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Abstract 

This research examines the impact of perceptual tricks, particularly the Wagon Wheel Effect, on how we as humans 
decide on the environment and the management of natural resources. This manuscript argues, using the concepts 
developed from cognitive psychology, environmental psychology, and behavioral economics, that distorted views of 
dynamic systems result in the misinterpretation of ecological realities and, consequently, in suboptimal management 
and policy decisions. Using a qualitative methodological approach, the manuscript synthesizes the findings of the 
literature research, the findings of documented cases, and the interpretation of actual cases in the actual governance of 
the environment, focusing on fisheries, forests, water, and common pool resources. The principal message is that the 
presence of cognitive and behavioral shortcuts, such as confirmation bias, availability heuristic, and framing effect, 
distorts, in a systematic manner, the perceptions of the stakeholders of a situation, by placing a higher value on personal 
and media experiences than on factual information. 
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1. Introduction

Environmental decision-making requires not only the presence but also the perceived relevance of available scientific 
information. Natural resource management occurs in dynamic ecological environments characterized by change that 
may be slow, non-linear, and hard to adjust to. The role of human perception in forming subjective judgments on 
resource presence, degradation, as well as sustainability within ecological environments cannot be overestimated. This 
is because human perception is a phenomenon that is informed by cognitive biases rather than objective reality. 

A dramatic example of perceptual bias is the Wagon Wheel Effect, an illusion in which an object moving in rotation 
seems to reverse its actual trajectory, as observed in the effects of speed versus observation rate. Though first identified 
in visual cognition research, the metaphor that it provides can serve as an apt model for explaining the bias that may 
occur in the observation of dynamic environmental systems. Just as the observation of wheel rotation can serve as an 
example of an observation error in cognition, observations about changes in environmental systems—such as the 
abundance of fish or the status of the forests-can serve as an example for similar errors. 

Perennial issues in environmental governance may arise from these misperceptions. For instance, decision-making 
authorities may make judgments based on experience rather than on data. There are various biases in cognition that 
may occur in environmental management. Such biases may include confirmation biases, availability heuristics, and 
framing effects. As a result of misinterpretations in environmental governance, management strategies may not align 
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with environmental realities. Such strategies may lead to misallocation of resources in addition to conflicts between 
stakeholders. Additionally, there may be adverse effects on the environment. 

Notwithstanding increasing attention towards the importance of human behavior in studies related to sustainability 
science, the role of perceptual illusions in influencing environmental decision-making has been relatively under-
investigated. Where a significant majority of extant literature has focused upon technical solutions or economic or 
institutional means of addressing issues related to management or otherwise, this has been done largely without 
attention towards related psychological processes also influencing measures and means by which such decisions are 
made concerning issues within this domain. This paper fills this literature gap by analyzing the application of the Wagon 
Wheel Effect as a theoretical perception framework that explains distortion dynamics in natural resource management. 
The paper utilizes an interpretive, qualitative analysis that investigates perception distortions that undermine decision-
making in several natural resource sectors, including fisheries, forestry, water, and common property resources 
management. The paper aims to make a valuable contribution towards a more reflective, evidence-informed, and more 
sustainable approach to natural resource management as the modern world becomes increasingly complex and more 
saturated with information. 

2. Research Methodology  

2.1. Research Design 

This research employs a qualitative and interpretive research design to explore the impacts of perceptual illusions, 
especially the Wagon Wheel Effect, on environmental decision-making relating to natural resource management. The 
qualitative research methodology is suitable for this research because this study is focused on exploring perceptions 
and interpretations, not quantified variable measurement. This research is based on an interdisciplinary paradigm that 
draws on both environmental management theory and cognitive psychology and behavioral economy theory. 

2.2. Data Sources 

The data for this research were generated from three core qualitative sources: 

2.2.1. Systematic Literature Review 

The analysis of peer-reviewed journals, publications, and policy briefs helped in extracting theoretical underpinnings 
related to perceptual illusions, cognitive biases, and decision-making in environments. Some key publications in this 
area would be those related to environmental psychology, behavioral economics, sustainability, and natural resource 
management. 

2.2.2. Documented Case Studies 

These secondary qualitative case studies are based on the management of fishery resources, governance of forestry 
resources, allocation of water resources, or common property resource systems where decisions based on perceptions 
resulted in departures from empirical data in terms of their intended or unintended consequences on the environmental 
or economic systems. 

2.2.3. Interpretive Policy Analysis, Media Analysis 

The narratives and environment media coverage described in the literature the dimensions of how framing, selective 
information, and visual deception play a key part in public and institutional misunderstanding of the environment. 

2.3. Analytical Framework 

Thematic analysis was utilized in the study to identify recurring themes associated with perception, bias, and decision-
making. Coding was undertaken inductively in the analysis to include themes organically found in the matter under 
review. Themes included: 

2.3.1. Perception Versus Ecological Reality 

• Biases cognitive no judgment ambient 
• Media and narrative framing 
• Conflict between stakeholders because of misperceptions 
• Policy Implications of Misconceptions of Environmental Understanding 
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The Wagon Wheel Effect was employed as an analytical notion to decipher the misperception of dynamic environmental 
systems through the misalignment of observation, cognition, and representation. 

2.4. Validity and Trustworthiness 

Adding to the credibility and rigor of the study was a technique known as triangulation. Triangulation was done from 
diverse fields. Also, doing case studies as well as scholarly articles in diverse fields added to the credibility of the 
findings. Reflexivity was ensured in the study as findings are interpretive in nature. Additionally, theoretical 
interpretations may affect findings. 

2.5. Ethical Issues  

Since this research is based on secondary sources and publicly available information, there are no direct ethical 
concerns to consider. There has been an effort to do justice to the presentations made in the primary literature by the 
authors.  

