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Abstract 

The recurring transboundary Southeast Asian ‘haze’ is a prominent example of an international 

environmental crisis. The negative social impacts of the haze air pollution encompass tourism, 

transport, agriculture, human health and life satisfaction, largely within Indonesia, Malaysia 

and Singapore. These countries are linked by culture and history, but cross-border relations 

have been damaged by ongoing political disagreements over haze. With a political solution to 

the crisis remaining elusive, our project has aimed to uncover values held by people in the three 

countries which can be used to promote mutual understanding and cooperation related to haze. 

In our Final Report we first describe the inter-related research activities successfully 

undertaken during the project. These include online surveys in each of the three countries (a 

total of 1048 respondents), focus group discussions with members of the general public hosted 

at the University of Malaya, the National University of Singapore, and Universitas Abdurrab 

in Riau Province, Indonesia, along with in-depth interviews with key stakeholders in each 

country. We then outline the key outputs – both completed and in progress – from this project, 

including academic journal articles, policy briefs and dissemination events. Overall, these 

outputs will provide new insights into the haze problem and potential solutions rooted in public 

values. These include 1) within the area of communal values, there is widespread recognition 

and support among the public that multiple stakeholders, in all three countries and beyond, 

have responsibility for finding solutions; 2) within the area of consumer values, there is a need 

to improve public appreciation for the ways in which consumerism is connected to haze-

causing natural resource consumption; and 3) within the area of religious values, there are 

indications that religion is very important in shaping haze-related behaviour. On the basis of 

these findings, the Report concludes with our perspectives on future directions for research and 

progress in solving the haze crisis, including the importance of aligning haze-related policy 

responses with public opinions, values, and behaviours in all three countries.  

 

 

  



2 

 

Table of Contents 

Abstract ...................................................................................................................................... 1 

1. Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 3 

2. Description of Activities Undertaken .................................................................................... 4 

2.1 Surveys ............................................................................................................................. 4 

i. Developing the survey instrument and its sections ......................................................... 4 

ii. Pilot of survey and amendments made based on pilot analysis ..................................... 6 

iii. Engagement with third-party research company to administer the survey ................... 7 

2.2 Focus groups and stakeholder interviews......................................................................... 7 

i. Planning for focus groups ................................................................................................ 7 

ii. Running pilot and actual FGDs ...................................................................................... 8 

iii. Stakeholder interviews .................................................................................................. 8 

3. Summary of Outputs: Activities, Presentations, and Articles................................................ 8 

3.1 Academic journal articles ................................................................................................. 9 

3.2 Academic conferences.................................................................................................... 10 

3.3 Online articles ................................................................................................................ 11 

3.4 Policy briefs.................................................................................................................... 12 

3.5 Dissemination events...................................................................................................... 12 

i. Mindset talk ................................................................................................................... 12 

ii. Television interview ..................................................................................................... 13 

iii. Webinar (planned) ....................................................................................................... 13 

3.6 Datasets (planned) .......................................................................................................... 13 

4. Future Directions ................................................................................................................. 13 

4.1 Funding applications ...................................................................................................... 13 

References ................................................................................................................................ 15 

 

  



3 

 

1. Introduction 

International environmental crises, where causes and impacts are transboundary, have become 

key social issues today. A prominent example is the recurring Southeast Asian ‘haze’ which 

impacts three countries: the haze-producing fires in Indonesia also greatly affect Malaysia and 

Singapore. Beyond environmental damage, haze has immediate effects on humans via harm to 

tourism, transport, urban and rural aesthetics, food and water quality, agriculture and other 

productive activities (Glover & Jessup, 1999). Lifestyles are also negatively affected by haze; 

air pollution impacts human health (Marlier et al., 2013) and has been associated with reduced 

life satisfaction (MacKerron et al., 2009) and psychological stress (Ho et al., 2014).  

Political efforts to address this problem have been ongoing for over 30 years with little effect: 

the 2015 haze was similar in severity to the huge 1997 event and is estimated to have led to 

100,000 excess deaths (Koplitz et al., 2016), while global demand for palm oil (strongly linked 

to haze) continues to rise (McCarthy, 2010). Previous studies on governmental engagement 

present haze as disruptive to diplomatic relations (Varkkey, 2013). Countries resort to finger-

pointing and denial of responsibility of the root causes (Forsyth, 2014), which has been 

unproductive. This is unfortunate, considering that Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore have a 

long history of shared cultural values (Fee, 2001) which has facilitated sustained flows of 

people and investment (Sparke et al., 2004) within the region.  

With a political solution remaining elusive, it is important to search for different and novel 

solutions. Moeller (2015) argues that value-based governance is increasingly important, with 

citizens who share common values becoming more involved in governance. Accordingly, the  

research in this project aimed to uncover relevant values held by the public in Indonesia, 

Malaysia and Singapore that can be used to leverage more productive modes of engagement. 

We also aimed to link such values to people’s experience of haze events, to their perception of 

neighbouring countries (with an emphasis on empathy and attribution of responsibility) and to 

relevant concepts like cross-border burden-sharing associated with haze. As haze is just one of 

several contemporary environmental crises with an international (i.e. cross-border) scope, our 

findings will be of wider importance.  

