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Abstract

Environmental consciousness among the Swedish population has considerably increased over 

the last decade. However, to be concerned with environmental questions does not 

automatically lead to greater ecological awareness and behaviour in everyday life. It is,

according to previous research findings, important to consider aspects of socialisation and the 

structural aspect of social life in order to understand the different individual expressions of 

ecological behaviour. De-emphasised importance of individual social backgrounds regarding 

an individual’s choices towards a more environmentally friendly lifestyle is therefore, 

according to several previous research findings, surprising. However, considering the major 

increased environmental consciousness among the Swedish population that has been shown, 

the objective of my master thesis was to analyse whether environment has become an area 

that engages all kinds of individuals, despite social backgrounds. Within the study, the two 

social factors that have been considered in most depth were generation and occupation. In 

order to get a deeper understanding of how people in Sweden view the individual 

responsibilities within the work towards a healthier environment, a literature study as well as 

an interview study was conducted. In the interview study, which was performed in Umeå,

Sweden, interviews with scientists and day nurses born in the fifties and seventies were made. 

When considering the possible influences that generation and choice of occupation have on 

the individual’s choices towards a more environmentally friendly lifestyle, the result of my 

interview study did not indicate a direct relation between generation and occupation in one

instance and rate of ecological behaviour in another. Instead individual differences among the 

scientists and day nurses from both considered generations were visible.

Key words:  Environmental consciousness, environmental concern, ecological behaviour, 

generation and occupation. 
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Sammanfattning

Miljömedvetenheten hos den svenska befolkningen har vuxit betydligt under det senaste 

årtiondet. Men att vara miljömedveten leder inte automatiskt till ett ekologiskt beteende i 

individers vardag. Enligt tidigare forskning är det viktigt att undersöka strukturella aspekter 

av socialisering, samt aspekter av det sociala livet för att närmare förstå olika individuella 

uttryck av ekologiskt beteende. Att den individuella sociala bakgrunden har mindre betydelse 

för en individs val av en mer miljövänlig livsstil ter sig därför överraskande enligt ett flertal 

tidigare forskningsresultat. Men, med tanke på den allt mer växande miljömedvetenheten hos 

den svenska befolkningen var syftet med min examensuppsats att undersöka om miljö har

blivit ett område som engagerar alla individer bortsett från sociala bakgrunder. De två sociala 

faktorerna som undersöktes mer ingående i studien var generationstillhörighet och yrke. För 

att få en närmare förståelse av hur människor i Sverige ser på individens ansvar inom 

miljöarbetet utfördes en intervjustudie samt en litteraturstudie. I intervjustudien som utfördes i 

Umeå, Sverige, intervjuades forskare och förskollärare som var födda på femtiotalet och 

sjuttiotalet. Min intervjustudie visade inte en direkt relation mellan generationstillhörighet och 

yrke å ena sidan och grad av ekologiskt beteende å andra sidan. Istället, var individuella 

skillnader hos forskarna och förskollärarna födda på femtiotalet och sjuttiotalet synliga.

Nyckelord: Miljömedvetenhet, miljöintresse, ekologiskt beteende, generationstillhörighet och 

yrke. 
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Author’s comments

I want to commence my master thesis by thanking the female scientists and day nurses from 

Umeå, Sweden that I had the opportunity to interview between the 29 of October to the 6 of 

November 2007. I also want to thank Stephen Bruce, who took the time to read my paper and 

helped me with my English.

I also want to address before presenting my study that an objective perspective is something 

that in my opinion is hard to achieve. You always seem to put your own mind into the things 

you write. However, despite this fact I hope that I have presented the interviewed scientists 

and day nurses opinions in a way that was close to their primary answers.  

1. Introduction

We live in a world with several severe environmental problems. The western world and its 

large consumption of energy and raw material, the production of huge waste volumes and 

polluting emissions play a large part in contributing to the negative environmental trends we 

are faced with today. For example in 1995, 20 percent of the world’s population accounted for 

60 percent of the world’s energy use (Nordlund, 2002: 1). Peoples’ actions in everyday life 

appear to be interlocked with the gradual environmental effects that in the end results in large 

environmental problems. Most environmental effects are not visible straight away, however, 

most peoples’ attitudes and actions are adapted in a short term perspective. The need to 

elucidate signs of gradual environmental effects is therefore of vital importance when it 

comes to changing peoples’ attitudes and behaviour patterns (Lidén, 2004: 23). However, 

being aware of environmental problems is the first step to being able to solve them (UNEP, 

1995: 33). Due to the huge influences the western world has on the whole planets 

environment, the countries within the western world needs to take the leading part within 

working towards a healthier environment.

