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A B S T R A C T   

From the perspective of ecosystem attributes, this research was conducted to explore the impact 
of people’s adaptation and response to their perception of environmental risks on their preference 
for sustainable development strategies and the realization of a circular economy based on Social 
Judgment Theory and the Value-Belief-Norm (VBN) theory. To achieve the goal, three substudies 
were conducted using questionnaire surveys—the first substudy aimed to examine the influence 
of ecological attributes on environmental risk perception (ERP). The second substudy attempted 
to understand the intricate connection between ERP and justice, while the third study explored 
the relationship between justice and SDS (sustainable development strategies) and CEG (reali-
zation of a circular economy). The results indicate the following: (1) The first substudy reveals 
that ecological attributes impact environmental risk perception (ERP), with different environ-
mental values exerting distinct influences. (2) The second substudy suggests that ERP facilitates 
the realization of social, environmental, and ecological justice, but people’s preference for a 
specific economic growth strategy will affect their tendency to realize justice. (3) The third 
substudy shows that sustainability strategies (i.e., sustainable production, consumption, and use) 
mediate the relationship between justice and circular economy goals (CEG). Among the three 
strategies, sustainable use plays the most significant mediating role. The research outcomes un-
derscore the importance of prioritizing sustainable use in future research in theory and practice.   

1. Introduction 

The economic development paradigm is a widely used framework among scholars to guide the approach and strategies aimed at 
achieving economic growth and advancement in a country or region [1]. For a considerable period, the dominant economic devel-
opment paradigm, which leads to rapid and substantial benefits, has been in place. However, it adversely affects the biophysical 
environment and human well-being in the long run [2]. The consequences of human-induced environmental damage have become 
evident, such as the unprecedented heat wave in Europe during the summer of 2022 (United in Science, 2022) and the degradation of 
biosphere integrity [3]. In response, the circular economy has garnered considerable attention as an alternative economic model to the 
traditional linear take-make-waste approach [4]. Emphasizing more than just mitigating the negative impact of a linear economy, the 
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circular economy represents a systemic transformation that unlocks business and economic opportunities while delivering environ-
mental and social benefits [5]. At present, the influence of the change people makes after perceiving environmental risks on 
accomplishing circular economy goals has not yet received sufficient attention in circular economy research. Perception is closely 
related to action. Since human beings can perceive the negative impact of environmental damage, it is assumed that people will explain 
and respond to the impact when they perceive it, which ultimately facilitates realizing sustainable development and circular economy 
goals. 

From the perspective of ecosystem attributes, this study established a conceptual framework that explains people’s adaptive 
behavior after perceiving environmental risks, i.e., perception, explanation, and response, based on Social Judgment Theory and the 
VBN theory. Three substudies were conducted in this research. Substudy 1 approached ecological attributes’ impact on ERP and 
environmental values’ mediating role. Resilience and vulnerability are the ecosystem attribute that measures environmental perfor-
mance under pressure. It is predicted that resilience will result in impaired ERP while vulnerability will increase ERP. In the meantime, 
distinct environmental values attach different weights to nature and man [6]. Therefore, people with different environmental values 
show differentiated levels of sensitivity to resilience and vulnerability, which moderates the relationship between ecological attributes 
and ERP. Sub study 2 examined resource dilemmas, subjective well-being after perceiving environmental risks, and justice realization 
for equitable resource distribution between humans and nature. Different economic growth strategies also differ in the weight attached 
to economic growth and environmental protection [7]. Therefore, this study delves deeper into the question of whether individuals’ 
preferences for particular economic growth strategies have varying effects on the achievement of social, environmental, and ecological 
justice. Substudy 3 research into the correlation between justice and the circular economy as well as the mediating role of sustainable 
development strategies. The sustainable development strategy incorporates the concept of the product life cycle in the hope of realizing 
efficient use of resources, and the actors at all levels who hold justice follow different sustainable development strategies to facilitate 
realizing circular economy goals. 

2. Theoretical background 

2.1. Social-ecological system 

The social-ecological system is a biosphere where man and nature are intertwined [8]. As components of the biosphere, man and 
society rely on its functions and support while shaping it on a global scale and leaving geological imprints on the Earth [9]. Human 
disturbances, such as deforestation, pollution, and overfishing [10], can significantly alter ecosystem services, which in turn, can 
impact the ability of the social system to meet human needs. Burkhard et al. (2012) [11], posing a threat to the social system [12] 
(Berrouet et al., 2018) [12]. If the ecosystem can maintain its functions and services during the disturbance, then the social system is 
not vulnerable to threats [13]. As a key indicator that measures the threat faced by the ecosystem, vulnerability and resilience largely 
determine whether the ecosystem can stably provide services when it is disturbed [14]. Therefore, this study approaches the influence 
of the two ecological attributes on risk perception. 

Resilience refers to the extent to which the system can absorb recurrent natural and human disturbances and continue regeneration 
without slow degradation or accidental transformation into a less desirable state [15]. Ecological resilience is defined as the basic 
ability of an ecosystem to provide ideal services continuously, even when human beings exploit the environment and make it a 
fluctuating one [16]. When the ecosystem is forced to exceed the critical threshold, it will suddenly turn into another state; once a 
fundamental transformation occurs, it will be extremely difficult or even unable to restore the ecosystem to its previous state [17]. In 
the meantime, human behavior has led the ecosystems to be less able to remain in an ideal state when faced with sudden changes [15]. 
In terms of providing ecosystem services to society, fragile terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems can easily get into an undesirable state 
[18]. 

The vulnerability of an ecosystem refers to the extent of the negative changes made to ecosystem services when the ecosystem is 
faced with such threats as geological disasters, climate change and land use change [12]. Unlike resilience, vulnerability is the per-
formance of an ecosystem on coping with disturbances [19], namely the ability of an ecosystem to resist disturbances and maintain a 
specific state [20]. When faced with changes in ecosystem services, people with the least social and economic resources are the most 
vulnerable because they cannot obtain mental health assistance and disaster relief in most cases [21]. Therefore, the difference among 
beneficiaries should be taken into account because it will help to design more cost-effective policies and ultimately reduce environ-
mental inequality and maximize social welfare. 

2.2. Risk perception and adaptation 

Risk perception refers to people’s intuitive perception, cognition, prediction and judgment of potential risks in the environment. 
This process will be affected by their subjective judgment, feelings, and previous experience [22]. ERP refers to the intuitive judgment 
of individuals or social groups on highly complicated and uncertain environmental problems [22], which plays an important role in 
predicting individuals’ response to environmental risks. Individuals will act to improve the current situation when they perceive 
adverse situations and do not take the next step until they perceive the surroundings once again when their action leads them to their 
expectations. 