In accordance with these aims, our project had three major objectives:  

1) To investigate what individuals in the three countries know about the haze 

(knowledge); how concerned they are (concern/attitude); and if their psychological 

wellbeing/behaviour are impacted (behaviour); 

2) To determine how the factors in (1) are influenced by, and also influence peoples’ 

values on environmental protection, and how they perceive their neighbours; 

3) To explore values related to burden-sharing in the three countries, and to 

contextualise them within current patterns of engagement, to highlight and seek 

ways of strengthening such values to improve cross-border sentiments and 

engagement.  

In this Final Report we first (in Section 2) describe the inter-related research activities 

successfully undertaken during the project. In Section 3 we outline key outputs from the project 

– both completed and in progress – including academic journal articles and policy briefs. On 

the basis of the findings in these outputs, Section 4 outlines perspectives on future directions 

for research and progress in solving the haze crisis, including the importance of aligning haze-

related policy responses with public opinions, values, and behaviours in all three countries. 
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2. Description of Activities Undertaken 

Our approach links the fields of expertise of the three project co-investigators (Dr Matthew 

Ashfold, Dr Laura De Pretto, Dr Helena Varkkey). We studied an environmental problem, 

combining aspects and insights from social psychology and international relations. We 

conducted three rounds of inter-related data collection activities in all three of the haze-affected 

countries during the project. These include: 

1) Online surveys in each of the three countries;  

2) Focus group discussions (FGDs) with members of the general public hosted at a 

university in each country – University of Malaya (Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia), 

National University of Singapore (NUS), and Universitas Abdurrab (Riau Province, 

Indonesia);  

3) In-depth interviews with four key stakeholders in each country from the health 

sector, business sector, a non-governmental organisation, and the government. 

To support the conduct of the project the co-investigators built a wider collaborative team. 

A Research Assistant (Prashanth Vasantha Kumar, from June 2018 until October 2019) 

devoted solely to the project was hired. And thereafter two Research Assistants (Siti Asdiah 

Masran, until April 2020, and Pui Yi Wong, until August 2020) were hired on a part-time basis 

to support the remaining activities.   

Additional academic collaborations were also developed. Through a new connection made at 

the time the project was awarded, regular communication has been established with Dr Chris 

Ives (University of Nottingham, UK) whose research expertise in environmental values is 

extremely relevant to the scope of this project. Dr Ives’ input was particularly crucial in 

designing the surveys deployed within this project (primarily sections dealing with religiosity, 

environmental values, and a person’s relationship to nature), and for subsequent interpretation. 

With the co-investigators based in Malaysia and in the UK, to facilitate activities in Indonesia 

and Singapore, we solicited additional collaborative input through pre-existing contacts and 

networks. In Singapore, our collaborators have been Dr Michelle Ann Miller and Dr Rini Astuti 

from NUS. In Indonesia, specifically the Riau province, our primary local contacts have been 

Mr Alfajri and Mr Azhari Setiawan from Universitas Abdurrab. Inputs from these colleagues 

have been crucial to successfully planning and conducting equivalent activities across the three 

countries. Additionally, in designing the survey our collaborators have supported the project 

by addressing queries on how questions and sections may apply to the unique cultural context 

of each country.  

 

2.1 Surveys  

i. Developing the survey instrument and its sections 

The survey formed the first component of this study. Expanding on our previous work by De 

Pretto et al. (2015) the quantitative survey investigated haze-specific knowledge, attitudes and 

behaviour (health protection and haze prevention) of respondents in the three countries. As 

explained further below, the survey also included sections on haze-related wellbeing and 

attribution of responsibility, environmental values, and perceptions of neighbouring countries. 

We also slightly expanded the intended scope of the survey to include measures of a person’s 
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religiosity, as well as their relationship with nature as academic literature suggests that these 

two variables are important markers of how people perceive their environmental contexts, and 

are likely to be very relevant to our focus countries, which were chosen for common historical 

and cultural links, as well as their centrality to the haze conundrum.  

A separate version of the survey was created for each country in the main working languages: 

Bahasa Indonesia (Indonesian version only), Bahasa Melayu (Malaysian version only), and 

English (all three countries). In addition to background and demographic descriptors (to 

investigate how the above measures correlate and are tied to more general demographic 

markers such as age, gender, income bracket etc.), the survey composed of several sections. 

1) Values: values were measured through two sections of the survey. 

First, we measured biospheric and altruistic values by following Van Riper and Kyle 

(2014), who “drew environmental value items from Schwartz’s (1994) Value Inventory 

Scale to represent two dimensions that were conceptually and empirically supported in 

past research (Norlund & Garvill, 2002; Schultz et al., 2005; Stern & Dietz, 1994). 

These dimensions reflected biospheric-altruistic and egoistic values” (2014, p.7).   

• Biospheric-altruistic values (items 1 – 6) 

• Egoistic values (items 7 – 9) 

Second, we measured positionality or relationship with nature by using the images of 

human–nature relationship (drawn from Van den Born, 2008).  

2) Religious commitment or religiosity: these items were based on Worthington Jr et. 

al. (2003). 

• Overall scale 

• Intrapersonal religious commitment (items 5, 3, 8, 7, 4, 1) 

• Interpersonal religious commitment (items 9, 6, 10 2) 

3) Haze-related stress: we used the Impact of Event Scale by Horowitz et. al. (1979). 