2.6. Limitations  

Although the qualitative method enables an in-depth conceptual understanding, the results lack statistical 
generalizability. Nevertheless, the research focuses on theoretical generalization, providing transferable insights that 
can be generalized in more than one environment governance scenario. 

3. Literature Review 

This film and television footage artefact results from the way film and video is recorded and played back. The issue is 
caused by the wheel rotating between two successive video fields. In each field, the wheel appears in a slightly different 
position. When a rotating object is viewed, it can be perceived as rotating in the opposite direction of its motion. This is 
due to a conflict between the observed rotating object's speed and the speed at which images are captured by the 
observer. In fields such as natural resource management where a correct perception of the environment is crucial, the 
implications of misinterpretation run deep. This kind of misinterpretation is not merely limited to superficial 
entertainment. 

The Wagon Wheel Gap phenomenon reveals the disparity between the ecosystems themselves and human perceptions. 
This discrepancy can occur between the natural environment and either the general public or a decision-making group. 
Misinterpretations of data on the environment can occur as a result of cognitive biases, media influence or the 
presentation of data. In some cases, a community may form misguided views of environmental conditions based on 
subjective interpretations of information presented to them. This occurs when there is anecdotal rather than factual 
evidence of resource depletion or ecological deterioration. As a result, they often misjudge the availability and trends of 
natural resources. 

These variations can have a substantial effect as they contribute to forming the environmental conditions that are 
eventually produced in the course of decision-making. In cases where policymakers misinterpret environmental 
conditions, they may inadvertently worsen the problems associated with managing available resources. Since people's 
perceptions of the environment are often inaccurate, they may form mistaken management strategies. This is due to the 
fact that stakeholders may choose to support environmental projects that match their misguided views on natural 
resource supply and sustainability rather than those that are based on fact. 

This phenomenon of the Wagon Wheel Effect is reflective of the far wider issue of how our perceptions can be skewed 
and how these distorted perceptions can influence stakeholder involvement in environmental management. Because 
perception can be highly subjective natural resource managers must be aware of the limitations of their own 
understanding when they interpret observational data. Understanding this situation requires a conscious awareness of 
the potential for cognitive biases to give a misleading impression of ecological conditions, which may result in 
disagreements among stakeholders who have different views on the availability and sustainability of natural resources. 
In order to successfully manage our natural resources, we need to be aware of these types of perceptual illusions so that 
the views of various groups are considered fairly in the decision-making process. Dehalwar & Sharma (2023) 

The phenomenon of the wagon wheel's alteration of rotation direction on old film clips is a striking illustration of how 
our perceptions can be tricked by observed patterns. This serves as a powerful reminder of the interplay between our 
perceptions and the external environment Gil-Cabrera et al. (2021). When examining the effects of this concept on how 
people use natural resources, the psychological processes guiding our choices become apparent, highlighting the 
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importance of employing subtle techniques in order to counteract the preconceptions which affect the way stakeholders 
perceive the ecosystems in question. By understanding these dynamics, we can facilitate more informed decisions that 
better reflect the environment than perceptions of it. Cognitive biases and perceptual illusions are closely intertwined 
factors which researchers are studying to better understand decision-making. The study of this relationship has 
implications for how natural resources are managed and for environmental issues. Perceptual illusions such as the 
Wagon Wheel Effect highlight discrepancies between the visual information obtained from the environment and how it 
is interpreted by the mind. The misperception of sensory information is explained by theories from cognitive 
psychology Wickens & Carswell (2021). Individuals' perceptions are influenced by prior knowledge and expectations, 
guiding the formation of narratives that may not accurately reflect the environment (De Groot, 2019). These systematic 
errors in rational thought processes, which are brought about by heuristics and social constructs, mean that the 
perception of the environment and the interpretation of environmental data can be affected in a negative way. 

Research into how we think has highlighted several important aspects of our perceptions. According to research by 
VanRullen (2016), the neural processes which influence our perceptions may clash with external events, and this results 
in the misinterpretation of our surroundings. The fact that perception of reality isn't directly derived from the stimuli 
themselves but is a product of various cognitive processes can help in understanding how natural resource managers 
can reach different conclusions about the state of a resource and the urgency of its management. If decision makers and 
those advising them do not consider the discrepancies, then perceptions and reality can be out of alignment. The 
preconceived ideas that decision makers already hold can be reinforced by confirmation bias where those same 
individuals prefer information that supports their already existing views on the subject. This phenomenon can cause 
misperceptions about the environment to become more entrenched in the strategic plans in place. 

Misrepresentation of data and selective presentation of information can lead to misconceptions in environmental 
assessments. This may occur through misleading visual representations of the natural environment. Furthermore, data 
could be framed so as to lead people to arrive at incorrect conclusions. The way our brains interpret the motion of a 
wagon wheel when it is captured on film is a well-known illustration of how our perceptions of motion can be misled. 
In the field of natural resources, it is possible that stakeholders are misinformed about the condition of the resource. 
This could occur when they gauge the condition of an ecosystem by what they see, or are misled by media reports rather 
than taking note of the scientific facts. These misperceptions have substantial repercussions in that they can impact 
policy makers' decisions which in turn influence stakeholder discussions and affect the use of natural resources over 
time. Gaim et al. (2021). 