According to Social Judgment Theory, people decide on whether they recognize a new thought or message when they receive it 
based on their own standpoint [23]. The VBN Theory believes that humans’ pro-environmental behavior arises from their values. 
Therefore, the belief in environmental protection can activate one’s awareness of the environmental protection norm, which thus 
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results in environmental protection behavior [24]. The social-ecological inequality reflected in environmental risks prompts people to 
reconsider the relationship between humans and nature and take measures to improve its current state. The concept of adaptability 
describes people’s capability to learn, innovate and adjust their responses based on their experience and knowledge so as to adapt to 
the ever-changing factors, both external and internal [25]. Therefore, humans’ adaptation to the ecological environment can be seen as 
a process in which individuals interpret and respond to environmental risks according to their personal experience and knowledge. 

To summarize, when people face a threat or loss caused by ecological attributes, they form a personal perception of environmental 
risks based on their environmental values, managing to make responses in order to compensate for the losses so caused and adapt to the 
changes that have not yet occurred. Faced with the impact of uncertain factors in the future, they will meet the circular economy goal 
through appropriate sustainable development strategies, expecting to achieve the ideal state between humans and nature. Therefore, 
this study proposes a conceptual framework, as shown in Fig. 1. 

2.3. Theoretical analysis 

This research will discuss how each substudy contributes to the development of the theory in this study. Three substudies will be 
conducted based on the following considerations. First, the study will examine the relationship between ecological attributes as an-
tecedents predicting initial stimuli that form environmental adaptation. Folke (2016) [25] suggested that individual adaptability 
depends on internal and external capabilities. In this study, ecological attributes are identified as resilience and vulnerability, 
moderated by anthrocentrism and ecocentrism. These will stimulate ERP and subsequently predict justice in substudy two. Thus, the 
first substudy becomes a significant factor in determining ERP and justice formed by external and internal factors of individuals. The 
second substudy aims to connect ERP and justice. Environmental risk perception (ERP) and justice are interconnected variables that 
play a crucial role in the context of economic growth. As people perceive environmental risks, their awareness of environmental 
injustices and inequalities may become more pronounced. This heightened perception can influence their preferences for specific 
economic growth strategies, as individuals may prioritize solutions that address these environmental concerns in a fair and equitable 
manner. The third substudy will explore the relationship between justice and SDS (sustainable development strategies) and CEG 
(realization of a circular economy). Justice is crucial for effective sustainable development strategies (SDS) and the realization of a 
circular economy (CEG). It ensures equitable resource distribution and benefits in SDS, promoting inclusive growth. In the circular 
economy, justice guides policies to minimize inequalities and empower communities for sustainable resource management. Integrating 
justice in SDS and CEG fosters a fair and resilient path towards a sustainable future. 

2.4. Perception of resource dilemmas and pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being 

How to use natural resources has long been deemed as a social dilemma, i.e., a contradiction between short-term personal interests 
and long-term collective interests [26]. In case of sufficient resource supply, people exploit resources as freely as possible. However, 
resources are limited and renewed at different speeds, and some are renewed extremely slowly or even non-renewable [27]. When 
resources are consumed faster than their renewal, a crisis of resource depletion arises [27]. In other words, natural resources are open 
to human beings, but unchecked exploitation and utilization can lead to resource depletion and environmental degradation. Thus, the 
Perception of Resource Dilemmas (PRD) is defined in this research as the awareness that resources are limited, resource renewal will 
not catch up with resource consumption, and eventually, resources will be unable to regenerate if humans make choices that are only 
favorable to themselves in the short run. 

Well-being refers to physical and mental health, material satisfaction, and the sense of dignity and belonging brought by being 
recognized as a member of society [25]. Research on the relationship between pro-environmental behavior and future subjective 
well-being shows that when people are aware of the possibility of the living standards declining in the future, they will find ways to 
improve the current environment in which they live [28], i.e., a negative relationship between future expectations and behavioral 
trends. This finding further illustrates the significance of constructive pessimism [29] because it can encourage people to realize as 
soon as possible that the current approach does not work and their capabilities need to be strengthened, thus motivating them to 
explore better methods and measures faster. Therefore, the Pessimistic Perspective of Future Subjective Well-being (PPFSW) is defined 
as people’s worries about the future prospects caused by environmental pollution and climate change that arise from human activities 
such as waste discharge, resource abuse, and excessive development. 

In this research, resilience is defined as the ability of the ecosystem to continue providing ecosystem services in the face of dis-
turbances [30]. The stronger the resilience is, the less vulnerable the ecosystem will be to environmental damage or the faster the 
ecosystem will be to restore to the state in which it is able to provide services stably [31]. Due to its restorative capacity, humans are 

Fig. 1. Conceptual Framework of Ecological and Environmental Adaptation and Its Development. SDS refers to sustainable development strategy, 
while CEG means circular economy goals. 
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indifferent to the damage to the ecosystem because they believe that the ecosystem is able to recover from the disturbance and 
maintain services. In addition, today’s environmental problems and governance receive increasing attention, resulting in people’s 
belief that the ecological environment will continue to be improved. This way, people are less uncertain about the ability of the 
ecosystem to meet humans’ current and future needs for their living environment, safety, health and survival, thus reducing their 
concern about the current and future environment as well as their risk perception. Therefore, the following hypothesis is proposed: 

H1a. Resilience has a negative impact on the perception of resource dilemmas. 

H1b. Resilience has a negative impact on the pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being. 

Vulnerability reflects the degree to which the capability of an ecosystem to maintain its functions is affected by threats. When an 
ecosystem is faced with threats, its ecological vulnerability will exert an impact on the change of its ability to provide natural resources 
and services [12]. The positive feedback from the ecosystem can stabilize its balance and alleviate the impact of the disturbances. The 
pressure on the ecosystem for a long time may lead to a more fragile balance, which makes the ecosystem more vulnerable to dis-
turbances [32]. The stable provision of ecosystem services is crucial to human survival and development. The more fully people realize 
the vulnerability of the ecosystem, the more likely they are to be concerned about whether the ecosystem can provide ecosystem 
services stably at present or in the future. Moreover, people will deepen their understanding of environmental governance and ex-
pected results because of their awareness of ecological vulnerability. Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

H2a. Vulnerability has a positive impact on the perception of resource dilemmas. 

H2b. Vulnerability has a positive impact on the pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being. 

2.5. Environmental values 

People’s reflection on the cause of climate change or the perception of involved risks is related to their environmental values, i.e. 
the way people think about the relationship between humankind and the environment/the Earth [33]. Environmental values refer to 
one’s opinion about the value of the environment [34]. Based on the perspective of looking at environmental problems, environmental 
values can be divided into anthropocentrism (human-centered) and ecocentrism (nature-centered) [6]. Anthropocentrism is a hier-
archical concept about human life, needs and rights, believing that human beings are more important than non-human ones and 
attaching great importance to nature mainly because of its practical value) [35]. Anthropocentrism is in favor of environmental 
protection because they believe humans’ comfort, quality of life and health may depend on a healthy ecosystem and natural resources 
[6]. Ecocentrism holds the view that all living things have their own intrinsic value, which has nothing to do with their usefulness to 
human beings [36]. It revolves around the overall impact of environmental improvement or deterioration on the ecosystem, which 
covers all animals and plants [37]. Ecocentrism emphasizes the connection between man and nature, which is beyond material 
satisfaction, believing that even if environmental damage has not affected human life, the damage should be restored and protected [6, 
38]. 