Items were reduced to 12 from the original 15 after reliability analysis.  

• Intrusion (items 1, 4 and 10) 

• Avoidance (items 3, 6, 7, 9 and 12) 

• Hyperarousal (items 2, 5, 8, 11) 

4) Hope: we used the “trust and confidence” factor from the scale developed by 

Schrank et. al. (2012). 

5) Attitudes towards the haze (concern on the haze): we used a variation of a 

questionnaire that was developed and proven to have construct validity in a previous 

study conducted by some members of the research team (De Pretto et al., 2015). After 

EFA, we derived a single factor, 10-item version of the original scale. 

6) Haze-related knowledge: questionnaire adapted from De Pretto et al. (2015), testing 

awareness of the haze in relation to health, international relations and costs. 

• Overall knowledge (all items) 

• Knowledge of health consequences of haze (items 1 – 3) 

• Knowledge of causes of haze (items 4 – 7) 
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With regards to the knowledge scale, participants received a score of 1 for each correct 

answer, and a score of 0 for each incorrect answer or answer of "I don't know". Data 

derived from the other scales was treated according to the nature of the data itself. 

7) Attribution of responsibility: ad-hoc developed items for attribution of 

responsibility for both causing and solving the haze crisis among 29 different parties: 

• Government bodies (items 1 - 9) – These can be additionally broken down by 

three countries: Malaysian government (items 3, 4 and 8), Indonesia 

government (items 1, 2 and 7), Singaporean government (items 5, 6 and 9) 

• International bodies/NGOs (items 10, 11 and 12) 

• Corporations (items 13 – 16)  

• Consumers (items 17 - 20) 

• Individual (items 21-23) – perceived behavioural control variable 

• People in one’s personal circle (items 24-26) 

• Supernatural (items 27-29)   

8) Haze-related behavioural intentions: adapted from the previous study (De Pretto 

et al., 2015) 

9) There were also single questions addressing air quality awareness.  

 

ii. Pilot of survey and amendments made based on pilot analysis 

In conjunction with Dr Laura De Pretto’s project-funded visit to Malaysia from the UK, and 

following approval of our draft survey design by the University of Nottingham Malaysia’s 

Research Ethics Committee, we conducted a pilot survey with 96 respondents on the campus 

of the University of Malaya. This took place over the course of one day on 28th August 2018. 

Participants for the pilot were also recruited informally through online links which the research 

team shared with known contacts. 

Researchers spent the subsequent week analysing the pilot data and based on said analysis, 

items and questions which were found to be extraneous or redundant were removed. All the 

sections outlined above remained intact, but some were reduced in size (as described above) 

based primarily on the clustering of items observed in a factor analysis of the data. In particular, 

those items which did not group sensibly into a particular cluster were the ones which were 

subsequently removed. 

Further amendments of a minor nature were made to the survey, primarily to the specific 

wording of phrases etc. As noted above, separate versions of the survey exist for each of the 

three countries, with minor differences in wording of questions. The surveys were then 

translated from English into Bahasa Malaysia and Bahasa Indonesia. 

As an illustration, the English language version of the Malaysian survey can be found at: 

https://nottinghammy.au1.qualtrics.com/jfe/preview/SV_cx0ezmy2tXjvrKt?Q_SurveyVersio

nID=current&Q_CHL=preview 

 

https://nottinghammy.au1.qualtrics.com/jfe/preview/SV_cx0ezmy2tXjvrKt?Q_SurveyVersionID=current&Q_CHL=preview
https://nottinghammy.au1.qualtrics.com/jfe/preview/SV_cx0ezmy2tXjvrKt?Q_SurveyVersionID=current&Q_CHL=preview
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iii. Engagement with third-party research company to administer the survey 

Following the pilot study we decided to engage the services of a third-party company for the 

purposes of online survey data collection in all three countries, using the Qualtrics software. 

The major rationale for this was that a market research company would be in a better position 

to work consistently across the countries, as well as to recruit samples more closely resembling 

the broader population demographics in each country, thus providing more confidence in 

extrapolating survey results across the general population. The company engaged, Kantar 

(recently rebranded from Lightspeed), is a marketing company catering to regional interests, 

and our main contacts were based in Hong Kong. 

During June and July 2019, we collected ~350 online responses to our survey in each of the 

three countries (total sample 1048 responses). The samples obtained were broadly consistent 

with population demographics in terms of gender, age and income (with the slight exception in 

Indonesia, where we sampled fewer lower income respondents than hoped). The survey data 

collected informed the design of our focus groups and stakeholder interviews (see Section 2.2). 

September 2019 saw the first major haze episode to strike Southeast Asia since 2015. During 

this episode we took the opportunity to rapidly re-deploy our survey in Malaysia only, using a 

paired sample design involving 107 of the original survey respondents. The resulting 

longitudinal dataset is fascinating and uncommon in the context of environmental attitudes etc. 

and permits a valuable further check on the consistency of responses to our survey.  

 

2.2 Focus groups and stakeholder interviews 

The FGDs and in-depth stakeholder interviews formed the second component of this study. 

These qualitative methods explored novel values held by the general public in the three 

countries, including in relation to burden-sharing.  

 

i. Planning for focus groups 

The team began to prepare for the running of the FGDs in each country in early 2019. 