The study of visual perception's anomalies reveals the deep discrepancy between the scientific evidence and the views 
of the general public. Cognitive biases and the way we perceive information can lead to the implementation of 
environmental policies based on the perception of a consensus or a crisis rather than actual environmental issues. 
Working to overcome these perceptions by looking at them in a different way helps natural resource managers become 
aware of the thinking errors which affect how they, and the public, perceive environmental issues. In the area of the 
study of environmental management, exploring cognitive biases and perceptual illusions involved in the theoretical 
constructs, provides beneficial outcomes in two main areas. Firstly, it helps to create better informed and more 
thoughtful debate within the academic community. Secondly, these findings can be applied to environmental decision-
making, in order to improve decision-making processes. The misperception of an object's movement as a result of a 
particular cognitive bias is the Wagon Wheel Effect, which raises critical questions about how we perceive and decide 
in the field of natural resource management. The phenomenon has an impact in numerous fields; these have an influence 
on environmental management, and have implications for the long-term sustainability of natural resources. Studies of 
numerous natural resource management situations illustrate the effects of misjudging ecological systems and the 
consequences which follow from them. 

Fishery management presents a clear example of the issue. Frequently in coastal towns, it is personal experience that 
prompts the decision on the fishing quotas and where the sea resources are to be distributed. Local fishermen may give 
an impression that there is a severe drop in the number of fish as a result of their immediate area's observations. Their 
viewpoint on this matter is very similar to the "Wagon Wheel Effect". Several fisheries have been depleted due to 
intuitive judgments made by fishing authorities about stock levels, as noted by Noy (2020). In these cases, perceptions 
about stock levels overrode data indicating sustainable fish populations. The situation can be worsened by local 
authorities using the situation to justify restrictive policies which could be very damaging to communities that rely on 
these resources. 

Community perceptions of woodland health and productivity in the context of forestry management display the Wagon 
Wheel Effect. People generally get a notion of how many trees there are in the area by how it looks rather than any 
scientific tests to find out how many trees there actually are and what kinds there are. These decisions are often taken, 
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as Berkes pointed out in 2015, because the public commonly priorities the look of an area over the sustainability of an 
ecosystem over time. In some cases, a community may view a forest which is densely wooded as healthy; yet the truth 
may be that the woodland is composed mainly of species which are not native to the area. This can lead to the ecosystem 
functioning poorly. The disparity between what the public know and the ecological facts can make scientific research 
less effective. This can occur when councils put in place regulations like logging which may actually end up hindering 
the efforts to restore an area of woodland. 

The management of water assets is one instance where the wagon wheel phenomenon is prominent. In many parts of 
the world severe water shortage is caused by the way that people perceive the water supply. This perception is often 
influenced by the varying levels throughout the year and how the water level appears. In regions prone to heavy rain 
storms, it may sometimes happen that people misjudge how much water there will be available, leading to people 
becoming too confident that conservation efforts are not necessary. In times of drought, anxiety about water can cause 
politicians to pass short-term measures to increase water supply without thinking about how it will be maintained in 
the future, according to Noy (2020). Cognitive biases frequently lead to decision-making which is muddled, a result of 
the actual hydrological realities not being reflected in resultant policies, thus the effect of cognitive bias on the 
environmental governance. 

The management of common property resources serves to demonstrate how the Wagon Wheel Effect can operate to 
influence decision-making processes among groups. These biases arise from the way in which resource users perceive 
and think about their individual and collective management roles in conservation. Berkes (2015) states that individuals 
may have a poor appreciation of the part they play in the depletion of resources. Additionally, they tend to overestimate 
the amount that they contribute to resource conservation. In communal grazing lands, cooperative land management 
techniques may be weakened by the belief that the land degradation is an individual issue, rather than one that belongs 
to the community. The perception that the resource belongs to the public often results in exploitation of the natural 
resource. A significant issue that arises from this point of view is the free rider. This is where individuals use the natural 
resource without contributing to the cost of conservation and as a result, the resource begins to degrade. 

These case histories illustrate the significant influence of the Wagon Wheel Phenomenon in shaping organizational 
policy and the effective utilization of available resources. People often hold onto mistaken beliefs for a number of 
reasons and these misguided views inevitably lead to divergence from scientifically backed practices as a result there is 
a need for a combination of different methods which merge what people perceive with data regarding the environment. 
In order to achieve and maintain sustainable usage of natural resources it will be vital to address such cognitive biases. 
Significant and far-reaching are the consequences of optical illusions like the Wagon Wheel Effect, affecting decision-
making in the area of environmental policy and resource allocation. Dynamic systems are often misunderstood due to 
the way data is perceived. This phenomenon is known as the wagon wheel effect. It is seen in movies and TV shows 
where a wheel appears to turn one way on a black and white TV but the opposite way on a color TV. In the context of 
natural resource management, errors in data may result in misperceptions of the quality, availability and sustainability 
of resources. Incorrect assessments of environmental resources are often formulated by decision-makers who have 
been influenced by oddities of visual perception and by cognitive biases. These decision-makers thereby create 
ineffective environmental strategies which, instead of promoting sustainability, exacerbate ecological degradation 
(Rees, 2017). If the perception of a resource's abundance or impact is misguided policymakers could over or under 
allocate funds for conservation projects. This may be due to the public having a misleading impression of the resource's 
state. 

The effects of this cognitive bias can be profound in areas concerning the management of the environment. Policies 
based on inaccurate perceptions of the human and economic costs of environmental degradation can result in inefficient 
use of financial and personnel resources and ineffective policies which do not address the root causes of environmental 
degradation (Botzen et al. 2019. For instance, misperceptions by the public as to the state of fisheries could lead to 
overfishing, facilitated by the implementation of policies which ignore actual fish stock assessments. In order to operate 
effectively in these complex ecological systems, policy-makers have to develop a heightened awareness of the 
perceptual biases at work. This heightened awareness is crucial if environmental realities are to be correctly 
understood. The importance of using the insights of cognitive psychology in the fields of ecology and conservation, as 
well as in the policies created to govern these fields, is highlighted by this theory. 