Anthropocentrism regards nature as a resource ready for use [39], believing that nature has its moral considerations because the 
degradation or protection of nature will harm or benefit humans in turn [38]. Compared with the ecosystem’s performance under the 
interference of human activities, anthropocentrism is more sensitive to ecological resilience, namely the ecosystem’s ability to 
continue providing ecosystem services in the face of disturbances [30]. When there is difficulty in meeting the self-needs, human--
centered attention and awareness of the consequences caused by environmental damage may lead to a widespread environmental 
concern [40]. Due to the concern about meeting self-needs and the awareness of the consequences of environmental damage, 
anthropocentrism weakens the resilience of the ecosystem, namely the negative impact of its ability to maintain stability on risk 
perception, thus increasing the attention to the current and future environment and risk perception. Therefore, the following hy-
potheses are put forward: 

H3a. Anthropocentrism will attenuate the impact of resilience on the perception of resource dilemmas. 

H3b. Anthropocentrism will attenuate the impact of resilience on the pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being. 

Hindering harm and preserving purity have been identified as two separate forms of moral concern of ecocentrism [41]. When 
biocentrism is focused on avoiding harm, it pays attention to the expansion of personal perception and subjective attribution of others’ 
pain [42]. Biocentrism, which advocates protecting nature purely because it has its intrinsic value, expects the ecological environment 
to operate at a stable level [43]. Ecocentrists pay more attention to the influence of the disturbance to the ecosystem on the survival of 
natural animals and plants, whether out to avoid harm or preserving purity. Vulnerability is the performance of the ecological 
environment when faced with different threats and their resulting negative impacts. Therefore, compared with resilience, ecocentrists 
are more sensitive to vulnerability, thus positively influencing the impact of vulnerability on the relationship between the perception 
of resource dilemmas and the pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being. Therefore, the following hypotheses are 
proposed: 

H4a. Ecocentrism will moderate the relationship between vulnerability and perception of resource dilemmas so that people with 
high levels of ecocentrism will experience a greater perception of resource dilemmas compared to those with low levels of it. 

H4b. Ecocentrism will moderate the relationship between vulnerability and a pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being 
so that people with high levels of ecocentrism will experience a greater pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being 

K.-F. Chang et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                      



Heliyon 10 (2024) e26034

5

compared to those with low levels of ecocentrism. 

2.6. Justice and growth under compensation 

Every person is entitled to equal resources so as to maintain a good quality of life [44]. However, with social inequality increasing, 
the right to meet basic needs for some people has been unfairly infringed upon. That necessitates the re-establishment of justice 
principles so that victims can get compensation. Compensation means more than offsetting negative phenomena; the compensation for 
the damage caused is not enough because injustice arises out of various institutions. As a consequence, social justice will not be realized 
until social differences that lead to injustice, such as privileges and oppression, are examined to weaken their impact on unfair dis-
tribution [45]. In this research, compensation is defined as the response to perceived injustice. Specifically, after a structural expla-
nation for the causes of injustice, the principles of justice are reestablished to offset the harm that has been done and to prevent 
injustice from happening again. 

There are mainly three kinds of justice between man and nature: social justice, environmental justice, and ecological justice. The 
main difference between the three lies in the scope of moral subjects considered. At present, attention has only been directed to human 
justice, including social justice and environmental justice [46]. However, the growing environmental threat implies that injustice 
exists not only among humans but also between man and nature. This study believes that people’s perception of current injustice will 
prompt people to reflect on their previous behavior and implicit values and to appeal for justice. This will help to compensate nature 
and humans for the unfair treatment they have received, thus ultimately achieving sustainable development. 

Social justice advocates that all social segments have equal rights to meet their basic needs; Thus, it calls for greater social and 
economic equality [47]. With social inequality worsening, disaster resilience is also unequally distributed; for instance, poor people are 
less able to prepare for disasters and recover from them [48]. Environmental justice refers to the distribution of environmental 
burdens, the acquisition of benefits, and the recognition of people’s meaningful participation within environmental decision-making 
and legal framework [49]. At present, humans’ use of nature has done harm to the ecosystem services that are vital to human 
well-being, which has caused disproportionate negative impacts on different socio-economic groups [50]. Ecological justice refers to 
the extent to which mankind respects nature when undertaking activities so as to ensure the well-being of non-human species, plants, 
and natural landscapes; its core lies in the principle of justice that regulates the interaction between man and the natural environment 
[51]. Baxter (2005) [52] believes that non-human species have the moral right to obtain distributive justice, which necessitates the 
recognition of their need for a fair share of environmental resources for their survival and reproduction of all life forms [52]. However, 
the living materials that human beings occupy at the moment threaten the living conditions of other species. In this respect, if 
ecological justice continues to be ignored, ecological extinction (ecocide) and natural bankruptcy (the bankrupting of nature) are 
bound to (are doomed to) happen [53]. 

When people have a sense of urgency caused by the shortage of environmental resources, they expect to redress the unfair dis-
tribution among social classes by realizing social justice [54]. In addition, they expect to remove the institutional barriers that hinder 
people from equally participating in environmental decision-making through the realization of environmental justice [49]. Mean-
while, the realization of ecological justice can ensure that non-human species receive the same treatment as human beings and bear the 
benefits and costs caused by fair distribution decisions [46], which promotes people to reflect on the previous destruction and neglect 
of nature and to establish the concept of ecological justice. Based on the above discussion, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

H5a. Perception of resource dilemmas positively affects social justice. 

H6a. Perception of resource dilemmas positively affects environmental justice. 

H7a. Perception of resource dilemmas positively affects ecological justice. 

In addition, when people are concerned about their future well-being due to environmental damage, they expect to prevent the 
damage caused by the unfair treatment of underprivileged groups by achieving social justice [55]. Furthermore, people hope to 
eliminate the unfair treatment that minorities receive under great environmental pressure by realizing environmental justice [49] so 
that minorities enjoy the rights and interests of natural resources. Meanwhile, the realization of ecological justice enables the natural 
environment to be endowed with moral status and its intrinsic value to be recognized so as to achieve more effective protection of 
nature [46]. Based on the above discussion, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

H5b. Pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being positively affects social justice 

H6b. Pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being positively affects environmental justice. 

H7b. Pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being positively affects ecological justice. 

The social ecosystem enables people to achieve prosperity within certain limits, while the limits are determined by the ecology and 
resources of the Earth [7]. When people pay attention to the unequal use of resources and natural threats, their individual adaptation 
and response mechanisms differ due to their personal knowledge, experience and/or standpoint. Economic growth, green growth and 
degrowth are growth strategies with different normative ideals. 

The traditional economic theory believes that economic growth is crucial to social welfare [7], expecting to improve the quality of 
life through the growth of gross national product and believing that economic growth will bring employment, public services, and 
social stability (International Labour Organisation, ILO). 

