Table 5).

Most of the respondents indicated that spiritual leaders teach and encourage Environ-
mental Conservation in several ways. The most indicated ways include: “Turn off lights 
and appliances when not in use” (66.3%); “Donation of unused or obsolete possessions to 
people in need” (65.8%); “Planting trees around our homes” (65.2%); and “Proper recy-
cling and disposal of harmful chemicals” (61.4%). The next most indicated ways include: 
“Keeping gardens without the use of harmful chemicals” (55.3%); “Incorporating inimita-
ble core messages about saving our planet earth into spiritual teachings may help awaken 
genuine concerns for environmental sustainability” (53.3%); “Avoid unnecessary travels 
and expenses if your job offers flexibility” (52.8); “Purchase energy-efficient appliances 

Table 4   Impact of spiritual leadership on environmental conservation

Items No n (%) Not sure n (%) Yes n (%)

Does your spiritual leader(s) teach and 
encourage people on the essence of con-
serving nature? (n = 1438)

361 (25.1) 532 (37.0) 545 (37.9)

If “No or Not sure” was answered above, 
would you be willing to take environmental 
conservative measures more seriously if 
your spiritual leaders give teachings on the 
subject? (n = 893)

98 (11.0) 176 (19.7) 619 (69.3)
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such as LED TV, LED monitors, LED bulbs” (51.7%); “Saving water via rainwater catch-
ment or gray-water recycling system” (51.1%); and “Periodic maintenance of emission 
control systems of vehicles and other mechanical devices” (51.0%). The least indicated 
way was, “Use of electric vehicles, fuel cells, and hydrogen-driven cars rather than fossil 
fuels” (46.6%). Only 16.7% of respondents admitted “None” for ways their spiritual leaders 
promote environmental conservation.

Regarding willingness to engage in global environmental conservation efforts (Table 6), 
the most highly rated by 62.6% of respondents was “I am willing to take environmental 
conservative measures more serious if our spiritual leaders give spiritual teachings on the 
subject” (2.70 ± 1.01). This was followed by “I am willing to raise awareness about sav-
ing the planet earth during our religious meetings” (2.51 ± 1.08) which were expressed by 
54.1% of respondents. The least indicated by (49.6%) respondents were “I am willing to 
sponsor environmental stewardship programs through any possible means” (2.41 ± 1.03).

For the evaluation of the nexus between respondents’ level of spirituality and willing-
ness to engage in global environmental conservation efforts, ordinal logistic regression 
analysis was tested (Table 7). The predictors of willingness to engage in global environ-
mental conservation efforts were determined to include how often respondents pray, 
meditate and fast; caring about people, animals, and the planet; being just happy to be 
alive; finding it easy to forgive people who hurts; and feeling that there is a supernatu-
ral influence over all environmental crises including flooding, volcanoes, and particularly 
the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak. Compared to respondents who pray, meditate, and 
fast always, those who never do so at all were less likely (OR = 0.357, Est. =  − 1.030, p 
value = 0.001) to be willing to engage in global environmental conservation efforts, while 
those who pray, meditate, and fast sometimes have 1.522 times odds of engaging in global 
environmental conservation efforts. Respondents who were undecided on caring about 
people, animals, and the planet were less likely (OR = 0.386, p value = 0.002) to be willing 
to engage in global environmental conservation efforts, compared to those who always do. 
Additionally, respondents who “agree” that they were “just happy to be alive” had lesser 
odds (OR = 0.740, p value = 0.027) of willingness to engage in global environmental con-
servation efforts than those who “strongly agree” that they were “just happy to be alive.” 
Ironically, respondents who expressed strong disagreement with the statement that “I find it 
easy to forgive people who hurts me” were 4.043 times more likely to be willing to engage 
in global environmental conservation efforts than those who indicated “strongly agree” 
(p value = 0.001). Similarly, all respondents who tended to disagree with “I feel there is 
a supernatural influence over all environmental crises including flooding, volcanoes, and 
particularly the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak” were significantly (p value = 0.000) less 
likely to be willing to engage in global environmental conservation efforts than those who 
expressed strong agreement.