By acknowledging the existence of such optical illusions in the perceptions of the public, the messages conveyed in 
environmental advertising and educational campaigns can be improved. People such as community members and those 
in positions of authority often share a particular viewpoint on the environment which may not necessarily be in 
accordance with scientific data. Understanding the disparity between what people think they know and the true 
situation can reduce the damage these misconceptions have on group decision-making (Rees, 2017). Greater public 
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understanding and awareness of the human perceptual biases which can skew environmental truth can be promoted 
through educational initiatives and then may foster more effective public participation in environmental policy 
decisions. 

A sound judgement in matters of the environment requires an unbiased approach to decision making, taking into 
consideration all the factors at play. This involves the use of scientific evidence in order to avoid mistakes based on 
prejudices. Effective resource management strategies and sustainable practices can be bolstered by understanding the 
implications of the Wagon Wheel Effect and similar perceptual anomalies Lechner (2014). Rising environmental 
complexity requires a detailed comprehension of human perceptual patterns to ensure that decision-making is 
grounded in fact and aligned with the natural world. Critical to the mitigation of their impact on decision-making 
processes are the correction of misconceptions in the management of natural resources, specifically where these are 
influenced by perceptual illusions such as the Wagon Wheel Effect Randall (2022). Effective communication and 
educational methods can have a profound impact on reorienting public perceptions towards the environment by making 
them aware of ecological realities. A vivid example of how the way we see the world can differ from actuality is provided 
by the Wagon Wheel Effect. This has implications for the goals of achieving ecological balance and sustainability through 
management (Davis, 2024). 

Targeting public misperceptions and misconceptions concerning sharks requires broad public education efforts 
involving the general public, politicians and policymakers, and various stakeholders in the management of the marine 
environment. Cultivating a population more informed and capable of critically reviewing environmental data and policy 
proposals relies on a thorough comprehension of cognitive biases. One such bias is the wagon wheel effect. These 
educational institutions must focus on the existence and the way these biases impact people's perceptions of 
environmental impacts and the resource supply. Better understanding of the psychological processes at work may help 
stakeholders to be more aware of the possibility of illusions influencing their views, and thus lead to the adoption of 
more rational decision-making processes. 

It is crucial to stress the significant role that effective communication can play in the process of dealing with perceptual 
illusions. Proper and transparent dissemination of the same information about natural resource management methods 
can prevent the spread of false information and narrow the differences in opinions regarding these methods. Complex 
scientific data needs to be communicated to the public in a way that people understand, through a variety of media. 
Using visual aids, interactive tools and group discussions we can make the abstract concepts of data on the environment 
and cognitive biases more accessible to learners. 

It is therefore crucial to consider techniques of framing which ensure that the views of stakeholders are compatible with 
sustainable development. Ecological problems should be put across in a manner that is relevant to the culture and 
economy of a given area. People may be more likely to conserve water if the strategies for doing so are framed in a way 
which focuses on the benefits to their own families and communities rather than on the environment. In taking a 
localized approach, it is easier for stakeholders to connect with and understand the issues at hand, because they are not 
clouded by cognitive biases which lead to false assumptions. 

The use of group consensus can mitigate the impact of the wagon wheel effect. If those with a vested interest in the 
project or programmed are included in the planning process, their knowledge and expertise can contribute to a better 
understanding of resource availability and their potential for future use. The way the environment functions can be 
better understood by taking account of the local knowledge and the experiences of people who live in an area. 

At this point, it is crucial to devise a monitoring process to continually assess how effective these methods of education 
and communication are. Resource managers can address stakeholder misconceptions by proactively seeking the 
opinions of stakeholders, which reflect their perceptions and experiences, about what the resource managers do. If 
management processes were more responsive to the needs of those they serve, it would contribute to credibility in the 
management process, and it would also foster a climate in which the various stakeholders feel heard and valued. 

Effective natural resource management requires consideration of the factors behind perceptual illusions. A 
comprehensive approach is necessary for overcoming these illusions. By engaging in participatory decision-making and 
fostering open communication, it is possible for stakeholders to develop a comprehensive understanding of the 
environmental realities which are currently in existence. This will facilitate more sustainable and informed decision-
making processes. Studies of the Wagon Wheel Effect in the context of resource management highlight the crucial impact 
of perceptual illusions on the decision-making process. Key findings in this field stress the importance of recognizing 
how the Wagon Wheel Effect affects decision-making. Our perception of the world is often a long way from the actual 
state of affairs because our impressions are affected by both our preconceptions and how things are presented to us. In 
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particular in the field of natural resource management the way people perceive things is important because 
stakeholders' perceptions and attitudes about the environment have a big impact on policy and decision-making. 

The phenomenon of the wagon wheel illusion demonstrates how our perceptions can be deceived in various contexts 
such as in environmental assessments and management. Research has highlighted this in studies by Stockhammer et al. 
(2009), Stockhammer et al. (2009) found that this effect could be relevant to other misperceptions in environmental 
contexts. These findings also have relevance in the management of natural resources, in which misapprehension may 
lead to suboptimal assessment of the sustainability, need and availability of resources (Ekroll et al., 2021). In this 
context, the perceptions of stakeholders regarding environmental deterioration may be incorrect because they may be 
based on misleading visual information rather than on real data. 

These perceptual distortions as documented in the research also have a direct effect on the environment itself. 
Misjudged perceptions justify actions which result in bad decisions. These decisions then lead to the environment 
reinforcing these same incorrect perceptions. (Tibbetts et al., The cycle of a succession is characterized by the process 
where an area of land is constantly in the process of change and renewal. The process involves the repeated stages of 
colonization, succession and climax, which continue indefinitely. This cyclical process poses significant challenges in 
effective resource management. This is because, decisions made on wrong assumptions can lead to the adoption of the 
wrong practices which can damage the ecosystem. 