The shared view around the world has for a long time been and still is to some extent that 

policy-makers and technological expertise are the answer when it comes to solving 

environmental problems (Nordlund, 2002:1-2). However, present knowledge of 

environmental problems is increasing world over and this knowledge often relates to the 

responsibility of the individual to counteract future environmental risks. The understanding
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that environmental problems can not be solved by politicians alone is therefore forming a 

stronger position in peoples’ minds. Thus, everyday life is starting to become a political arena 

(Sörbom, 2004: 30). If small individual changes are made millions of times over, it would 

result in a significant change. However, behaviours that influence the environment have a 

complex nature (Nordlund, 2002: 2).

Environmental concern can for some individuals lead to a change of behaviour in everyday 

life, but for others such concerns are nothing else than empty phrases. It is, according to

previously research findings, important to consider aspects of socialisation and the structural 

aspect of social life in order to understand the individual choices in everyday life (Lindén, 

1998: 34).

More than 90 per cent of the Swedish population emphasis the need of solutions for 

environmental problems, but considering the relation between people’s attitudes towards 

environmental issues and actually implemented ecological action patterns a slightly different 

result is visible (Lindén, 2004: 23). Those ecological behaviours that are normally highly

ranked in our society result in just a small or no change in the individual lifestyle. Often, these 

behaviours are activities that people avoid doing, for instance not throwing garbage on the 

street. Activities like this cost little effort for the individual. Ecological behaviours that would 

come to mean several changes in an individual lifestyle have on the other hand a much lower 

rank. One example of such a change is the use of public transportation instead of using one’s 

own car (Lindén, 1998: 34-35). One of the biggest challenges is to transmute the general 

environmental consciousness among the Swedish population to actions that are possible to 

perform by individuals in everyday life (Lindén, 2004: 49).

To get a deeper understanding of how persons from different generations and occupations 

view the responsibilities of the individual regarding our striving towards a healthier

environment I have conducted an interview study in Umeå, Sweden between the 29th of 

October and the 6th of November 2007, where interviews were made with scientists from 

Umeå University and the Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences (SLU) and day nurses

from pre-schools in central Umeå. 

I have first of all chosen to study social factors in the individual life, in order to test its 

importance regarding an individual’s choices towards a more environmentally friendly 
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lifestyle in everyday life and secondly, due to the fact that I argue that the individual have a 

large part in the work towards a healthier environment. The social factors I will present are 

specific generation and occupation. When I started to read about the actual issue, I found out 

that older and younger generations have different suppositions when considering choices 

towards a more environmentally friendly lifestyle. Younger generations often have more 

knowledge on environmental issues than older generations, but on the other hand younger 

generations often have a less environmentally friendly lifestyle than older. Greater knowledge 

on environmental issues would therefore not automatically result in a greater ecological 

attitude (Lindén, 2004: 45-46). This result interested me greatly and therefore led me to study 

the social factor relating to different generations in more depth. The social factor of 

occupation represents both socio-economical context and education levels to some extent, 

therefore when considering occupation you’re able to cover more aspects. I thought it would 

be interesting to see if ones choice of occupation affects ones action patterns in everyday life. 

How one is able to work for a better environment through ones occupation is also of interest 

in this study. Consumption patterns will also be considered within the study. Present research 

on consumption and environment has shown that consumption contributes to substantial 

environmental problems, both locally and globally and therefore obstructs the quest towards a 

sustainable society. It has also been stressed that the industrial countries are the ones that 

should take the lead in changing the constant increasing consumption trend (EEA Report, No 

11/2005: 12). Consumption patterns are therefore important factors that need to be addressed 

when considering the individual’s choices towards a more environmentally friendly lifestyle.

1.1 Objective

It has been shown that environmental concern has grown increasingly among the Swedish 

population during the last decade, de-emphasising the importance of individual social 

backgrounds regarding an individual’s choices towards a more environmentally friendly 

lifestyle. This result is, according to previous research findings surprising. The objective of 

my master thesis is therefore to analyse whether environment has become an area that 

engages all kinds of individuals, despite social backgrounds. The two social factors that will 

be considered in most depth within the study are generations and occupation.

In order to concretise the objective of the study some research questions have been 

formulated:
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 Does belonging to different generations influence an individual’s attitudes towards 

environmental issues and ecological behaviour in everyday life?

 Does choice of occupation, as well as education levels and economic 

circumstances influence an individual’s attitudes towards environmental issues and 

ecological behaviour in everyday life?

 Is an individual able to contribute to a healthier environment at both a personal 

level and through his or her occupation?

My study focuses on the individual level, in order to reach some understanding on if and how 

generation and choice of occupation affect a person’s engagement in environmental questions 

and ecological behaviour in everyday life a literature review as well as an interview study was 

completed. The aim of the interview study was also to get a general picture on how the 

interviewees’ viewed the responsibilities of each individual regarding our work towards 

creating a healthier environment. 