In March 2019 team members also took part in a FGD about sustainable peatland development 

(a topic closely inter-connected with our project on the haze), which was organized by 

SUSTAINPEAT’s Dr Patrick O’Reilly and hosted by team member Dr Helena Varkkey at the 

University of Malaya. SUSTAINPEAT is a multidisciplinary, multinational project aimed at 

creating more climate-resilient livelihoods among peat-land smallholders funded by the UK’s 

Natural Environment Research Council. The session was instructive for the team as we 

discussed options for innovative FGD methods and techniques. 

Dr Helena Varkkey also made a trip to Pekanbaru at the end of April 2019 (primarily, to attend 

a separate conference, and funded separately) and was able to continue discussions with Mr 

Alfajri and his team about scheduling and logistics for the FGDs in Indonesia. Planning for the 

other FGDs in Malaysia and Singapore commenced subsequently.  
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ii. Running pilot and actual FGDs 

In our first Interim Progress Report we outlined a plan to conduct FGDs and stakeholder 

Interviews during July and August 2019. For several reasons, including delays with conducting 

the survey, complications with seeking ethics approval in multiple countries, a need to recruit 

new project research assistants, and the availability for travel of the project team, we moved 

these data collection activities mainly to January and February 2020.  

Following a pilot FGD in Malaysia on 3rd January 2020, in each of the three countries we 

conducted two FGDs on consecutive days: 8th and 9th January 2020 at University of Malaya, 

16th and 17th January 2020 at NUS, and 22nd and 23rd January in Pekanbaru, Indonesia. The 

Malaysia and Singapore FGDs were run by one or more researchers from the project team, 

whereas the Indonesia FGDs were run by our collaborators (for reasons of both language and 

research permissions). To ensure a consistency of approach our Indonesian colleagues visited 

Kuala Lumpur to observe the Malaysian FGDs.  

There were between 5-10 participants in each FGD. The participants were a mix of survey 

respondents (recruited via the market research company) and other members of the public 

(recruited through the project team’s networks). The FGDs were 2-3 hour sessions, structured 

around five main “value” topics: Environmental Values, Religious Values, Consumer Values, 

Political Values and Community Values. For each topic we asked participants to reflect upon 

relevant examples or descriptive statistics of our survey findings, and to respond to more open-

ended questions. We asked the participants to analyse the sentiments of the survey respondents, 

expanding on the results of the quantitative study, and in addition, exploring the concept of 

burden sharing.  

 

iii. Stakeholder interviews  

In each of the three countries we identified prominent interviewees in four key haze-related 

sectors: health, business, NGO and government (i.e. giving a total of 12 stakeholder interviews). 

The interviews were conducted as soon as possible (days to weeks) following the FGDs, again 

by the project team in Malaysia and Singapore, and by our collaborators in Indonesia. For each 

interview we prepared questions based on preliminary survey results and the responses of the 

FGD participants (e.g. consensus opinions, quotations) for the country in question. The main 

purpose of the stakeholder interview was the gather expert opinions for comparison with 

publicly held knowledge and sentiments.  

 

3. Summary of Outputs: Activities, Presentations, and Articles 

Our project was due to end in April 2020 but was granted a four-month extension to August 

2020, owing to disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Over this period we have 

continued the process of analysing both the qualitative FGD and interview responses and the 

quantitative data from the surveys. As a result we have been developing various outputs that 

include contextualisation within current patterns of haze-related engagement and focus on 

values that can be highlighted and strengthened towards haze solutions and improving cross-

border sentiments and engagement. These outputs are outlined below, and include several 

academic journal articles, contributions to academic conferences, online articles and policy 

briefs. Some outputs have been completed, others are still in the planning, analysis or drafting 
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stages. We also highlight project-related dissemination events in this section. Overall, 

considering the COVID-19 situation, we have focussed more on written and digital 

dissemination of our findings than the in-person events we originally envisaged.  

 

3.1 Academic journal articles 

1. A quantitative analysis of the survey data in all three countries on links between haze-

related knowledge, attitudes and behaviours. This will include an unexpected angle on the 

role of religious values, which has emerged as important in our context (drafting stage)  

 

Draft abstract:  

The recurring transboundary Southeast Asian haze is a prominent example of an international 

environmental crisis, with large-scale negative impacts in Indonesia, Malaysia and Singapore. 

Knowledge of haze causes and haze consequences on human health is vital in guiding people’s 

behaviour in Southeast Asia. In this study, religious commitment has been investigated as a moderating 

factor to better understand the knowledge practice gap in relation to haze in the region. A cross-sectional 

survey was administered on-line to a stratified representative sample of 1048 participants (N=353 

Indonesians; N=355 Malaysians; N=340 Singaporeans). Knowledge of the haze phenomenon and haze-

related behaviour were measured through self-developed scales (both based on previous research by the 

authors), whereas religious commitment was measured through The Religious Commitment Inventory-

10 (RCI-10) (Worthington et al., 2012). Data was analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 24, and 

the moderation effect was tested by bias-corrected bootstrapping approach though PROCESS (Hayes, 

2009). Results show that religious commitment moderates the relationship between overall knowledge 

of haze and overall engagement in anti-haze behaviour both in the Malaysian and in the Singaporean 

subsamples, where in individuals with lower levels of religiosity, a higher haze knowledge leads to 

more engagement into anti-haze behaviour, whereas in individuals with higher religiosity, a higher haze 

knowledge leads to less engagement into anti-haze behaviour. However, in the Indonesian subsample, 

a higher haze knowledge leads to higher engagement into anti-haze behaviour, regardless of levels of 

religiosity. These outcomes are being interpreted in the light of the higher levels of religiosity found 

amongst Indonesians. Further investigations on the type of religious affiliations of the participants and 

on additional haze-related factors will aid the understanding of the results and their implications.  