In natural resource management, accurate assessments are vital; as with the Wagon Wheel Effect, a visual illusion, 
misperceptions of data can occur and distort our decisions. Unless key decision makers consider their own subjective 
experiences and critically evaluate them, they are at risk of falling prey to the sorts of cognitive bias indicated by the 
Wagon Wheel Effect. Using a structured approach to develop management training and awareness programs on issues 
such as confirmation bias may be a good thing. Efforts in this area should be focused on providing stakeholders, 
including environmentalists, policymakers and resource managers, with the knowledge to identify and mitigate the 
effects of these perceptual biases. 

Understanding how human perception interacts with environmental factors is essential to the best management of 
natural resources and by considering psychological studies of human responses to the environment it may be possible 
to devise more effective strategies for conservation. Through understanding of perception bias effects and their 
consequences, individuals and groups are better equipped to make informed decisions based on information. If there is 
a raised awareness of the importance of sustainability, then the way resources are managed may change. This could 
result in methods of resource management which are more sustainable being adopted and better results from resource 
management being achieved. 

Essentially, the truth of the Wagon Wheel Effect points up perceptions in conservation and resource management as 
crucial elements in the environment and how it is governed. If these cognitive biases are identified and accounted for in 
decision-making processes, they will ultimately help to improve the implementation of sustainable policies. The 
comprehension of these interactions enables the creation of sustainable management policies that truly take into 
account the interplay of societal needs and environmental resources. 

4. Results and Discussion 

Moving objects often appear distorted to observers who are stationary in relation to the motion. This phenomenon is 
known as the wagon wheel effect. It is observed in visual perception and is connected to the way the human eye reacts 
to movement. A comprehensive framework for decision-making on environmental issues can be usefully illustrated by 
a metaphor. This framework illustrates the interaction between a community and the environment and can assist in 
understanding how environmental issues are perceived and addressed within a society. It can also be helpful in 
clarifying the process by which these perceptions affect the creation of policy and the allocation of resources. This 
relationship between perception and sustainability is rooted in how people see the world around them, influencing as 
it does the way they perceive and interact with the environment. This, in turn, impacts on political and economic 
frameworks which govern environmental management. 

Environmental phenomena are interpreted and given meaning by groups and individuals according to the data they 
have, their collective experiences and the beliefs of their members. Perception in this definition is subjective, and 
therefore public understanding and acceptance of ecological realities may not correspond with empirical facts. 
Individuals' perceptions can have an influence on not just the attitudes people hold but also the actions of groups of 
people in relation to conservation of the environment. 
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From an environmental standpoint, sustainable practices help to preserve the world for future generations by 
protecting natural resources from being depleted and thus mitigate the degradation of the environment. These actions 
also ensure that economic and social demands are met. Effective action requires a policy framework that appreciates 
the subtleties involved in environmental issues - issues frequently influenced by how the general public perceive these 
problems. This notion, of the Wagon Wheel Effect, is most effectively demonstrated by considering the fact that those 
employing deficient theories risk making suboptimal resource management decisions. 

Research has shown that how people perceive the environment has a major influence on the decisions they make about 
it. A key piece of evidence for this comes from a relatively new branch of economics known as behavioral economics. It 
claims that when people make decisions, they usually do not just weigh up the pros and cons in a rational, objective 
way. In reality, people's choices are frequently influenced by emotions, their own point of view and mental shortcuts. 
This impacts how communities live in their environment. The Wagon Wheel Effect may be a contributory factor in a 
warped community perception of the risks and benefits associated with the management of resources which is a result 
of a collective view of sustainability issues. 

The particular way that societal attitudes portray certain technologies or practices may result in these being adopted 
before the full impact of the harm they cause to the environment is understood. As a consequence, politicians end up 
making decisions that give precedence to the economic benefits which these technologies bring in the short term over 
maintaining a healthy environment for future generations. Though built upon solid scientific facts, public outreach 
projects which fail to deal with public misconceptions may fail, especially where they are not backed up by sound 
scientific evidence. Inadequate responses to an environmental crisis such as climate change arise because of a mismatch 
between public perceptions of the environment and the environmental reality. This can result in environmental policies 
that are not applicable to the situation. 

Perception's interaction with the formation of policy concerning the environment is fraught with questions of equity 
and whether diverse segments of the population have an adequate say in the decision-making process. The environment 
is often negatively impacted by laws and regulations drawn up by people in positions of power, without taking into 
consideration the thoughts and feelings of minority groups in society. This means that there are two difficulties in the 
use of resources - meeting the requirements of the natural environment and the social consequences of implementing 
a policy. 

Creating more accurate, inclusive and effective environmental sustainability strategies requires understanding of the 
Wagon Wheel Effect's implications. Given that how people perceive environmental issues impacts both policy and public 
participation, there is a need for efforts to challenge or change these perceptions and provide information on the 
environment. This can be done by creating more comprehensive and equitable systems of resource management that 
truly reflect our understanding of ecosystems and promote the sustainable development of the planet for all. The way 
we hear and see events being reported, especially on radio, is an important point of consideration in the influence of the 
environment on our decision making and psychological processes. People's and communities' perceptions of the 
environment are influenced by complex cognitive biases and decision-making strategies. Since the psychological 
underpinnings of the Wagon Wheel Effect led to a context in which people's perceptions are influenced by more than 
just objective reality, they are influenced by interpretative frameworks which are often warped by biases affecting how 
sustainability is understood. Van der Leeuw & Dirks (2024) 

People tend to selectively gather facts which reinforce their preconceived ideas. They prefer information which agrees 
with their viewpoint and overlook or forget information which contradicts it. People who strongly believe in particular 
methods of conservation may only look at information that confirms their ideas on the use of the environment, 
disregarding opposing arguments. In a group which concentrates on sustainable power sources a tendency to focus on 
successful instances in the implementation of solar power exists, while discounting research findings regarding the 
disposal of solar panel waste. A limitation in the prevailing mindset can result in sustainability measures being hindered 
or delayed as it leads to a narrowing of the focus on methods of resource use and conservation. Schönmayr (2017) 