1.2 The setup of the study

I have decided to commence the theoretical background by considering two standpoints that 

are represented within the present environmental debate world over. This is a simplification of 

the real world, but it gives the reader a general understanding of the present views within the 

environmental debate. Then, a discussion of motives behind an ecological behaviour or a non 

ecological behaviour is presented. In the literature review environmental consciousness from 

a Swedish perspective has been considered. Following this, a presentation of households’ 

consumption patterns from a European perspective are addressed, where a discussion of 

human basic needs are emphasised to some extent. In order to understand an individual’s 

choices towards a more environmentally friendly lifestyle, it is of vital importance to 

emphasise the individual’s consumption patterns in everyday life, due to the fact that 

individual’s consumption patterns affect the environment in a number of different ways. 

Political consumption from a Swedish perspective will also be considered, in order to see how 

an individual can affect the environment through their consumption choices. To sum up the 

literature review, a discussion of the social factors of generations and occupation, as well as 

education levels and socioeconomic situations, the key issues within my study, are 

considered. After these initial discussions, an analysis of my interview study from Umeå is 

presented, which emphasise generation and choice of occupation more closely. In the 
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discussion I share my own views on the individual’s responsibilities within the work towards 

a healthier environment and the motives behind an ecological behaviour or a non ecological 

behaviour. Consumption patterns and the discussion of needs and demands are something that 

I also will address in more depth within the concluding discussion. 

1.3 Delimitations

The study focuses on the environmental consciousness from a Swedish perspective, where the 

interview study from Umeå is the base. However, when considering households consumption, 

the European households are considered to some extent as well, to give a more general picture 

on the development of household consumption patterns. The developing world is therefore 

left out, as well as the ethical considerations regarding the developed world and the 

developing world, even though these are vitally important and interesting issues.

The social factors that are to be considered in the study are, as previously mentioned, 

generation and occupation. The social factor of gender will for instance not be considered 

within the study, which was a conscious choice from me. Genders are often studied when 

addressing individual ecological attitudes in everyday life. Thus, gender has been studied by 

several researchers. An environmentally friendly lifestyle has different meanings for different 

people; a clear definition of what an ecological behaviour really implies is therefore not given 

within the study. Instead, the result of my interview study will give a general overview on 

which factors are of vital importance for the interviewees concerning ecological behaviour. 

2. Materials and methods

The method used within the study is a qualitative approach, in order to get a deeper 

understanding of the interviewee’s thoughts on the responsibilities of an individual within the

work towards a healthier environment. When one is interested in reaching an understanding of 

people’s methods of arguing and reacting, a qualitative method approach is the most suitable 

method (Trost, 2005:14). 
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2.1 The qualitative interviews

The interview study presented within the thesis was performed in Umeå, a medium to large

city in the north of Sweden between the 29th of October and the 6th of November 2007. I am 

originally from Umeå, and therefore decided it would be of great personal interest to me to 

perform the interviews there. 

The interview study functions as a pilot study; due to limited financial resources and the time 

limit of the study I did not have the possibility to perform a more extensive interview study.

The generations I chose to concentrate on were people born in the nineteen fifties and also the

nineteen seventies, due to the fact that people from these generations were mostly represented 

within the two occupations I chose to consider, namely scientists and day nurses. The 

scientists’ job consists of teaching students and practicing research and the day nurses work

with children. Both considered occupations are based within education, but at different levels.

The day nurses have a more direct connection with the children, for example they are able to 

teach the children an ecological behaviour more directly. The scientists, on the other hand,

can influence students by educating them and their research may in the long term lead to 

results related to ecological behaviour. I therefore felt it would be of great interest to 

interview individuals from these two occupations. However, the two considered occupations 

were mainly chosen due to practical reasons, as well as the studied generations. By contacting 

several pre-schools in Umeå I was able to get in touch with four day nurses, two born in the 

fifties and two born in the seventies. By emailing scientists at the Swedish University of 

Agricultural Sciences (SLU) and Umeå  University I was able to get in contact with four 

scientists, two born in the fifties and two born in the seventies. Eight interviews were 

therefore made with four female scientists from Umeå University and SLU and four female 

day nurses from pre-schools in central Umeå. Considering the number of interviews 

performed the risk of occurring aleatoric factors are highly imaginably. If more scientists and 

day nurses from the nineteen fifties and the nineteen seventies were to be interviewed the 

interview study may have shown a different result. This is therefore of vital importance to 

have in mind when reading the result of the interview study. However, the interview study 

function as a pilot study and therefore further investigation is needed. The interviewees are all 

women, due to the fact that gender is one social factor that is not considered within the study. 