 

2. A quantitative analysis of the factors affecting haze related behavioural intentions in 

Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore (analysis stage) 

 

3. A quantitative analysis of the paired survey responses in Malaysia pre- and post- the 

September 2019 haze episode (analysis stage) 

 

4. A qualitative analysis of survey, FGD and interview data on the relationship between 

policies and public sentiments, including on burden-sharing (planned) 
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3.2 Academic conferences 

1. The role of religion in shaping attitudes and behaviours towards haze pollution in 

Southeast Asia 

Conference: Faith and Urban Resilience in an Age of COVID-19, Virtual Academic 

Workshop. 29-30 September 2020 by the Indonesian Consortium for Religious Studies (ICRS), 

Hub for Urban Initiatives (HUI), and the International Council of Faiths for Urbanism (ICFU). 

Authors: Christopher D. Ives, Laura De Pretto, Helena Varkkey, Matthew Ashfold, Prashanth 

Kumar, Pui Yi Wong, Siti Asdiah Masran, Alfajri and Azhari Setiawan. 

Abstract: 

Air pollution is a leading environmental risk to physical and mental health worldwide. In Southeast 

Asia, 99% of cities exceed WHO Guidelines. Smoke from episodic forest and peat fires, particularly in 

Indonesia and Malaysia, contributes to “the haze”: a striking and persistent feature of the regional air 

pollution problem with profound societal, economic and environmental impacts. To date, haze pollution 

has largely been treated as a secular issue with little consideration of cultural dimensions, particularly 

religion. While a recent example of a Muslim fatwa against peatland burning has shown the potential 

for religion to powerfully address immediate causes of haze, little is known about the role of religion in 

shaping the responses of those (typically urban) populations who are subjected to haze impacts.The 

present study explored how religious affiliation and degree of religious commitment related to the 

attitudes and behaviours towards haze of people in Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia. A distinction 

was made between behaviours intended to protect one’s health and behaviours intended to address 

causes of the haze (e.g. through deliberate consumer choices). A mixed-method approach of focus group 

discussions, in-depth interviews and online surveys was employed to generate both qualitative and 

quantitative data. Islam was the religion most of the 1049 survey respondents identified with, yet 

substantial differences in religious affiliation were observed between the three countries. Results 

revealed, somewhat surprisingly, that religiosity was significantly and positively associated with anti-

haze behaviour, and that this relationship was stronger than the relationship with knowledge about the 

haze (both causes and impacts). Further, while knowledge was related to behaviour in the Malaysian 

and Singaporean samples, no relationship was found between knowledge and behaviour in Indonesia. 

In addition, haze knowledge and religiosity interacted with each other. This showed that, for more 

religious people, more knowledge led to less anti-haze behaviour, while the opposite effect was true for 

less religious people. Curiously, these patterns were present even when religious behaviours (such as 

praying about the haze) were omitted from the analysis. The qualitative methods revealed substantial 

variation in how important religion was perceived to be in the context of the haze problem. In Singapore, 

there was a common conception that religion was not relevant to environmental issues. This contrasted 

with views expressed by other participants in Malaysia and Indonesia.  

This work shows that religion substantially shapes how the public engages with and responds to 

environmental risks and crises. It also suggests that the association between religion and behaviour is 

complex, sometimes subconscious, and dependent on cultural context. There are important implications 

for how environmental policy is developed. Firstly, the haze pollution crisis is both a rural and urban 

issue and policy needs to consider these interactions. Second, public policy should attend carefully and 

sensitively to religious beliefs, values, worldviews and customs in order to influence behaviour change. 

Otherwise, any educational initiatives, if disconnected from cultural interpretations, may have limited 

efficacy. Finally, religion should not be considered to be a homogenous cultural phenomenon, but rather 

an important dimension of individuals’ lives that can vary greatly between individuals and between 

countries and regions. 
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2. Haze in Malaysia: Aligning Policy Responses With Public Opinions, Values, and 

Behaviours 

Conference: International Conference on Politics and International Studies 2020 (Sabah, 

Malaysia), 18-19 November 2020 

Authors: Helena Varkkey, Matthew Ashfold, Laura De Pretto, Wong Pui Yi, Christopher Ives, 

Siti Asdiah Masran, and Prashanth Vasantha Kumar. 