Different from pursuing economic growth alone, green growth is concerned more with the impact of economic activities on the 
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environment and manages to achieve economic growth while the environment gets protected [56]. Green growth aims to improve the 
efficiency of resource use through technical solutions [57] in order to decouple economic growth from environmental impacts and 
resource use [58]. Despite the gradual improvement in the efficiency of energy and resource use, their consumption is still increasing 
due to economic growth [57]. Therefore, green growth cannot stop the degradation of the natural environment. In order to reduce 
resource use, the overall economic activities must be further reduced. 

Degrowth refers to the equitable reduction of production and consumption to increase human well-being and improve local and 
global ecological conditions in the short and long run is defined as “an equitable downscaling of production and consumption that 
increases human well-being and enhances ecological conditions at the local and global level, in the short and long term” [ [59], which 
means that degrowth not only focuses on reducing growth but also on achieving human well-being. In the context of economic growth, 
well-being is simply equated with an increase in consumption. However, degrowth believes that the factors such as social relationships, 
environmental quality, and health also affect human well-being [60], attaching great importance to the non-material sources of a 
better life and the significant impact of slower economic growth on improving human well-being [61]. 

This study argues that even under the same risk perception, the differences in individual interpretation of economic development 
will affect their choice of environmental protection measures, resulting in different preferences for the realization of ecological justice, 
environmental justice, and social justice. 

2.7. Circular economy goal 

The circular economy is an economic system based on business models, which avoids the end of life of a product by means of 
reducing, reusing, recycling and recovering during the production and consumption process [62]. Kirchherr et al. (2017) [63] sum-
marized four goals of the circular economy, i.e., environmental quality, economic prosperity, social equity, and human well-being. 
However, current circular economy approaches prioritize the technological, economic and business aspects of constructing the cir-
cular economy; this creates economic benefits but narrows down the definitions of social outcomes [64]. Meanwhile, the circular 
economy has also brought some unexpected consequences. For instance, large forests in Borneo have been cut down, and important 
habitats of many species have been destroyed to expand the cultivation of palm trees, the raw material of green fuel [65]. 

Previous studies have noticed the gap in the circular economy in the social dimension, so it has been proposed to incorporate justice 
into the design of the circular economy system [66]. However, the current attention to justice is limited to justice in human society, and 
the negative impact of the circular economy on other species is ignored. The neglect of the fairness of the circular economy may lead to 
recurring or aggravating the unfair relationship arising out of the linear economy [67] or cause further damage to the natural envi-
ronment and non-human species. In this respect, this study holds the view that ecological justice, environmental justice, and social 
justice should be incorporated into the circular economy, for compared with simply regarding justice as the product of circular 
economic activities, practicing justice will help to realize social and ecological benefits of the circular economy better. 

Ecological justice can promote people to reduce environmental pollution and make effective use of resources. It expects to 
maximize the utilization of resources in every aspect of sustainable development and reduce production costs to ensure environmental 
quality [68]. The essence of environmental justice is about human justice, emphasizing the fairness of human groups, especially 
underprivileged groups, shouldering the burden of environmental costs [69,69]. Environmental justice expects to sustain the interest 
of the underprivileged groups through policy fairness; it also expects to reduce environmental costs through sustainable development, 
thus lowering the environmental costs that people need to bear. In addition, the decreased share of environmental costs also reduces 
unfairness, and improving the quality of the environment will also promote social equity [70]. Social justice focuses on fairness in the 
distribution of opportunities, resources, and well-being [46]. To summarize, people’s attention and recognition of social justice can 
improve the distribution of resources in different aspects of social welfare so as to achieve greater fairness among people. Therefore, 
the following hypotheses are put forward: 

H8a. Ecological justice positively affects the circular economy goal. 

H8b. Environmental justice positively affects the circular economy goal. 

H8c. Social justice positively affects the circular economy goal. 

2.8. Sustainable development strategy 

Sustainable development refers to development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs [71]. The Life Cycle Initiative by the United Nations Environment Programme has developed a 
Life Cycle Assessment to assist in decision-making at all levels of product development, production, procurement and final disposal [5, 
72]. This way, Life Cycle Assessment integrates sustainable production, consumption and use throughout the whole process to enhance 
sustainable management of resources, and improve resource efficiency in the production and consumption stages of the life cycle, from 
resource exploitation to the use and reuse of products and services before waste disposal. 

In the implementation of sustainable development, sustainable production is a concept closely related to sustainable development, 
which refers to the use of pollution-free, energy saving and natural resources, as well as economically feasible, safe and healthy 
technologies and systems to create goods and services for laborers, society and consumers [73]. Its main goal is to effectively manage 
scarce resources in terms of social and cultural factors in production [74]. In addition, sustainable production should also take into 
consideration the features of the products: durable, repairable, easy to recycle, compostable and biodegradable [75]. Moreover, 

K.-F. Chang et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                      



Heliyon 10 (2024) e26034

7

production usually aims to meet the needs of the consumer market. From the perspective of consumption, sustainable consumption is 
defined as the use of services and products to meet basic needs and bring about a better quality of life, in which process the use of 
natural resources and toxic materials and the discharge of waste and pollutants within the life cycle of services or products are 
minimized, so as not to compromise the needs of future generations [76]. It also indicates that sustainable consumption is to be realized 
mainly by designing and providing more sustainable products [77]. 

Although the development strategy of sustainable production and consumption helps to improve the efficiency of resource use, how 
to maximize the benefits of the used resources and reduce the social disposal costs still needs to be realized when the resources are 
being used. In addition, the product life can be extended through careful use, repair, upgrade and reuse [77,78]. With sustainable use 
as a means of sustainable development, people strive to enable used resources to have sustainable utility. This viewpoint avoids 
excessive consumerism and ensures the integrity of the ecosystem [79]. The perspective of the life cycle emphasizes that consumers 
should be responsible for products both at the beginning and end of the product life cycle, properly disposing of used goods to 
maximize their residual value and reducing unnecessary waste to save resources and increase their availability. Therefore, sustainable 
use is defined as a way ecological. Environmental resources are used repeatedly or continually in a reasonable manner so as to reduce 
extra resource consumption and promote sustainable development. 

2.9. Correlation among justice, SDS and CEG 

Inequality per se can be deemed as unsustainable, for it can exert a negative impact on sustainability. Sustainable development not 
only aims to reduce the disturbance to the ecosystem but to promote human well-being and equity within the ecological stability [80]. 
When sustainable development policies are being formulated, justice should be taken into account so as to treat the rights between man 
and nature equally and pay attention to underprivileged groups [51]. 