6 � Discussion

Apart from cross-examining whether participants sampled could comprehensively repre-
sent the study population, the analysis of sociodemographic information is critical on two 
major standpoints: First, it helps to understand whether identity is causing an individual to 
do a specific thing and the latter to understand whether something is causing an individual 
to adopt a certain identity (Abdelal et  al., 2009). It was clear that this study had a fair 
gender distribution with an almost equivalent male/female ratio, while vast majority (over 
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70%) were black or African, single, and having at least a bachelor’s degree and a religious 
identity as well as an age tilt to most (59.8%) within the age bracket of 25 years and above 
(Table 1). The import of this outcome is that people who are educated and that have such 
religious leaning are expected to have a better understanding about environmental issues in 
the context of spirituality (Copeland, 2018). More so, education is known to possess a high 
tendency for changing beliefs and unfavorable behaviors which may be required to drive 
the consciousness toward knowledge and to pursue the utmost goals of environmental sus-
tainability. Earlier studies have found a positive association between religious involvement 
with female gender, aging, and African-American ethnicity (Krause, 2004; Levin & Chat-
ters, 1998; Moreira-Almeida et al., 2010).

Religious values toward the environment are diverse, but our scale of spirituality was 
simply central to investigations of the essence of human nature. High level of spirituality 
was generally observed among respondents (Table  2). With a mean spirituality measure 
of at least 3 ± SD, and with above 80.0%of the respondents affirming different levels of 
agreement with positive statements on spirituality; the bulk of therespondents in this study 
can be considered to have demonstrated some appreciable level of spirituality.

For the most part, the all-encompassing elements of spirituality as pinpointed by various 
scholars which include praying, meditation, charity giving, showing compassion to others 
and gratitude to life, guidance, forgiveness, and thinking positive thoughts even during dif-
ficult situations (Goleman et  al., 2008; Moberg, 2010) were used as our index variables 
and were all observed among respondents. Individuals or people that exhibit these traits or 
characters toward the environment may be considered spiritual based on our study’s unbri-
dled objectivity rather than based on religious beliefs or sentiments, and rituals or commit-
ment in religious activities only. Nevertheless, it is pertinent to note that about 70.0% of the 
respondents in this study also expressed various degrees of disagreement with the assertion 
that “I feel there is a supernatural influence over all environmental crises including flood-
ing, volcanoes, and particularly the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak” and thereby suggesting 
some form of a disconnect between spirituality and certain perceptions of environmental 
crises.

To execute one of the main thrusts of this paper, there was an attempt to explore the 
level of interaction between “Spirituality” and “Environmental responsibility” (Table 3). 
To do so, attitude and perception in this regard is significant and can help give a better 
outlook of issues. As regards the assessment of the respondents’ religious practices or rites 
that could have harmful consequences on the environment, most respondents expressed 
disagreement as indicated by lower mean values. This was so even where some of their 
religious ideals were to be violated. For example, they disagreed with “Obeisance to spir-
itual doctrines or rites supersedes public safety measures during war and pandemic out-
break such as COVID-19” (1.59 ± 1.21), even though they literally considered their reli-
gious activities or faith tradition as undisruptive to the environment. In a more similar 
fashion, majority of respondents disagreed that they were engaged in religious “…rituals 
that involves open-space burning, poaching, animal slaughtering, exhuming and discharge 
of waste into the environment” even though a few (3.5–14.8%) agreed. And although the 
foregoing findings might appear to paint a seemingly straightforward pro-environmental 
attitude most likely arising from spirituality or religiosity, “results of the empirical studies 
question the existence of direct relationships between religion and environmental concern, 
attitudes, and behavior” (Boersema et al., 2008; Chuvieco et al., 2016; Vonk, 2008).

Furthermore, about 70% of the respondents agreed with other statements that con-
note positive environmental attitudes and responsibility—that everyone has a duty of 
care toward nature (2.94 ± 1.15) and protecting the environment is a true form of worship 
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(2.51 ± 1.15). More than half of them admitted having heard and or seen people polluting 
the environment under the guise of observing spiritual rites (2.45 ± 1.24), and they feel 
the way some people in their neighborhood treat nature is unfair (2.51 ± 1.20). All these 
invariably points to a high environmental responsibility index among these study partici-
pants who have also demonstrated high religiosity. The intention for posing questions in 
this way was to understand if there is a direct impact of individuals’ religion on environ-
ment. Skirbekk et al. (2020) opined those nations whose inhabitants are less religious tend 
to use more resources and produce more emissions but also with remarkably high levels 
of climate change adaptive capacity. Religion is an important form of spirituality which is 
considered to play a pivotal role toward influencing many aspects of lifestyle that affects 
the environment (Boersema et al., 2008). These areas may include consumption patterns, 
use of natural resources, childbearing decisions, and willingness to take actions to abate 
environmental degradation. Chuvieco et al. (2016) argued that environmental performance 
of countries in all religious traditions showed a strong dependence from other controlling 
factors, particularly the human development index and the per capita income.