Thus, if I observe any differences between the interviewees, they can not be due to gender 

differences. I have chosen to interview women because of the fact that day nurses are usually 
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woman and it was therefore easier to get in touch with female day nurses born in the fifties 

and seventies. 

The key aim with the interview study was to get a general understanding how the interviewees 

viewed issues like the individuals responsibilities within the work towards a healthier 

environment. Due to the fact that I chose to consider generation and occupation, a comparison 

between these factors will be made within the analysis. I am interested to reach an 

understanding if and how such social factors affected the interviewees’ engagement in 

environmental issues and ecological behaviour in everyday life. What an ecological behaviour 

really implies is a rather personal interpretation and is therefore not a concept with one single 

definition. However, I have in my master thesis used the presumption that when an 

individual’s intention is to perform an environmentally friendly action, the individual have 

developed an ecological behaviour, even though it turns out that the chosen action in the end 

is not the best alternative considering the state of the environment. A typology of actions 

regarding their influences on the individual lifestyles addressed by Lindén in the book 

“Environmentally conscious citizens and green politics (Miljömedvetna medborgare och grön 

politik)” are used in order to give some measures of what an ecological behaviour could 

imply. I argue for example that a person whom is ready to change his or her action pattern in 

everyday life that would practically result in a new lifestyle with new priorities and routines, 

in order to quest for a better environment is an example of a stronger ecological behaviour. 

An interview guide was formulated beforehand in order to function as a template during the 

performed interviews. The interviewees were not supposed to read the interview questions

presented within the interview guide beforehand, due to the fact that I wanted to get 

spontaneous answers to the questions, instead I gave them a short presentation of my study. 

The interviews were all performed in Swedish; the interview guide is therefore translated into 

English in the appendix. The original Swedish version of the interview guide is also in the 

appendix. 

Most of my interviews were held at the interviewees working places, which resulted in some 

stressful situations. I originally planned the interviews to be one hour long, but due to both 

time and stress and to the interviewees’ effectiveness towards answering the questions the 

interview times varied between twenty minutes and forty-five minutes.  It was apparent that 

the scientists I interviewed were quite used to these kinds of situations, I therefore got the 
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answers rather quickly. However, the interview time varied among the interviewed scientists. 

The interviews with the day nurses were a bit different; they were not as used to such 

situations. The interview time varied between the interviewed day nurses as well. Two of the 

interviews with the day nurses were held at their own homes. I felt that this interview situation 

was more relaxing and I did not feel the stress as much as the interviews that were held at the 

places of work. In the end the interview time says nothing about how good or bad the answers 

will be. I also did not want to take too much of the interviewees’ time. 

2.2 Secondary data

Secondary data sources are used within the study to give a theoretical background and a 

literature overview to the interview study performed in Umeå, the primary data. This type of 

data can be found in universities, government agencies, research centres and other institutions. 

I have used secondary data sources in the form of published books, reports from libraries at 

different Universities and from the Swedish National Environmental Protection Board, and

articles from E-journals, such as Science Direct.   

A literature study was conducted in my master thesis in order to give a broader picture of the 

possible influences that different generations and choice of occupation have on individual 

choices towards a more environmentally friendly lifestyle. The previous research findings 

presented in the literature study are also used as comparative and analysing tools to my own 

interview study performed in Umeå.

3. Theoretical background

I want to commence the theoretical background by asking the question; how should we 

change our present social system and our lifestyles in order to avoid an environmental

disaster? This is a much disputed question, with no single answer. However, within the 

present environmental political debate, it is possible to distinguish two different standpoints in 

our quest towards a sustainable society. However, when it comes down to concrete 

propositions in everyday life few people are as divided within their believes. The first 

considered standpoint shows a strong beliefs in the technological development, where the 

modern industrial society is still the social system that we should continue to develop, with 

economic growth as the main goal. However, environmentally friendly techniques need to be 
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developed and more rational economic rules need to be implemented so that the continued 

economical growth does not harm the environment. The other standpoint emphasises on the 

other hand the need of a new social system, where the lifestyles, attitudes and behaviour 

patterns that the people within the modern industrial society have today need to be adapted 

towards the natures demands. The continuous striving for economic growth is the cause of 

environmental problems in the first place. The two standpoints show two different approaches 

in our search for a sustainable society, i.e. either through new technological and economical 

reforms of the present industrial society or through new human lifestyles in a low 

consumption society. As stated by Wandén, both considered standpoints have their strengths 

and weaknesses and when considering how the environmental protection should be managed

a combination of both standpoints are probably preferable (Wandén, 1997: 70-71). 