We often form judgments based on information which is readily available. This is because readily available information 
seems more relevant or more accurate than information which is harder to find. Catastrophic events such as natural 
disasters which may be caused by climate change can have a significant effect on how the public perceives and responds 
to the issue. Following a severe flooding incident in a community, it is common for people to initially place a great deal 
of emphasis on how the community can be protected from future disasters. This priority may be to the detriment of 
longer term issues regarding the sustainability of the community. Emotional reactions to disturbing examples of 
pollution can result in the adoption of hastily considered legislation which often doesn't address the underlying reasons 
for environmental deterioration. 
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An initial piece of information has a significant effect on a person's later judgment in a variety of situations. This kind of 
information often has a negative impact on an individual's perception of the scale of environmental issues when it is 
presented in a statistical format at the start, thus causing them to form their opinion based on the statistics. When water 
scarcity discussions are launched with statistics about a lack of water, those taking part in them tend to be overly 
cautious in their assessments. As a result of this, recommendations might be made to handle the problem quickly rather 
than work towards a longer-term solution. The way people initially think of something can seriously influence how they 
think about the priority of things in resource discussions. 

Not only do these biases shape the views of the individual, but they also spread to others through a network of 
relationships and eventually affect the way society makes decisions regarding the use of resources, departing from 
practices supported by evidence. If misinformation about environmental issues influences the opinions of a large 
proportion of a community, a consequence could be that many people show a lack of interest in sustainability initiatives. 
As a result of the general public's views environmental legislation may receive insufficient backing, leading to 
insufficient funding and public participation at the national, state or local level. 

The Wagon Wheel Phenomenon demonstrates how mental shortcuts can significantly affect public opinion on ecological 
issues. This is due to the widespread presence of cognitive biases and mental shortcuts in the general public. For truly 
effective sustainability initiatives, it is crucial to appreciate how psychological factors impact decision-making processes 
and public participation and policy-making, as well as the science involved in sustainability. If these underlying 
psychological factors are disregarded then there is a risk that the inefficient use of resources will continue and 
ultimately hinder our attempts at creating a more sustainable environment. The way the public perceives 
environmental issues can be distorted by collective narratives affecting their opinions and thus impacting the decisions 
made by environmental policymakers Sachs (2015). Depending on how the issue is presented and how it is reacted to, 
awareness of environmental problems can be a force which hinders progress towards a sustainable future or 
alternatively acts as a driving force towards a more environmentally friendly outcome. Individuals interpret 
environmental data with perspectives that are much like the spokes of a wagon wheel, each spoke being a unique 
viewpoint. Each person's viewpoint can be different, yet they often become aligned when one tells a story that is 
fascinating. The interplay between science and policy in the environmental sphere has significant implications for the 
future course of a wide range of environmental policies. These include pollution control, conservation efforts and the 
allocation of resources. 

In the realms of policy-making it can be seen how public opinion influences the development of laws governing these 
areas. One example of this is the implementation of conservation programs at areas with significant biodiversity. Where 
there has been a concerted public effort to highlight the aesthetic and cultural value of an endangered ecosystem, a 
heightened awareness has been noticed amongst local populations regarding the conservation of that particular 
ecosystem. By raising awareness of the urgency and importance of preservation, supporters of the bill aimed to secure 
government funds for this cause. In Eastern European areas where short-term economic interests were prioritized over 
ecological concerns, there was a public perception that saw resources as exploitable commodities. This led to a policy 
that gave priority to short-term economic gains rather than sustainable development. The differing outcomes of such 
decisions highlight the importance of having a dialogue with the public that is based on truthful and science-based 
information regarding environmental change and the effect of inaction on the natural world. 

The phenomenon of the Wagon Wheel Effect is significant in the area of the control of pollution. Historically, the priority 
and sense of urgency of air quality legislation in Los Angeles have been guided by media coverage and the public's 
perception of air pollution. A shift in public opinion as a result of widespread media coverage of studies indicating 
pollution's damaging impact on the lungs caused a significant amendment to the Clean Air Act in the 1990s, thereby 
illustrating the increasing prioritization of public health in government decisions. In areas where pollution is 
commonplace and the negative effects are either overlooked or inaccurately portrayed, there tends to be a lag in the 
implementation of policies, a situation often characterized by a lack of public involvement and awareness which can 
lead to a lack of accountability. It is often possible to measure the effectiveness of these air quality regulations by the 
extent to which the public will accept and support changes in their lifestyle. This includes reduced use of cars and greater 
use of public transport. Public attitudes are important for reaching our goal of a sustainable environment. 

Resource allocation is an example of the delicate interplay between perception and the action taken by a policymaker 
because of the tendency to overemphasize early information. Divergent resource management policies are commonly 
determined by the distinct understanding of local communities of water scarcity or energy requirements. In regions of 
Australia where droughts last for a considerable period, public awareness about water conservation has prompted 
authorities to devise new and innovative water-saving schemes Stone & Stone (2022). Communities in these areas are 
proactive in water-saving and reuse. Through targeted education and community dialogue regarding the water scarcity 
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issue, public perception underwent a significant shift, which led to the implementation of integrated water management 
systems. While areas of perceived abundance can lead to over-consumption, depleting natural resources, there are 
regions within the United States where climate difficulties are exacerbated by the general public's failure to value water 
adequately. 