It is noteworthy that vast majority of respondents gave an outstanding positive view 
on the essence of protecting nature from potential environmental degradation; assenting 
to the premise that “everyone has a duty of care toward nature,” aligns with a previous 
work which found that 81% of all adults, including strong majorities of all major religious 
traditions, favored “stronger laws and regulations to protect the environment,” while 14% 
opposed them (PRC, 2015). Majority of our respondents cited that “protecting the environ-
ment is a true form of worship,” thus, aligns their pro-environmental behavior with their 
spiritual consciousness. Nonetheless, majority believed that it is the will of God or the 
supernatural that humans should explore nature for their needs. However, many respond-
ents in this study claimed they often experience an inner peace whenever they made efforts 
toward minimizing waste generation, saving water, energy, and other natural resources but 
also believed that spiritual leaders of their faith tradition were aware of the essence of sav-
ing water, energy, and other natural resources and ensuring safety of the environment. A 
previous work found 81% of all adults, including good majorities of all major religious 
traditions, favored “stronger laws and regulations to protect the environment,” while 14% 
opposed them (PRC, 2015).

Most respondents popularly gave a contrary opinion when asked whether “natural or 
human-induced environmental disruptions (e.g., earthquake, pandemic/COVID-19) influ-
ence their spiritual well-being. However, they perceived those spiritual interventions (Pray-
ing, fasting and meditation) have the potential to bring a relief to vulnerable populations, 
victims during crisis and further added that doing their possible best to save humanity from 
environmental distress is significant for their spiritual well-being (Stuart et al., 1989). More 
than 70% (with 35.3% strongly agree and 34.8% agree) understood what climate change 
entails and believed its impact are real. Religious beliefs may influence the way some peo-
ple think about environment (PRC, 2015).

Based on the desideratum that spiritual leaders can influence environmental behavior of 
people in their religious groups, respondents were asked “Do your spiritual leaders teach 
and encourage people on the essence of conserving nature”; 37.9% agreed, 37% were not 
sure, and 25% disagreed on the subject. However, it becomes clear that some spiritual lead-
ers teach and encourage their religious affiliates on the essence of conserving nature while 
others do not (Krempl, 2014). This assertion agrees with a previous work which cited that 
47% of those who attend worship services at least once or twice a month said their clergy 
speak out on the environment; few adults described religion’s influence as most impor-
tant in shaping their thinking on environmental protection (PRC, 2015). Furthermore, 
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respondents whose “spiritual leaders do not teach and encourage people on the essence of 
nature’s conservation” and “those that were not sure about the subject” were further inter-
viewed on whether they would be willing to take environmental conservative measures 
more seriously if their spiritual leaders would give more elaborate teachings on the subject; 
vast majority (69.3%) showed more willingness.

There are several environmental conservation measures globally recognized and proven 
to help reduce carbon footprint and reduce its impact. The measures could be achieved 
at individual or at public levels. Respondents popularly mentioned planting trees around 
homes, saving energy via turning off lights and appliances when not in use, proper recy-
cling and responsible disposal of harmful chemicals, donation of unused or obsolete pos-
sessions to others in need among others as some of the ways spiritual leaders teaches and 
encourage environmental conservation (Table 5). This claim further underscores the sig-
nificance and great potential religious leaders must spark reform and revolution in environ-
mentalism (Copeland, 2018). Majority of respondents in this study were willing to raise 
awareness about saving planets and sponsor or support environmental stewardship program 
through possible means and are willing to take environmental conservation measures more 
serious if spiritual leaders play a leadership role on the subject.