Sustainable development focuses on reducing resource use and environmental pollution [82]. Ecological justice attaches great 
importance to the impact of human production activities on the well-being of the natural environment [82]. It advocates reducing the 
damage to the environment while maintaining daily human needs [6], which helps people to think about the negative impact of their 
activities on the natural environment in the process of making production decisions, providing commodities, and choosing lifestyles. 
When holding the concept of ecological justice, all levels will strive to improve the efficiency of resource use, reduce the discharge of 
waste, and weaken the impact of the production, selection, use, and disposal of products on the environment. This will help to close 
material loops in the socio-economic process and reduce the impact of economic activities on the environment. Therefore, the 
following hypotheses are proposed: 

H9a. Sustainable production will mediate the effect of ecological justice on the circular economy. 

H9b. Sustainable consumption will mediate the effect of ecological justice on the circular economy. 

H9c. Sustainable use will mediate the effect of ecological justice on the circular economy. 

Environmental justice believes that everyone, the underprivileged group, in particular, should be treated fairly in the distribution 
of environmental benefits and costs [46]. When people identify with environmental justice, they expect everyone to share environ-
mental resources and living space on an equal basis, which will promote individuals, enterprises and governments to consider sus-
tainability when they formulate and implement production guidelines and provide and use products so as to improve resource 
efficiency and reduce waste and environmental pollution. Thus, the environmental costs generated by human activities and shared by 
mankind decrease, which facilitates improving environmental quality and building a more economically viable and productive society 
in the long [81]. Producers can increase resource utilization efficiency by promoting clean production, comprehensive utilization of 
resources, and collaborative disposal of waste [73]. Consumers need to take into account the recycling of environmental protection 
products and materials to relieve the environmental burden, thus indirectly easing the environmental burden shared by each person 
and lowering the fairness of the burden distribution. Therefore, the following hypotheses are suggested: 

H10a. Sustainable production will mediate the effect of environmental justice on the circular economy. 

H10b. Sustainable consumption will mediate the effect of environmental justice on the circular economy. 

H10c. Sustainable use will mediate the effect of environmental justice on the circular economy. 

Social justice attaches great importance to equal access to opportunities, resources, and welfare for everyone [46]. The recognition 
of social justice will promote people to consider fairness among human beings when they produce, consume and use resources. 
Sustainable production (SP) pays attention to the social impact of production activities, emphasizing both the economic efficiency and 
long-term prosperity of production activities and the contribution or impact of production on social employment [83]. Sustainable 
consumption (SC) stresses a fair share for everyone, emphasizing that individual consumers cannot compromise others’ and the social 
embeddedness of consumption decisions is accepted [84]. Sustainable use (SU) does not agree with excessive individualism and 
consumerism. Instead, it underlines the maximization of the surplus value of goods and the reduction of resource waste so as to 
promote the accessibility of consumer goods for everyone, thus enabling equality between people to be valued and recognized. 
Therefore, the following hypotheses are proposed: 

H11a. Sustainable production will mediate the effect of social justice on the circular economy. 

H11b. Sustainable consumption will mediate the effect of social justice on the circular economy. 
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H11c. Sustainable use will mediate the effect of social justice on the circular economy. 

3. Methodology 

The research consists of three substudies. Substudy 1 explores the relationship between ecological attributes and environmental 
risks and the mediating role of environmental values between the two. Substudy 2 approaches the relationship between environmental 
risk perception and justice and whether different economic-ecological development strategies affect their relationship. Substudy 3 
delves into the mediating roles of sustainable production, consumption and use between justice and circular economy goals and 
whether the roles are different. The research framework is shown in Fig. 2. 

During the research, this study administered a questionnaire survey consisting of 56 question items that were developed through a 
literature review and adjusted to fit the research context. The questions were measured on a seven-point Likert scale, with 1 repre-
senting “Strongly Disagree” and 7 representing “Strongly Agree.” To conduct the pre-test, convenient sampling was adopted to the 
citizens in targeting participants at the entrance and exit of subway stations. In total, this study collected 290 valid questionnaires. As 
for the sociodemographic variables of the participants in the study, specific details about their age, gender, education level, and other 
relevant characteristics were collected (Please also indicate one Table for sociodemographic, if possible). 

The reliability and validity of the samples were analyzed using the software package SPSS 24.0. In terms of reliability analysis, 
Cronbach’s α values of all the constructs were greater than 0.7, which means that they met the reliability criterion of 0.7. Therefore, the 
internal consistency of the questionnaire was good. In terms of validity, the factor loadings of all items for each construct exceeded 0.5, 
indicating that the questionnaire had a certain level of validity. Based on the above results, a formal test was carried out. Please refer to 
Appendix A for the pilot study results. 

4. Analysis and results 

4.1. Substudy 1 

A total of 794 valid samples were collected in overall study (Please see Table 1a for general demographic statistics). The primary 
objective of substudy 1 is to empirically investigate and assess the potential moderating effect of environmental values on the intricate 
relationship between ecological attributes and individuals’ perceptions of environmental risk. This substudy aims to investigate on 
how specific ecological attributes, such as resilience and vulnerability, may vary in their influence on environmental risk perception 
depending on individuals’ environmental values, including anthrocentrism and ecocentrism. The path analysis results are shown in 
Table 1b. Resilience had a negative correlation with the perception of resource dilemmas (b = − 0.074, p = 0.000) and with the 
pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being (b = − 0.041, p = 0.039), and the overall impact was significant. On the other 
hand, the vulnerability had a positive correlation with the perception of resource dilemmas (b = 0.110, p = 0.004) and with the 
pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being (b = 0.089, p = 0.018), and the overall impact was significant. Therefore, the 
research hypotheses between ecological attributes and environmental risk perception are validated. 

Subsequently, the moderating role of environmental values in the relationship between ecological attributes (resilience and 

Fig. 2. Research framework.  
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vulnerability) and environmental risk perception was examined. Firstly, PROCESS Model 1 was employed to test the moderating effect 
of anthropocentrism. With anthropocentrism as a moderator variable, resilience is found to exert a significant effect on the perception 
of resource dilemmas (b = 0.133, [0.100, 0.167]) and pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being (b = 0.157, [0.124, 
0.190]). That suggests the following hypotheses are validated: anthropocentrism plays a moderating role in the relationships between 
resilience and perception of resource dilemmas and between resilience and a pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being. 

Lastly, PROCESS Model 1 was adopted to test the moderating role of ecocentrism. With ecocentrism as a moderator variable, 
vulnerability plays a significant role in moderating the perception of resource dilemmas (b = 0.087, [0.012, 0.163]) and the pessimistic 
perspective of future subjective well-being (b = 0.089, [0.015, 0.163]). In other words, the following hypotheses are supported: 
ecocentrism moderates the correlations of vulnerability with the perception of resource dilemmas and with the pessimistic perspective 
of future subjective well-being. The analysis results are listed in Table 1b. 