Legislations promoting sustainability are only effective when there is a cultural narrative that supports them; the 
narrative shapes how a public perceives the policies. When public awareness is in line with the prevailing scientific view 
and the demands of the environment, laws and regulations are likely to be successful in prompting people to take action 
and in stimulating greater interest in environmental issues. Lack of coherence in how we perceive and understand our 
problems can result in a disjointed policy response. This fails to tackle the root causes of sustainability. Creating 
frameworks which are sustainable requires a detailed understanding of the Wagon Wheel Effect and its implications on 
public opinion and the environment. In this day and age where environmental issues are of prime importance and where 
information is disseminated so rapidly, the influence of both the media and of communication upon how the public 
perceive environmental issues is a crucial one. Methodologies used for disseminating information are crucial in how the 
public engage with and priorities sustainability efforts, along with how they understand these efforts. Traditional and 
social media and community outreach are significant in this regard. The media outlet also argues that public perception 
is often distorted by the spread of misinformation and sensationalism, which in turn affects the public's acceptance of 
environmental policies and decision-making processes. 

Influential though the traditional media landscape remains, it faces an increasing challenge in the form of digital media 
platforms capable of quick dissemination of information. Social media has brought a previously unseen level of public 
participation and has given a voice to individuals who are involved in the debate on the environment. This free 
dissemination of information is also accompanied by a rise in inaccuracy and misinformation. Many people accept 
environmental data at its face value; this data not being necessarily based on scientific facts. In this context, the Wagon 
Wheel effect can be observed, as public opinion appears to be influenced by the prevailing views and attitudes that 
individuals are exposed to through their media usage on the subject of sustainable development. 

While sensationalism in the reporting of environmental problems may provoke public interest in these matters, it is not 
without its risks. The consequences of using dramatic news reporting to make the public aware of such problems is that 
people can become either over-alarmed or under-alarmed. Climate change narratives that focus exclusively on dire 
outcomes can deter people from taking action by inducing feelings of hopelessness. The public's discussion of 
environmental problems is hindered by false information about the environment. Individuals make decisions based on 
misinformation. The overall effect of the fragmentation of sustainability is that different stakeholders have a disjointed 
view of sustainability. This disjointed view is detrimental to the ability of communities to make decisions and manage 
their resources effectively. 

The way that individuals are portrayed in the media has an effect on the opinions of the public and may influence the 
policy objectives of governments. The views which policymakers hold and the decisions they make are often influenced 
by what they have read and seen in the media. The choice of media coverage of environmental concerns has the power 
to make or break an issue's profile, in the public's eye. The manner in which climate change is presented can have a 
significant impact on the action taken by policymakers. The way a problem is portrayed can prompt policymakers to 
focus on immediate fixes rather than long-term solutions. 

Public attitudes towards sustainable policies can be influenced by the portrayal of these issues within the media, leading 
citizens to engage more with topics that are presented as being pertinent and urgent. It is crucial that the public is well-
informed in order for participatory governance of the environment to be successful and the contribution of the media 
to this knowledge cannot be overstated. If the public are fully informed about the ways in which they can contribute 
towards a more sustainable future, then their participation in such projects is likely to be increased. The spread of false 
information can lead to a breakdown of public trust in institutions which in turn can prevent people from engaging in 
meaningful discussions and progressive actions. 

Traditional participants in the debate are being joined by non-traditional individuals and groups in environmental 
discussions, including grassroots organizations and social media personalities. Online, alternative sources of 
information such as blogs or news sites often disseminate a range of views, not all of which may be true. Different 
sources of information have a disparate effect on the public's perception of events because they generate a multitude of 
understandings which are subject to different interpretations across various demographic groups. 

This interplay between public attitudes, the media and environmental policy is complex and multifaceted. The way in 
which various forms of communication influence our perception of what sustainability is has significant importance. It 
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is essential that the way the media frames and portrays environmental issues is critically evaluated in order to assess 
the potential consequences on public opinion and policy concerning environmental issues. For communities to make 
informed decisions about environmental issues they must be provided with accurate information; this assists in forming 
a platform for the public to create sustainable environmental policies. Policymakers and those involved in 
environmental management need to devise a strategy that addresses public perceptions of the environment by 
accepting and challenging the way people think. A crucial factor in bringing about a more sustainable future is 
recognizing that people's perceptions often have a direct impact on the way they behave and how policies are developed. 
It is crucial that communication strategies are specifically adapted to deal with the Wagon Wheel Effect in order to 
guarantee effective public participation in sustainability issues. 

Clear and transparent communication policies are advisable in terms of boosting public participation. Crucial to this is 
the clarification of complex environmental concerns. Scientific language and the overwhelming volume of data can lead 
to the public feeling isolated from the issue, whereas presenting the information in simpler terms may not accurately 
convey the complexities of environmental concerns. If policymakers were to provide officials with the opportunity to 
attend workshops focused on risk communication, this would improve the officials' ability to present the details of any 
scientific studies they had conducted in a form that people could understand. Stories told in an attempt to make a point 
about environmental consequences may actually help communities form a deeper emotional connection with the 
environment's fate. This can help reduce public prejudice stemming from the perceptions which currently exist. 

The effectiveness of resource management systems can be enhanced by encouraging members of the community to 
participate in planning decisions. The involvement of stakeholders in decision-making through the medium of a 
'deliberative democracy' can aid in removing environmental prejudices. When local people are involved in discussions 
about what should be done in their area, they can highlight issues which are specific to their neighborhood, leading to a 
better understanding of what is required and to people feeling more committed to making their community more 
sustainable. These multiple perspectives are also included in these discussions to prevent the overused, narrow 
narrative typical of the wagon wheel effect, thereby providing a broader context to environmental issues through 
representation. 