Abstract: 

The social, economic, and health impacts of haze-producing fires, mainly occurring in Indonesian 

peatlands, are felt especially acutely in Malaysia and Singapore, and can extend to other countries across 

the region. Despite 30 years of initiatives by the Malaysian government, a political solution to this crisis 

remains elusive. It is thus important for us to continuously search for coordinated and comprehensive 

policy approaches to mitigate the haze. It is especially important to understand values as they underpin 

public acceptance or disapproval of policies and are therefore relevant for predicting compliance. In 

addition, understanding values and attitudes can help policymakers develop policies that have social 

legitimacy and public conflict can be avoided. Hence, we aim to understand how the Malaysian public 

relates to the haze, and how such an understanding can be integrated into more effective policy-making 

processes and political responses to the problem. Through a series of online surveys, focus group 

discussions, and expert interviews, the project examined opinions and values held by Malaysians 

affected by the haze, as well as their haze-related behaviours, to uncover inconsistencies with policy 

practices. The importance of our project is underlined by two related findings. First, most Malaysians 

assign a high level of responsibility to the Malaysian government to find solutions for the haze. However, 

we also found a lack of confidence among the Malaysian public in the current policy direction in 

responding to the haze, both at the national and regional level, as discussed below. We believe that this 

has translated to a sense of hopelessness among Malaysians at the prospect of a haze-free future 25 

years from now. We argue that a possible reason for Malaysians’ low confidence in the workability of 

the current policy trajectory is the lack of inclusion of public values as a credible component of 

policymaking. 

 

3. Planned conference paper 

Conference: Fire Ecology Across Boundaries: Connecting Science and Management. 12-15 

October 2021, Florence, Italy, held by the Association for Fire Ecology (AFE) and Pau Costa 

Foundation (PCF), in partnership with Regione Toscana and University of Florence (planned) 

The call for proposals for this conference will open in January 2021. We aim to submit an 

abstract then, to the topic “New fire generations in Europe and beyond”, subtopic “Fire threats 

around the world”. The goal is to present selected results of the project to an audience of fire 

ecology experts, especially in relation to the policy applications of our results.  

 

3.3 Online articles 

1. Public Values and Sentiments regarding Transboundary Haze Pollution in Singapore 

Authors: Matthew Ashfold, Pui Yi Wong, Helena Varkkey, Laura De Pretto, Michelle Ann 

Miller, Rini Astuti, Christopher Ives, Siti Asdiah Masran, Felicia H M Liu, and Prashanth 

Vasantha Kumar 
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This article is a reflection on findings from the FGDs conducted in Singapore. It was published 

in a research blog managed by the Transboundary Environmental Commons in Southeast Asia 

(TECSEA) programme of research under the Asia Research Institute (ARI), NUS.  

https://www.tecsea.info/post/public-values-and-sentiments-regarding-transboundary-haze-

pollution-in-singapore 

A slightly different article was published in ARIscope, an online platform for new research on 

Asia, managed by ARI. 

https://ari.nus.edu.sg/public-values-and-sentiments/ 

 

2. Public Values and Sentiments regarding Transboundary Haze Pollution in Indonesia 

(drafting stage) 

Authors: Alfajri, Azhari Setiawan, Helena Varkkey, Matthew Ashfold, Laura De Pretto, Pui 

Yi Wong 

This article is being prepared, led by our Indonesian collaborators, on the findings from the 

FGDs conducted in Indonesia. 

A similar article will be prepared for Malaysia. 

 

3.4 Policy briefs 

Drawing on select analyses reported in the above papers, for each of the three countries, we are 

preparing a policy brief (i.e. three briefs in total) with the main purpose of informing 

policymakers that several important policy responses to haze can be better aligned with public 

opinions, behaviours, and/or values. The policy brief for Malaysia, titled “Haze in Malaysia: 

Aligning policy responses with public opinions, values and behaviour” is in the final 

drafting and layout stages, while the policy brief for Indonesia and Singapore are planned. 

 

3.5 Dissemination events 

i. Mindset public event 

In conjunction with the project, the research team invited our collaborators from Indonesia and 

Singapore to Malaysia to present talks during an event on the current status of the haze issue 

across the region. The event was part of an ongoing series held by the University of Nottingham 

Malaysia’s Mindset research centre. Dr Rini Astuti and Mr Alfajri, based in Singapore and 

Indonesia respectively, travelled to Kuala Lumpur for a panel discussion, hosted by project co-

investigator Dr Helena Varkkey, which took place on 24th January 2019. The costs for this were 

covered by Mindset rather than this project, and details of the event (which was attended by 

approx. 40 researchers, students, general public and stakeholders) are here: 

https://www.mindset.my/events/haze-free-asean-2020-national-and-local-strategies-and-

challenges-in-managing-fires-and-haze-in-indonesia 

 

https://www.tecsea.info/post/public-values-and-sentiments-regarding-transboundary-haze-pollution-in-singapore
https://www.tecsea.info/post/public-values-and-sentiments-regarding-transboundary-haze-pollution-in-singapore
https://ari.nus.edu.sg/public-values-and-sentiments/
https://www.mindset.my/events/haze-free-asean-2020-national-and-local-strategies-and-challenges-in-managing-fires-and-haze-in-indonesia
https://www.mindset.my/events/haze-free-asean-2020-national-and-local-strategies-and-challenges-in-managing-fires-and-haze-in-indonesia
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ii. Television interview 

Through publicity related to the Mindset event the speakers were invited to discuss the haze 

issue on the public-interest programme ‘Let’s Talk with Sharaad Kuttan’. The episode aired on 

Malaysia’s Astro Awani network on 1st February 2019. The episode can be viewed here: 

http://www.astroawani.com/video-malaysia/lets-talk-sharaad-kuttan-episode-117-359938 

 

iii. Webinar (planned) 

We originally planned to organise an in-person workshop with policymakers, but due to the 

COVID-19 situation, a webinar will be held instead. The webinar will discuss the findings of 

this project and is planned before the end of 2020. Potential collaborators to host the webinar 

include CERAH, an anti-haze non-governmental organisation. 