From times past, religious thinking and environmental stewardship have been consist-
ently receiving attention, drawing on the leadership role of humanitarian society to bridge 
the gap. Willingness to engage in global environmental efforts is flagged as a positive 
mental attitude that may entrench environmental sustainability (Krempl, 2014). Scientific 
research on environmental sustainability is rapidly expanding human knowledge of its vast-
ness and its intricately interacting parts, pro-environmental behavior, lifestyle, perceptions, 
processes, and influences within which the subject of “spirituality” is considered important.

An ordinal regression analysis revealed that in this study five key predictors of willing-
ness to engage in global environmental conservation efforts were identified. These include 
how often respondents pray, meditate, and fast; caring about people, animals and the 
planet; being just happy to be alive; finding it easy to forgive people who hurts; and feeling 
that there is a supernatural influence over all environmental crises including flooding, vol-
canoes, and particularly the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak. Compared to respondents who 
pray, meditate, and fast always, those who never do so at all were less likely (OR = 0.357, p 
value = 0 0.001) to be willing to engage in global environmental conservation efforts. This 
association has been corroborated by several studies that suggest the existence of a strong 
relationship between prayers and/or other spiritual devotions and the environment as well 
as health (Davis, 2018; WHO, 1998). Respondents who were undecided on caring about 
people, animals, and the planet were less likely (OR = 0.386, p value = 0.002) to be willing 
to engage in global environmental conservation efforts, compared to those who always do. 
This finding tends to elucidate a tendency in people who were indecisive to be more likely 
to demonstrate unwillingness to engage in global conservation efforts.

Furthermore, based on this study, agreeing to be “just happy to be alive” yielded lesser 
odds (OR = 0.740, p value = 0.027) of willingness to engage in global environmental con-
servation efforts than strongly agreeing to be “just happy to be alive.” Again, this further 
buttresses another fact that contentment being positive or satisfied with life is a signifi-
cant determinant of willingness to engage in global conservation efforts (Davis, 2018). In 
another breath, it was rather paradoxical for respondents’ who expressed difficulty to for-
give people who hurts them, to be about four times more likely to be willing to engage 
in global environmental conservation efforts than those who would easily forgive (p 
value = 0.001). This might not be unconnected with the fact that several studies have indi-
cated that based on differences in methodologies employed and the choice of indicators, 
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the results of studies investigating relationship between spirituality and environmental 
stewardship are by far not direct, but rather intricate and complex (Boersema et al., 2008; 
Briguglio et al., 2020; Vonk, 2008). And in fact, it has been admitted that other factors than 
spirituality or religious beliefs could be exerting more explanatory power in determining 
pro-environmental and conservation attitudes (Chuvieco et al., 2016).

In a similar fashion, where respondents who disagreed with “… supernatural influence 
over all environmental crises including flooding, volcanoes, and particularly the COVID-19 
pandemic outbreak” significantly (p value = 0.000) exhibited less likelihood of willingness 
to engage in global environmental conservation efforts, it goes further to substantiate the 
fact that, if properly harnessed, spirituality can be leveraged upon in environmental conser-
vation efforts (Copeland, 2018). Although Jenkins and Chapple (2011) have observed that 
the few empirical studies on the relationship between religious beliefs and environmental 
engagement yielded mixed results, there is no denying the fact that even in more atheist 
China; Zeng et al. (2020) have shown that study participants “with a religious identity are 
more willing to engage in public pro-environmental behavior than those without a religious 
identity.”

7 � Conclusion and outlook

Interestingly, findings do not only reflect a positive relationship on how a belief in God or 
the supernatural could make people more likely to conserve the components of the envi-
ronment but also observed that spiritual leaders have so much influence on the choices 
that their affiliates make toward saving water, energy, and other environmental resources. 
Precisely, over 60.0% were willing to take environmental conservative measures more seri-
ously if their spiritual leaders gave teachings on the subject while vast majority of respond-
ents held the belief that “protecting the environment is a true form of worship.” This study 
opines that spiritual beliefs and values should be viewed as a potential resource in envi-
ronmental conservation discourse simply because of its significant influence on changing 
people’s unhealthy environmental behaviors which may collectively serve as a “fulcrum” 
for environmental sustainability on global scale. Identifying effective ways to communicate 
environmental issues and risks within faith traditions, and encouraging inter-faith and reli-
gious–nonreligious collaboration, will be important for addressing future global environ-
mental challenges.
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