Substudy 1 shows that vulnerability significantly enhances environmental risk perception while resilience weakens it, so H1a-b and 
H2a-b are both supported. If people are more aware of the resilience of the ecosystem, people tend to believe that the ecosystem can 
withstand environmental disturbances and restore to its normal state. Therefore, their perception of resource dilemmas and pessimistic 
perspective of future subjective well-being are reduced. On the other hand, if people are more aware of the vulnerability of the 
ecosystem, people tend to be more concerned about the damage to the ecosystem caused by economic and production activities. In 
addition, the greater the vulnerability, the longer it will take for the ecosystem to recover to the state in which it can provide services 
normally. Therefore, their perception of resource dilemmas and pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being are enhanced. 
Meanwhile, anthropocentrism and ecocentrism will significantly affect the relationship between ecological attributes (resilience and 
vulnerability) and environmental risk perception. That means H3a-b and H4a-b are validated. Substudy 1 has discussed the impact of 
ecological attributes (resilience and vulnerability) on environmental risk perception. Since perception and behavior are closely related, 
this study later discusses the justice needs arising from environmental risk perception and whether it will be affected by different 
economic and ecological development strategies. 

4.2. Substudy 2: environmental risk perception and justice 

For Substudy 2, Amos 24.0 was used to examine the relationship between environmental risk perception and justice and explore 

Table 1a 
General demographic statistics.  

Statistical Variables Item Sample Size (n = 794) Proportion 

Gender Male 291 36.65 
Female 503 63.35 

Age 20 years and below 286 36.02 
21–30 248 31.23 
31–40 108 13.60 
41–50 94 11.84 
51 and above 58 7.30 

Education Level High school and below 79 9.95 
College 144 18.14 
Bachelor’s degree 509 64.11 
Master’s degree and above 62 7.81  

Table 1b 
Hypothesis testing results for Substudy 1.  

Path Path 
Coefficient 

Confidence 
Interval 

Hypothesis Testing 
Results 

P 
Value 

Resilience → Perception of resource dilemma − 0.074 [-0.113, - 
0.036] 

H1a Validated *** 

Resilience → Pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being − 0.041 [-0.079, 
− 0.002] 

H1b Validated *** 

Vulnerability → Perception of resource dilemma 0.11 [0.035, 0.186] H2a Validated *** 
Vulnerability → Pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being 0.089 [0.015, 0.163] H2b Validated *** 
The moderating role of anthropocentrism in the relationship between resilience and 

perception of resource dilemmas 
0.133 [0.100, 0.167] H3a Validated *** 

The moderating role of anthropocentrism in the relationship between resilience and 
pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being 

0.157 [0.124, 0.190] H3b Validated *** 

The moderating role of ecocentrism in the relationship between vulnerability and 
perception of resource dilemmas 

0.087 [0.012, 0.163] H4a Validated *** 

The moderating role of ecocentrism in the relationship between vulnerability and 
pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being 

0.089 [0.015, 0.163] H4b Validated *** 

Note: The symbol "." represents p > 0.05, indicating that the result is not statistically significant. The symbol "*" represents p < 0.05, indicating 
statistical significance at the 0.05 level. The symbol "**" represents p < 0.01, indicating statistical significance at the 0.01 level. 
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whether different economic and ecological development strategies would affect the relationship between environmental risk 
perception (perception of resource dilemma) and justice. To achieve the goal, the measurement model was evaluated first. In this 
study, the composite reliability (CR) value of latent variables was greater than 0.7, the AVE value was greater than 0.5, and the 
construct validity of the model was evaluated by confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). The discriminant validity of the questionnaire is 
verified by comparing the AVE and the correlation coefficient of corresponding variables. The root of the AVE value is greater than its 
corresponding correlation coefficient, indicating that the discriminant validity is good. Based on the above indicators, the question-
naire has good convergence validity and discriminant validity, as shown in Table 2 for details. 

In addition, this study used AMOS 23.0 to test the model fit. The test results show that the model indicators all fell within the 
optimal range. Therefore, it can be considered that the model has good goodness of fit. The relevant data are summarized in Table 3 
below. 

This study used the software package Amos 24.0 to examine the relationships of the structural equation modeling. Table 4 lists the 
path coefficients of the relationships between environmental risk perception (perception of resource dilemmas and pessimistic 
perspective of future subjective well-being) and justice (ecological justice, environmental justice and social justice) and the level of 
significance. It can be seen that all the above correlations are positive and significant. The path coefficients reveal that compared with 
the pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being, the perception of resource dilemmas has a greater impact on different kinds 
of justice. In addition, the perception of resource dilemmas exerts the greatest impact on environmental justice (0.562), while the 
pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being has the least impact on environmental justice (0.309). 

Subsequently, the collected samples were classified based on the top priority of the three economic and ecological development 
strategies (i.e., economic growth, green growth and degrowth) for the respondents. Then, the software package Amos 24.0 was 
adopted to calculate, analyze and compare the coefficients of the path between environmental risk perception (perception of resource 
dilemma) and justice. This way, the research explored whether the tendency for economic and ecological development strategies 
affects the impact of environmental risk perception on the realization of different justice. The testing results are shown in Table 4. 

When economic development was taken as the priority, there was a positive and significant relationship between environmental 
risk perception (perception of resource dilemma) and justice. Moreover, the path coefficient of the relationship between the perception 
of resource dilemmas and social justice and that between the pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being and social justice 
are relatively higher, namely 0.464 and 0.460, respectively. 

When green growth was taken as the priority, the relationship between environmental risk perception and justice was positive and 
significant, and the path coefficient of the relationship between the perception of resource dilemmas and environmental justice and 
that between the pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being and environmental justice were relatively high, namely 0.440 
and 0.399 respectively. 

Lastly, the impacts of the degrowth on environmental risk perception (perception of resource dilemma) and justice were examined. 
The analysis results showed a significant positive impact on the relationship between environmental risk perception (perception of 
resource dilemma) and justice, of which the path coefficient of perception of resource dilemmas and ecological justice and that of 
pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being and ecological justice were relatively higher, i.e., 0.597 and 0.422, respectively. 

To sum up, Substudy 2 reveals that the perception of resource dilemmas and the pessimistic perspective of future subjective well- 
being both exert a significant positive impact on justice. In addition, different economic strategies lead to different tendencies for 
justice. This result shows adaptability between development strategies and justice from the perspective of the normative ideals of 
different economic development strategies and moral subjects of different justice, which will be explained in detail in the section 
Discussion. 

4.3. Substudy 3 

Substudy 3 aims to verify the mediating roles of sustainable production, consumption and use between justice and circular 
economy goals, which stresses whether different sustainable development strategies place different degrees of impact. Firstly, this 
substudy analyzed the mediating role of sustainable development strategies between ecological justice and circular economy goals. 

Table 2 
Correlation coefficients of variables and validity analysis.   