Targeted audiences for this webinar include followers of CERAH’s work, youth involved with 

environmental issues (Klima Action Malaysia [KAMY], Malaysian Youth Delegation [MYD] 

etc.), as well as participants in our FGDs and interviews.  

 

3.6 Datasets (planned) 

Our survey datasets will be uploaded to an online repository. There are two datasets: one large 

combined dataset for Malaysia, Indonesia and Singapore, with 1048 lines of data (respondents); 

and one smaller dataset for Malaysia before and after the September 2019 haze episode, with 

107 lines of data (paired responses).  

 

4. Future Directions 

Although our data analysis is still on-going, our results indicate that the outputs from this 

research project will shed new light on the importance of accounting for public opinions and 

values in promoting mutual understanding and cooperation on haze-related policy responses 

among societies in Southeast Asia. For example, within the area of communal values, we found 

there is widespread recognition and support among the public that multiple stakeholders, in all 

three countries and beyond, have responsibility for finding solutions. Within the area of 

consumer values, there is a need to improve public appreciation for the ways in which 

consumerism is connected to haze-causing natural resource consumption. Finally, within the 

area of religious values, there are indications that religion is very important in shaping haze-

related behaviour. Other results include an improved understanding of people’s knowledge and 

concern about the haze and its impact on people’s behaviour and well-being. 

  

4.1 Funding applications 

Throughout the course of this project, we have identified areas in which further haze-related 

research and collaboration is likely to be very valuable.  We have already submitted two grant 

applications aiming to enable this type of follow-on work, focused on better elucidating the 

importance of religious values (application 1 below) and on improving understanding of how 

vulnerable communities can best be engaged regarding air pollution-related knowledge and 

behaviours (application 2).  

http://www.astroawani.com/video-malaysia/lets-talk-sharaad-kuttan-episode-117-359938
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1. The British Academy - “Humanities and Social Sciences Tackling Global Challenges 2020” 

Title: Religious perspectives on atmospheric haze in Southeast Asia: informing policy and 

enabling action  

Applicants: Dr Christopher Ives, Dr Helena Varkkey, Dr Dicky Sofjan, Dr Matthew Ashfold, 

Dr Laura de Pretto. 

Abstract: Atmospheric haze is a persistent environmental and health crisis in Southeast Asia. To date, 

effective solutions have proven elusive due to strong local economic incentives driving burning of 

tropical forests, and sensitive transnational political dynamics. However, new research has shown that 

religious belief influences anti-haze behavioural responses, and religious laws have recently been issued 

against forest burning. Despite great potential for religion to influence individual and institutional 

responses to haze, the topic has received scant research attention. This project assembles an 

interdisciplinary team to explore how religion intersects with perceptions and actions towards haze 

among Muslim, Christian and Buddhist communities in Indonesia and Malaysia. Interviews will be 

conducted with community representatives within four haze-affected cities, and religious and policy 

documents will be analysed to uncover relevant themes. Interfaith workshops will facilitate exchange 

between religious leaders, policymakers and scholars to explore diverse knowledges and co-produce 

novel policy and action insights. 

 

2. Malaysian Communications and Multimedia Commission - Digital Society Research Grant 

2020 

Title: Evaluating the effectiveness of the MBPJ “AirboxSense” mobile air quality 

application among B40 in Petaling Jaya South, Selangor.  

Applicants: Dr Helena Varkkey, Dr Matthew Ashfold, Dr Mohd Shahrul Mohd Nadzir 

Abstract: MBPJ’s “AirBoxSense” mobile air quality application, developed in collaboration with 

UKM, provides residents with real-time information from a network air quality sensors in Petaling Jaya 

(PJ). Such information can inform important decisions on residents’ activities during haze episodes and 

coping with urban air pollution at other times. Worldwide evidence indicates lower-income and 

excluded groups are most exposed to air pollution and suffer the greatest health impacts. However, there 

is little information on the readiness of excluded groups to use and benefit from promising new digital 

technologies. To address this gap, this proposed study aims to determine the readiness (in terms of 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes) of a significant excluded community (B40), in a notable and 

representative area of PJ, to benefit from such a mobile air quality application. The research team plans 

to conduct a mixed-methods pilot study among a cohort of 70 to 90 B40 residents in PJ South. Phase 1 

(during application launch period) will collect initial baseline data on pollution-preventive and health-

protective behaviours of the participants. Phase 2 (during a likely haze period) and Phase 3 (non-haze 

period) will collect feedback on the AirBoxSense application and usage as well as track changes in 

pollution-preventive and health-protective behaviour among participants. The study’s findings will 

allow us to recommend strategies to improve the readiness and digital media literacy of this excluded 

group to derive maximum benefit from such mobile applications. Our findings will also inform MBPJ 

strategies related to service expansion and enforcement, so that such information-based services can 

continue to provide the basis for enhancing the quality of work and life of PJ residents. In sum, by 

exploring the intersections of the digital world with policies, governance and technology, this study 

aims to contribute to understanding how best to increase the effectiveness of provision of digital services 

by public agencies in Malaysia, to ensure that all Malaysians have the opportunity, access, knowledge, 

skill, and readiness to benefit from the Information Age.   