Alongside participatory decision-making policymakers must make use of digital media and the Internet to place 
sustainability on the public agenda. They present an unparalleled chance to reach a larger audience and to counter false 
information which often results in a public misperception. Positive examples of community efforts in sustainability and 
successful initiatives can illustrate and promote the value of community-led action. By doing this they encourage a more 
collaborative approach to issues that affect the community, rather than a purely negative reaction. Such positive 
messages can eventually change public discussion. Effective sustainability efforts can be reinforced by visually striking 
displays and informative charts. These displays showcase the accomplishments of sustainability projects and encourage 
other people to take part in these projects. This can be achieved through testimonials or infographics.  

Using infographics is a good method of engaging more people in sustainability projects as it provides a visual 
representation of the projects. The use of testimonials can also be effective in inspiring other individuals to participate 
in sustainability projects. Visual displays are a successful method of showcasing the achievements of sustainability 
efforts. 

Ultimately, effective educational programs are crucial in promoting long-term shifts in public attitudes. Community 
education programs should be designed to cater to various community groups, educating the public as to the value of 
careful thought in assessing environmental communications and government decisions affecting the environment. 
Through educational curricula which include the integration of hands-on activities such as conservation projects and 
community gardening residents may gain direct experience and develop positive perceptions about sustainable 
practices. 

A comprehensive method to reduce the Wagon Wheel Effect involves a communications strategy, participatory decision 
making, educational programs and digital engagement. Strategies employed by governments and environmental 
organizations to encourage public participation can result in the population becoming more environmentally aware and 
active, ultimately facilitating more efficient resource use and sustainable development. This encourages a more unified 
perception of environmental issues, thus creating a cultural move towards sustainability, a move that is both urgent and 
necessary within the current complex ecological systems. In understanding the wagon wheel illusion, analysts may be 
able to grasp how public perception is intertwined with policy and decision-making in environmental issues. Rather 
than simply reflecting the world around them, public opinion plays a significant role in influencing government policy 
and actions with regard to conservation and environmental protection. Perceptions that are strengthened or distorted 
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can have far-reaching effects in terms of the efficacy and implications of environmental policies. For initiatives to 
effectively boost sustainability outcomes it is crucial to fully appreciate the complexities of the Wagon Wheel Effect. 

The phenomenon known as the wagon wheel effect centers on the idea that people's opinions and views are influenced 
by a blend of misinformation and the narratives presented to them through their culture and their own personal 
experiences. As a result of this, environmental policy can become established on the basis of popular misconceptions 
that are at odds with scientific fact or ecological reality. In many instances, public opinion can often lean in favor of the 
economic advantages that quick action brings, versus the advantages that long-term environmental conservation may 
provide. As a result, politicians end up implementing rules that give short-term benefits at the expense of a healthy 
ecosystem. The relationship between how people perceive environmental problems and the steps taken to address 
them suggests a need for a thorough review and revision in the field of environmental policy. 

These findings carry significant implications for future research. Scholars are invited to explore how perception 
management can be integrated with the frameworks for policy-making and the communication of environmental issues. 
By acknowledging and understanding the psychological and social biases that impact public perception of 
environmental issues, it is possible to develop more effective public engagement methods. It could be beneficial to 
explore ways to create and evaluate educational interventions that change public attitudes towards this issue, in the 
end encouraging greater public participation in sustainable activities. 

Key here is the level of involvement of multiple stakeholders in altering public perception. Each of the government, 
corporations, community groups and charities construct narratives surrounding the environment. The comprehensive 
tackling of the complexities surrounding environmental problems can be made possible by people coming together. A 
collaborative approach could give a more complete and unified view of the issue. This is especially true when one 
considers the multifaceted nature of these problems. The collaborative approach empowers individuals, but also 
promotes a shared responsibility that must be in place for sustainable community practices to be fully engaged. 

For policy makers and environmental activists’ effective action in this area hinges on how it is viewed by the public and 
the public's level of engagement with the problem. Public awareness efforts should be based on what the public 
genuinely believes about environmental issues. The adoption of more effective policies towards the environment could 
be achieved by discussing issues that are felt by the general public in a meaningful way, thus bridging the gap between 
public sentiment and scientific data. By engaging in environmentally friendly activities, such a culture of environmental 
stewardship is cultivated and it encourages individuals to see their actions as contributions to the community. 

Critical to the management of the world's natural resources is the recognition and mitigation of the Wagon Wheel Effect 
in environmental decision-making processes. The issue is of real-world importance. If we look at how the general public 
perceives environmental issues, we can find out how this perception influences the decisions made by government 
officials, and how the public's perception is molded through various narratives presented in the media. This 
understanding may lead to more effective environmental policies. Humans are required to be adaptive in respect to a 
dynamic interaction between perception, policy and action which has parallels in an ecosystem. Long-term the health 
of the planet will be safeguarded by this adaptive response. 

5. Conclusion 

This research makes it clear that the Wagon Wheel Effect is a conceptual tool of significant potency in grasping how 
distortions of perception impact decisions about the environment. Just as in the illusion of reversed motion, so too do 
decision-makers misconstrue dynamic environmental processes as a result of cognition, selective attention, and 
mediated representation of environmental information. Such misconstruction leads, in turn, to misguided decisions, 
ineffective resource allocation, and, ultimately, undesired degradation of the environment. 

Notably, the results indicate an intricate connection between environmental issues and cognition. This means that while 
the solution to these challenges might lie in the technical or scientific field, there are also cognitive perceptions involved 
in making decisions on these matters due to the use of personal experiences or misinformed data. 

The conclusion is reached in the research that for better environmental decision-making, better data are not enough, 
but better interpretation, communication, and participation are also necessary. Incorporating cognitive awareness in 
the formulation of policies, enhanced science communication, or a stakeholder communication option would help 
overcome perceptual illusions. The Wagon Wheel Effect ultimately must be identified, therefore, in order to produce 
effective strategies for natural resource management in a complex environment with ample amounts of available 
information. 
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