PRD PPFSW Ecological justice Environmental justice Social justice 

PRD 0.778     
PPFSW 0.672** 0.799    
Ecological justice 0.689** 0.681** 0.787   
Environmental justice 0.693** 0.685** 0.683** 0.775  
Social justice 0.654** 0.676** 0.719** 0.717** 0.770 
CR 0.860 0.875 0.867 0.858 0.854 
AVE 0.606 0.638 0.620 0.602 0.594 
Mean 5.500 5.510 5.780 5.590 5.710 
Cronbach’s α 0.939 0.959 0.965 0.957 0.950 

Note: The diagonal values are the square roots of average variance extracted (AVE) for the corresponding variable. The symbol "." represents p > 0.05, 
indicating that the result is not statistically significant. The symbol "*" represents p < 0.05, indicating statistical significance at the 0.05 level. The 
symbol "**" represents p < 0.01, indicating statistical significance at the 0.01 level. 
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Regression analysis using PROCESS Model 4 reveals that sustainable production (b = 0.167, [0.105, 0.237]), sustainable consumption 
(b = 0.149, [0.050, 0.254]), and sustainable use (b = 0.203, [0.124, 0.279]) all had significant mediating effects. It can be seen that the 
coefficient of the path with sustainable use as a mediator variable is the largest. On the contrary, the path coefficient of the relationship 
between ecological justice and circular economy goals is not significant. Furthermore, the respective products of the path coefficients 
of ecological justice and sustainable production, consumption, use and those of sustainable production, consumption, use and circular 
economy goals were all greater than 0.048. Therefore, the mediating effects of sustainable production, consumption, and use on the 
correlation between social justice and circular economy goals are verified, which are full of mediating effects. 

Subsequently, it analyzed the mediating role of sustainable development strategies between environmental justice and environ-
mental, economic goals. The analysis reveals that sustainable production (b = 0.150, [0.094, 0.212]), sustainable consumption (b =
0.120, [0.021, 0.228]), and sustainable use (b = 0.194, [0.108, 0.273]) all had significant mediating effects. Among them, the co-
efficient of the path with sustainable use as the mediator variable was the largest. As well, the path coefficient of the relationship 
between ecological justice and circular economy goals is significant. Furthermore, the respective products of the path coefficients of 
environmental justice and sustainable production, consumption, use and the path coefficients of sustainable production, consumption, 
use and circular economy goals were all greater than 0.119. Therefore, the mediating effects of sustainable production, consumption, 
and use on the correlation between environmental justice and circular economy goals are all verified, which are partial mediating 
effects. 

Table 3 
The model fit indices and recommended values.   

χ2/df GFI AGFI CFI NFI PNFI RMSEA 

Acceptable Value ＜5 ＞0.9 ＞0.8 ＞0.9 ＞0.9 ＞0.5 ＜0.08 
Entire sample 3.616 0.933 0.909 0.980 0.973 0.678 0.057 

Source: Bentler, 1989; Byrne, 2001; Gefen et al., 2004; Hair et al., 1998; Joreskog, 2001 

Table 4 
Path analysis results of Substudy 2.  

Path Ungrouped samples Economic growth is the 
priority 

Green growth is the 
priority 

Degrowth as the 
priority 

(N = 794) (N = 249) (N = 303) (N = 242) 

Path 
coefficient 

p- 
value 

Hypothesis Result Path 
coefficient 

p- 
value 

Path 
coefficient 

p- 
value 

Path 
coefficient 

p- 
value 

PRD → Ecological 
justice 

0.542 *** H5a Supported 0.403 *** 0.264 *** 0.597 *** 

PPSFW → Ecological 
justice 

0.325 *** H5b Supported 0.414 *** 0.384 *** 0.422 *** 

PRD → Environmental 
justice 

0.562 *** H6a Supported 0.429 *** 0.44 *** 0.456 *** 

PPFSW → 
Environmental 
justice 

0.309 *** H6b Supported 0.4 *** 0.399 *** 0.372 *** 

PRD → Social justice 0.524 *** H7a Supported 0.464 *** 0.335 *** 0.381 *** 
PPFSW → Social justice 0.326 *** H7b Supported 0.42 *** 0.243 *** 0.404 *** 

Note: The symbol "." represents p > 0.05, indicating that the result is not statistically significant. The symbol "*" represents p < 0.05, indicating 
statistical significance at the 0.05 level. The symbol "**" represents p < 0.01, indicating statistical significance at the 0.01 level. 

Table 5 
Hypothesis testing results of Substudy 3.  

Path Path coefficient Confidence interval 
Bootstrap CI 95% 

Hypothesis Testing results 

Ecological justice → CEG 0.480 [-0.042, 0.137] H9a Not validated 
Environmental justice → CEG 0.119 [0.034, 0.204] H9b Validated 
Social justice → CEG 0.480 [-0.038, 0.132] H9c Not validated 
Ecological justice → SP → CEG 0.150 [0.105, 0.237] H10a Validated 
Ecological justice → SC → CEG 0.149 [0.050, 0.254] H10b Validated 
Ecological justice → SU → CEG 0.203 [0.124, 0.279] H10c Validated 
Environmental justice → SP → CEG 0.150 [0.094, 0.212] H11a Validated 
Environmental justice → SC → CEG 0.120 [0.021, 0.228] H11b Validated 
Environmental justice → SU → CEG 0.194 [0.108, 0.273] H11c Validated 
Social justice → SP → CEG 0.139 [0.088, 0.195] H12a Validated 
Social justice → SC → CEG 0.146 [0.049, 0.253] H12b Validated 
Social justice → SU → CEG 0.201 [0.118, 0.279] H12c Validated  
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Lastly, it analyzed the mediating role of sustainable development strategies between social justice and circular economy goals. The 
analysis reveals that sustainable production (b = 0.139, [0.088, 0.195]), sustainable consumption (b = 0.146, [0.049, 0.253]), and 
sustainable use (b = 0.201, [0.118, 0.279]) all had significant mediating impacts. Among them, the path with sustainable use as the 
mediator variable had the greatest coefficient. On the other hand, the path coefficient of the relationship between social justice and 
circular economy goals did not reach the level of significance. Furthermore, the respective products of the path coefficients of envi-
ronmental justice and sustainable production, consumption, use and those of sustainable production, consumption, use and circular 
economy goals all exceeded 0.048. Therefore, the mediating effects of sustainable production, consumption, and use on the correlation 
between social justice and circular economy goals are verified, which are full of mediating effects. Please refer to Table 5 for details of 
the testing results. 

The above results indicate that justice can achieve circular economy goals through sustainable development strategies. The direct 
paths from ecological and social justice to circular economy goals did not reach the level of significance, while the direct path from 
environmental justice to circular economy goals was significant. Sustainable production, consumption and use are the manifestations 
of life cycle management, which can improve resource efficiency and minimize waste. Therefore, with sustainable development 
strategies as the mediating role, ecological, environmental and social justice can all lead to circular economy goals. Meanwhile, the 
path coefficient of sustainable use was the largest, suggesting that more attention needs to be directed to sustainable use. 