The study focuses on individual choices towards a more environmentally friendly lifestyle, it 

is therefore of vital importance to consider the motives behind an ecological behaviour in the 

theoretical section of the study. Why do people change their lifestyles in everyday life to 

achieve a more environmentally friendly lifestyle? Why are some people more active than 

others in the striving for a more environmentally friendly lifestyle? Why do some people not 

change any of their habits at all? What kind of actions do people choose to implement in 

everyday life in order to reach a more environmentally friendly lifestyle? 

3.1 The connection between word and action

The connection between words and action is often experienced as direct. It would for example 

mean that an environmentally engaged person’s action in everyday life would be based on 

environmental consciousness (Lindén, 2004: 22). But this is not always the case in real life. 

The way from words to actions is influenced by many considerations which may result in 

differences between attitudes and actions. A number of factors between attitudes and actions 

has been identified which explain peoples’ behaviour patterns to some extent. The first factor 

deals with knowledge as the driving force to changed actions. The other factor considers the 

range of consequences a changed action would have on the individual lifestyle in everyday 

life. A third factor deals with the fact that peoples’ decisions often are taken from a short time 

perspective (Lindén, 2004: 23).  The factors that will be considered more closely in the study 

is the first factor that addresses knowledge as the driving force to changed action and the 
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second factor, which deals with the consequences a change action pattern would mean for the 

individual.

  

3.2 Better knowledge as a driving force towards environmentally friendly actions

When people have greater knowledge on an issue it is often expected that their actions in 

everyday life would coincide with that knowledge. For instance when people gain more 

knowledge on environmental issues it would be expected that these people’s actions in 

everyday life would be of a more environmentally friendly nature. However this is not always 

the case in real life (Lindén et al., 1998: 6).

When considering the factor dealing with knowledge as a driving force towards 

environmentally friendly actions, it is of highly interest to emphasise the collective action 

problem. The collective action problem is defined within the book “Politics and the 

Environment – from theory to practise” as “any situation where all actors would be better of if 

they all cooperate than if they do not but it is not necessarily in each actor’s individual interest 

to cooperate” (Connelly et al., 1999: 107 ).  Many people within our society addresses the 

need of solutions for environmental problems; however when it comes to an individual’s 

lifestyle in everyday life it has often been shown that he or she may not be prepared to make 

changes that would contribute to a healthier environment. People often act from the 

presumption that it is not worth trying to do something unless others are involved as well. 

Everyone is waiting for everyone else to act, which in the worst scenario would come to mean 

that no one would act at all. This concept is commonly known as the rational choice theory, 

where individuals are assumed to be self-interested and mainly interested in maximising 

welfare rather than operating according to moral beliefs (Connelly et al., 1999: 106-107). 

However, environmental consciousness can be part of people’s consideration in a number of 

ways. People who act in a more environmentally friendly way are in general prepared to 

“sacrifice” something in order to achieve a better environment, but in different scales. For 

example some people may act in a more environmentally friendly way only if their actions are 

to be a part of a larger effort towards improving the environment. People can also choose a 

more environmentally friendly action due to disapproval from others in their surrounding, 

especially from their closest social surrounding, i.e. family and friends. The feeling of self 

reward can also be a driving force for people to act in a more environmentally friendly way. 



16

This would mean that people consider different actions in everyday life and then choose the 

action that coincides best with their own moral beliefs. The environmental action is the 

personal reward and the action is therefore not dependent on other people’s actions

(Mårtensson et al., 2002: 183-185). Sörbom writes in the book “Are we on the right track? 

Studies on the solution on environmental problems (Är vi på rätt väg? Studier om 

miljöfrågans lösning)” that there can be several motives behind environmentally friendly 

actions in everyday life. There is often a political motive behind people’s environmentally 

friendly actions in everyday life, which means that one wants to be part of the work towards a 

healthier environment and a sustainable society. However, people do not just act in a more 

environmentally friendly way due to political interests. Another motive could also be 

economic; one is for example able to save money by decreasing ones electricity consumption. 

Another motive could be health questions, for example that one chooses ecological food 

because one shares the belief that it is better for the individual health (Sörbom, 2004: 30-31).

When an individual chooses to act in a more environmentally friendly way, due to health 

reasons, as well as economic reasons, it coincides with the rational choice theory, i.e. that an 

individual is assumed to be self-interested and interested to maximise welfare (Connelly et al., 

1999: 107). However, when an individual implement an ecological action, even though it 

might not be the best alternative considering for example the individual economy, it coincides 

with an altruistic attitude. Altruism imply simplified that a person acts in a way due to the fact 

that it is “good” for the environment and for others (Hallin, 1991: 32-33)

The interpretation of theoretical knowledge to practical behaviours in everyday life can be 

hard without a helping hand. Studies have shown that it is easier to reassume behaviours that 

persons have had earlier in life, even though these persons have changed, and those specific 

behaviours a long time ago. Depending on the time a person is born seem to have a large 

impact on that person’s ability to adapt to an ecological behaviour in his or her daily choices 

(Lindén et al., 1998: 7). According to Inglehart, early socialisation seems to carry greater 

weight than later socialisation (Inglehart, 1990: 69), where he emphasises the fact that a 

person’s basic values reflect to a large extent the condition that prevailed during his or her 

pre-adult years (Inglehart, 1990: 56). According to Inglehart’s theory economic and physical 

security during one’s formative years result in postmaterialistic values (Inglehart, 1990: 162). 