15 

 

References 

De Pretto, L., Acreman, S., Ashfold, M. J., Mohankumar, S. K., & Campos-Arceiz, A. (2015). 

The link between knowledge, attitudes and practices in relation to atmospheric haze 

pollution in Peninsular Malaysia. PloS one, 10(12), e0143655 

Fee, L. K. (2001). The construction of Malay identity across nations Malaysia, Singapore, and 

Indonesia. Bijdragen tot de taal-, land-en volkenkunde/Journal of the Humanities and 

Social Sciences of Southeast Asia, 157(4), 861-879. 

Forsyth, T. (2014). Public concerns about transboundary haze: A comparison of Indonesia, 

Singapore, and Malaysia. Global Environmental Change, 25, 76–86. 

Glover, D., & Jessup, T. (1999). Indonesia’s Fires and Haze: The Cost of Catastrophe. ISEAS 

Publishing. 

Ho, R. C., Zhang, M. W., Ho, C. S., Pan, F., Lu, Y., & Sharma, V. K. (2014). Impact of 2013 

south Asian haze crisis : study of physical and psychological symptoms and perceived 

dangerousness of pollution level. BMC Psychiatry. 

Horowitz, M., Wilner, N., & Alvarez, W. (1979). Impact of Event Scale: A measure of 

subjective stress. Psychosomatic Medicine, 41(3), 209-218. (Original scale).   

Koplitz, S. N., Jacob, D. J., Schwartz, J., Myers, S. S., Liu, T., Pongsiri, M., Buonocore, J. J., 

Marlier, M. E., DeFries, R. S., Mickley, L. J., Kim, P. S., & Sulprizio, M. P. (2016). Public 

health impacts of the severe haze in Equatorial Asia in September–October 2015: 

demonstration of a new framework for informing fire management strategies to reduce 

downwind smoke exposure. Environmental Research Letters, 11(9), 094023. 

https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/11/9/094023 

Mackerron, G., & Mourato, S. (2009). Life satisfaction and air quality in London. Ecological 

Economics, 68(5),1441-1453. 

Marlier, M. E., DeFries, R. S., Voulgarakis, A., Kinney, P. L., Randerson, J. T., Shindell, D. 

T., Chen, Y., & Faluvegi, G. (2013). El Niño and health risks from landscape fire 

emissions in Southeast Asia. Nature Climate Change, 3, 131–136. 

https://doi.org/10.1038/nclimate1658. 

McCarthy, J. F. (2010). Processes of inclusion and adverse incorporation : oil palm and 

agrarian change in Sumatra , Indonesia. Journal of Peasant Studies, 37(4), 821–850. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03066150.2010.512460 

Moeller, J. O. (2015). Values and Group Behavior Shape Future Governance. World Future  

Review, 7(1), 4-11. 

Norlund, A. M., & Garvill, J. (2002). Value structures behind proenvironmental behavior. 

Environment and Behavior, 34, 740-756. 

Schrank, B., Woppmann, A., Hay, A. G., Sibitz, I., Zehetmayer, S., & Lauber, C. (2012). 

Validation of the Integrative Hope Scale in people with psychosis. Psychiatry Research, 

198(3), 395-399.  

Schultz, P. W., Gouveia, V. V., Cameron, L. D., Tankha, G., Schmuck, P., & Fran_ek, M. 

(2005). Values and their relationship to environmental concern and conservation behavior. 



16 

 

Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 36, 457-475. 

Schwartz, S. H. (1994). Are there universal aspects in the structure and contents of human 

values?. Journal of social issues, 50(4), 19-45. 

Sparke, M., Sidaway, J. D., Bunnell, T., & Grundy‐Warr, C. (2004). Triangulating the 

borderless world: geographies of power in the Indonesia–Malaysia–Singapore growth 

triangle. Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers, 29(4), 485-498. 

Stern, P. C., & Dietz, T. (1994). The value basis of environmental concern. Journal of Social 

Issues, 50, 65-84. 

Van Riper, C. J., & Kyle, G. T. (2014). Understanding the internal processes of behavioural 

engagement in a national park: A latent variable path analysis of the value-belief-norm 

theory. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 38, 288-297. 

Varkkey, H. (2013). Patronage politics, plantation fires and transboundary haze. 

Environmental Hazards, 12(3–4), 200–217. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/17477891.2012.759524 

Weiss, D. S. (2007). The impact of event scale: revised. In Cross-cultural assessment of 

psychological trauma and PTSD (pp. 219-238). Springer, Boston, MA. (Revised scale). 

Worthington Jr, E. L., Wade, N. G., Hight, T. L., Ripley, J. S., McCullough, M. E., Berry, J. 

W., ... & O'Connor, L. (2003). The Religious Commitment Inventory--10: Development, 

refinement, and validation of a brief scale for research and counseling. Journal of 

Counseling Psychology, 50(1), 84.  

 

 

 