5. Discussion 

This study explores the relationship between resilience, vulnerability, and environmental risk perception, while considering the 
moderating effects of anthropocentrism and ecocentrism. It finds that resilience weakens environmental risk perception, while 
vulnerability enhances it. Anthropocentrism negatively moderates the resilience-risk perception link, while ecocentrism positively 
moderates the vulnerability-risk perception link. Both anthropocentrism and ecocentrism play significant roles in shaping individuals’ 
perceptions of environmental risks, indicating varying levels of concern about environmental issues based on different environmental 
values. These findings offer valuable insights for devising effective strategies to address environmental challenges and promote sus-
tainability while considering individual perspectives. Existing empirical studies have proved that anthropocentrism and ecocentrism 
encourage people to engage in environmental protection behaviors regardless of their attitude toward the environment [85]. The 
research offers additional empirical evidence in this regard. The prevalence of environmental issues has significantly impacted human 
well-being and comfort. Additionally, it has heightened the awareness of anthropocentrists about the vital role of ecosystem stability in 
ensuring the continuous provision of essential ecosystem services. In practice, no matter what people’s attitudes towards the envi-
ronment are, the impact of the action on the environment and the damage of the environment to human well-being will also prompt 
people to consider environmental problems more. In real-life situations, people’s awareness of environmental issues grows regardless 
of their initial attitudes toward the environment. This heightened awareness often occurs when individuals witness the consequences 
of their actions on the environment and the negative impacts of environmental degradation on human well-being. For example, air 
pollution, deforestation, and overfishing will impact human well-being since the environment changes [86,87]. 

The perception of resource dilemmas and the pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being under environmental risks can 
both direct people’s attention to the current injustice and reconsider it [88]. Resource dilemmas and pessimistic perspectives can 
influence people’s attention to environmental injustices [89]. For instance, limited access to vital resources may heighten awareness of 
inequitable distributions, while pessimistic views on the future may drive urgency to address these issues. These factors act as catalysts, 
motivating individuals to seek solutions and advocate for positive change. Moreover, the perception of resource dilemmas exerts a 
greater influence than the pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being. When economic growth is taken as the priority, 
compensation for social justice is emphasized. In areas dominated by economic growth, people pay more attention to the satisfaction of 
their own needs than to the environment and risks, so they are more sensitive to social justice issues like the fair distribution of welfare 
and opportunities. When people perceive resource shortage and pessimistic future prospects that arise from environmental risks, they 
expect to achieve equal distribution of resources and welfare through social justice. When green growth is taken as the priority 
strategy, the compensation for environmental justice is highlighted. People who prefer green growth attach great importance to the 
healthy development of both man and nature. Thus, they stress both the benefits and costs brought by economic development. When 
they perceive resource dilemmas and the pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being, they expect people to make benefits 
equal costs through environmental justice. In the case of degrowth as the priority, the compensation for ecological justice is under-
lined. Degrowth pays closer attention to the impact of economic development on the environment; it holds the view that growth is not 
absolutely necessary, and production and consumption should be reduced as much as possible when the basic needs of human beings 
are met so as to avoid their negative impacts on natural resources and the environment. Therefore, when those who prefer degrowth 
perceive resource dilemmas and the pessimistic perspective of future subjective well-being, they expect to achieve sustainable 
development between humans and nature through ecological justice. 

Justice can achieve circular economy goals via sustainable development strategies, and the path coefficient of sustainable 
development strategies is the largest. Sustainable development not only depends on improving resource efficiency but also on reducing 
the absolute number of resources used. Current research on sustainable development mainly focuses on sustainable production and 
consumption, while less attention has been directed to sustainable [5,81]. Despite great improvement in resource efficiency, the 
amount of resources used is not able to keep global warming below2 ◦C, a critical threshold [57]. In this respect, this research reveals 
the importance of sustainable use to sustainable development. 
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6. Contribution and suggestion 

This research investigated the role of ecological attributes, such as resilience and vulnerability, in influencing the public’s adaptive 
behavior when confronted with ecological disruption. For example, communities with high ecological resilience may adopt sustainable 
production and consumption practices, while those facing ecological vulnerability may exhibit different adaptive behaviors, such as 
seeking external assistance or implementing resource conservation measures. The Social Judgment Theory and the VBN theory pro-
vided a valuable framework to understand these dynamics and offer insights into promoting more sustainable behaviors in the face of 
environmental challenges. Moreover, it elucidates the influence of justice on sustainable development strategies and circular economy 
goals in situations involving compensation behavior. Specifically, this research illuminates the interplay between justice and 
compensation, emphasizing the significance of considering recognition, procedural, and distributive justice to prevent recurring 
injustice and mitigate past harm. Secondly, the neglect of justice in the circular economy could result in social inequality in the linear 
economy [67], and overlook the negative impact on biodiversity [90]. Thus, the research proposes justice as a principle. In addition 
[91], believes that humans should pay attention to the benefits of improving durability in a profligate society, but sustainable use has 
not received the same attention as sustainable production and consumption. This research confirms the positive impact of sustainable 
use in realizing the circular economy because sustainable production and consumption do not constitute the entire life cycle of 
products, and consumers ultimately determine the use and disposal of goods. Due to the importance of sustainable use to the 
accomplishment of circular economy goals, future research is advised to study the factors that better promote sustainable use. 

This study provides some directions for future research. First of all, Substudy 1 explored the impact of resilience and vulnerability 
on man’s environmental risk perception. Human well-being depends on ecosystems, but social systems can still cope with uncertain 
external risks in various ways. For example, a social system that rewards innovation can withstand multiple external shocks as long as 
it innovates fast enough [92]. The adaptability of the social system may lead people to be more indifferent to the destruction of the 
ecosystem. Therefore, future research can develop investigation follow the following research question, how does the adaptability of 
the social system influence people’s environmental risk perception in the context of resilience and vulnerability, considering the 
potential impact on human well-being and ecosystem destruction? In this respect, future research can test whether the ability of a 
social system to cope with uncertainties places an impact on environmental risk perception. Then, the circular economy focuses on 
achieving economic, environmental and social goals through the market and economic means. It has been pointed out that the current 
research on the circular economy ignores the deficiencies in achieving social and ecological goals [66]. This research proposes to use 
justice as a means to better accomplish circular economy goals, and future research can focus on attaining circular economy goals in 
social and ecological dimensions. Finally, scholars like Fang et al. (2007) and Linder et al. (2017) [93][94] argue that the realization of 
the circular economy necessitates fundamental changes at the micro, meso and macro levels simultaneously [94]. From the perspective 
of the public (micro), this study clarifies that the adaptation and response of the public in the face of environmental threats are 
conducive to reaching the circular economy goals. However, individuals often face serious structural constraints and cannot change 
relevant structures in most cases [84]. Therefore, people’s perception of environmental risks is conducive to the realization of a 
circular economy. After knowing that people’s perception of environmental risks is conducive to the realization of a circular economy, 
future research can explore how governments and enterprises respond to their demand for justice at both the meso and macro levels 
when people appeal for it, which is an important part of their social responsibility. 

7. Research limitations 

The research conducted in this paper has certain limitations that should be acknowledged. One of these limitations arises from the 
innovative and unique nature of the study, which inherently results in lower replicability. It is important for future researchers, 
including those working on related studies, to focus on improving the replicability of such research endeavors. 
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