Inglehart addresses in the book “Culture Shift in advanced industrial society” that the values 

of Western publics have gradually shifted from emphasising predominating materialistic 

priorities, such as material well-being and physical security towards greater emphasis on 
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postmaterialistic priorities, such as self-expression and quality of life. This shift have for 

example resulted in an increasing emphasise on environmental protection, due to the fact that 

postmaterialists are more likely to be active members of environmental organisations than 

materialists (Inglehart, 1990: 56). Thus, according to Inglehart, significant changes of 

people’s worldviews seem largely to take place as one generation replaces another. Aging 

effects, i.e. that an individual’s attitudes changes due to the fact that he or she is getting older, 

therefore do not seem to be as significant (Inglehart, 1990: 423).  

When considering knowledge as a driving force to environmentally friendly actions it is also 

of vital importance to emphasise the existing ambivalence within environmental questions, 

which makes it harder for the individuals living in our society to make choices in everyday 

life that contribute to a healthier environment.

We live today in a society that is pervaded by risks; individuals in our society therefore face

situations where they continuously have to make choices where there is not enough, or 

perhaps too much diverse guidance on how one is supposed to act (Höijer et al., 2005: 9). The 

unknown risks our society is faced with are for example large-scale technologies, chemical 

substances and nuclear activities. However, not only are we facing these kinds of risks, but 

also future risks. We cannot gain sufficient knowledge about which future scenarios our 

present decisions will result in, to have knowledge today are therefore not, as it once were, to 

be certain (Höijer et al., 2005: 3-4). The dilemma that is especially of concern for our time is 

the dilemma of not knowing the best course of actions (Höijer et al, 2005: 7). 

Sörbom considers in the book “Are we on the right track? Studies on the solution of 

environmental problems (Är vi på rätt väg? Studier om miljöfrågans lösning)” the 

contradictious political situation the people within Beck’s risk society1 needs to cope with. 

People are on the one hand conscious that we all are responsible for the risks we are faced 

with and on the other hand people are conscious of the fact that there exists a level above the 

individual that is hard to reach, the different parts in the society are so interlinked that it is 

impossible to find the beginning in the chain of events. It is therefore often hard to find the 

exact problem and the right solution, when it is not clear who has the main responsibility. In 

                                                
1 Ulrich Beck, a German sociologist, originally introduced the concept risk society in 1986, which emphasises 
the new risks of our time, such as risks from nuclear activities, large-scale technologies, chemical substances etc 
(Höijer et al., 2005: 3).   
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the present society people recycle, buy ecological products etc in order to avoid risks on both 

a personal level and a societal level. However, many people are not convinced that our risk 

handling in everyday life will have a positive effect in the end (Sörbom, 2004: 33).  

3.3 Hard and lighten permutations of actions in everyday life

Changed actions in an individual’s lifestyle can be more or less hard to achieve, obstacle and 

possibilities exits both within the individual and in the society as a whole (Lindén et al., 1998: 

10). Even though a person may have good knowledge on environmental issues it has been 

shown that this person’s actions and consumption patterns change slowly. Changed actions 

that would lead to a different lifestyle and would affect the individual’s comfort and time 

schedule are especially hard to implement in our society. Actions that, on the other hand have 

small influences on people’s lifestyles have a large acceptance in our society, such as buying

products that are eco-labelled and recycling (Lindén, 2004: 24-25).

Lindén describes in the book “Environmentally conscious citizens and green politics 

(Miljömedvetna medborgare och grön politik)” a typology of actions depending on their 

influences on the individual lifestyle. The first considered action type is the passive actions, 

which have the least impact on an individual’s lifestyle. One example of such action is, not 

throwing garbage on the street. Actions like this are often something that people have learnt 

not to do during their childhood and therefore are behaviours that people have never 

developed. A second action type is the frequent habits, which deals with often sporadic 

actions that people do without any direct considerations. Examples of the second action type 

are buying eco-labelled products and recycling to some extent. It could for example mean that 

you buy an eco-labelled washing powder, instead of the washing powder that you normally 

buy. These actions does not result in any large changes in the individual behaviour patterns, 

instead adjustments and complements are made on the already existing behaviour patterns. 

The third action type, the planned actions, on the other hand influences the individual lifestyle 

on a higher level. The planned actions change individual action patterns and often result in 

new habits. It could for example mean that a habit of buying eco-labelled products is 

introduced in an individual behaviour pattern. The planned actions often lead to an increased 

consciousness in different actions in everyday life. The surrounding dependent actions, the 

fourth action type described, consider the fact that a changed action could result in a changed 

behaviour pattern for an individual. One example of such action type is a reduction of the 
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room temperature; which would mean a changed comfort level for the individual. To 

introduce actions like the previous example people often need motivations, like information 

that explains why and which consequences the changed action would have on the 

environment and also which direct benefits it would come to mean for the individual. The last 

considered action type is permutation actions, which means that an individual more or less 

changes his or her lifestyle. One example of a permutation action is to choose the bicycle or 

public transport instead of a car. A changed action like the previous example would mean that 

an individual’s time schedule would need to be re-planned and routines would partly change.  

To be able to choose a bicycle or public transport in the first place instead of the own car, 

suitable public transport and bicycle roads have to exist close to the individuals homes. 

Permutation actions are highly affected by the surrounding world and actions like these are 

probably the hardest and most time consuming to implement (Lindén, 2004: 51-53).

The motives behind an ecological behaviour and the adapted actions people implement in 

everyday life to strive for a more environmentally friendly lifestyle differ from person to 

person. Even though people have the same goal, the apprehending of the individual role in the 

environmental sphere differs. The belief that there is only one green way to live is therefore a 

bit too simplified (Mårtensson et al., 2002: 157). To concretise different motives behind an 

ecological behaviour in everyday life, the typology by Per-Olof Hallin will be used in the 

study. The typology considers environmental activities and attitudes among households in an 

American society and in a Swedish society. Hallin addresses four different types of 

“environmental active” households; the traditionalists, the green consumers, the active 

citizens and the “new old” utopians that were distinguishably among the interviewed 

households. The common factor among the four different household types is that their 

practical actions in everyday life are “environmentally friendly”. Environmental engagement, 

values, views of the nature and the actual causes behind the environmental actions, on the 

other hand differs between the four different household types (Hallin, 1994: 24). 

3.4 The traditionalist

The first household type described is the traditionalists. The traditionalists’ environmental 

actions strive for thriftiness and a sustainable use of the natural resources. However, 

environmental consciousness are not the base behind these actions, instead it is something that 

one has always done (Hallin, 1994: 24). 
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Hallin could, however, also see that some of the younger households in the Swedish society 

and in the American society reminded strongly of the older traditionalist, these households 

were therefore classified as younger traditionalists. The younger traditionalists had copied 

their parents’ action patterns and values. Persons who are born after 1940 have few personal 

experiences of material thriftiness, instead their childhood are affected by a constant 

increasing material welfare. Despite of this development some households had copied their 

parents’ lifestyles. Resource thriftiness is not a necessity of today, it is instead a virtue 

(Hallin, 1994: p. 24-25).

3.5 The green consumers

The second household type described is the green consumers; they are environmentally

conscious and strive to live as environmentally friendly as possible within the frames of the 

established consumption patterns. They have not always had a resource thriftiness action 

pattern; instead the green consumers change their action patterns and value systems gradually.

The cause to this change can for instance be general information about environmental issues, 

actions taken by the municipality, children’s school activities and also own initiatives. 

However, the individual needs to be conscious about the consequences of his/her actions and 

feels a responsibility for his/her actions in order to implement an environmentally friendly 

action pattern. The green consumers do not question the consumption society as a whole;

instead they want the consumption to be as environmentally friendly as possible. The green 

consumers do not strive to active influence others. However, problems can arise when the 

environmentally friendly action gets in conflict with other goals, for example washing results. 

An environmentally friendly action is made as long as it coincides with other important 

values, like the example showed, i.e. how clean the wash gets. Time is another important 

factor, i.e. how time consuming an action is (Hallin, 1994: 26-28).  

3.6 The active citizens 

The third household type considered is the active citizens, who strive to influence people 

within the public arenas. To the active citizens environmental engagement means much more 

than just changing consumption patterns. Many of the active citizens interviewed in Sweden 

and the US addressed a special event that was of great importance to their engagement, it
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could for instance be the fact of moving to another place and to establish oneself in a new 

society or to get a special role in a social network. To the active citizen’s environmental issues 

become an area where they can develop their societal engagement (Hallin, 1994: 28-29).      

3.7 The “new old” utopians

The “new old” utopians, the last considered “environmentally active” household type, strive 

to implement an alternative to the existing consumption society. They want to create an 

autonomic life form, which is based on ecological solidarity. There are in general three factors 

that distinguish the “new old” utopians from the other considered household types, namely 

they choose another lifestyle than the dominate lifestyle, such as moving to the countryside, 

trying to shape and control their direct surroundings. Moreover, their views and attitudes

towards nature differ’s from the other household types. Living close to nature, with a direct 

contact with plants and animals is an important factor for the “new old” utopians. To be self-

sufficient and to be independent are two other factors that are of great importance for the 

“new old” utopians. Their view of nature is biocentric, which means that humans and nature 

are an organic totality and that every species has an important role to fulfil. It is important to 

show respect towards other species (Hallin, 1994: 29-31).    

After the interviews with the Swedish and the American households performed by Hallin 

some common dimensions were visible, the four described “environmentally active” 

households all emphasise ethical and moral aspects considering resources use and altruism is 

an important motive behind their actions. Furthermore, environmental actions are important 

for their self-concepts. We have gone from a society where resource thriftiness was a 

necessity to a society with constant increasing material consumption. Today the development 

of resource thriftiness and environmentally friendly action patterns has become an expression 

of different lifestyles and life forms and not a necessity. To people with different world views 

of one type of environmental action can have different meanings, for example the installation 

of composts. For the traditionalist the installation of composts is a necessity, it is something 

that one has always done, i.e. it is a tradition. For the green consumer it is something that the 

municipality has initiated. For the active citizens composts are something to show and inspire 

others to copy and to the “new old” utopians it is a step towards an increasing autonomy 

(Hallin, 1994: 32-33). 
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3.8 Non-environmentally friendly households

However, some of the households interviewed in the US and Sweden did not fit the 

description of any of the four described “environmentally active” households. It was hard to 

separate these household into different groups, instead some common dimensions were 

visible. For instance the non-environmentally active households described in the study did not 

see a direct connection between resource use and moral aspects. They also did not feel forced 

to do something about environmental problems themselves. Altruism was not a factor that 

gave them motivation to implement environmentally friendly action patterns. Many of the 

non-environmentally friendly household expressed a conflict between environmental actions 

and other values. Comfort is an important factor for these households. They expressed an 

unwillingness to change their habits and routines. Even though the interviewed non-

environmentally friendly households did not feel a driving force to change their own lifestyles 

in everyday life, they did accept the fact that something had to be done about environmental 

problems; they often referred to rules and economic bounty as necessities to make people 

change their lifestyles. Learnt helplessness is also a factor that the non-environmental 

households expressed, the feeling of being too small to do any significant change, instead they 

expressed it to be a question that the politicians have to solve. Some of the interviewed 

households did not view environmental problems as severe as often described. They did not 

experience them as threats; if there would be a problem there are always possibilities to 

develop solutions. Some of the households also viewed the solutions of environmental 

problems as a threat to their own living standards (Hallin, 1994:  35-36).       

3.9 Theoretical attachment

I have chosen to commence the theoretical background by presenting the two standpoints; the 

belief in “the technological fix” and the belief in a “new social system” that is possible to 

distinguish from the present environmental political debate. However, real situations in 

everyday life are rarely as divided, but considering these standpoints gives the reader a 

general picture of how the present environmental discussion is processed. Then, motives 

behind an ecological behaviour were considered, where two factors were addressed more 

closely; knowledge as a driving force to a changed action pattern and hard and lighten 

permutations of actions in everyday life. The third presented factor, which deals with the fact 

that peoples choices in everyday life are often taken from a short-term perspective, is not 
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considered within the theoretical background. To concretise different motives behind an 

ecological behaviour and a non-environmentally friendly lifestyle the Hallin’s study of 

households in US and Sweden were considered. The issues addressed in the theoretical 

background will be used as a template to the analysis of the interview study performed in 

Umeå, where interviews with scientists and day nurses were made. 

3.10 The research questions within the interview guide

The “environmentally active” household considered within the study by Hallin and the 

typology addressed by Lindén was used as the base of my interview guide. I wanted to see if 

and how the interviewees felt that they could contribute to a better environment at a private 

level and through their occupations. I also wanted to reach an understanding on how the 

interviewees viewed the individual responsibilities within the work towards a healthier 

environment and if the interviewees felt that technological development were the solution to 

the environmental problems we are faced with. Further more, I asked for example whether or 

not the interviewees thought that belonging to a certain generation and choice of occupation 

could affect people’s environmental engagement. I also wanted to see if the interviewees felt 

that more knowledge in environmental questions would result in a stronger environmental 

engagement and if they thought that there is a direct connection between words and actions. 

To reach an understanding on how willing the interviewees were to change their lifestyle in

order to contribute to a healthier environment, I asked how important consumption were to 

them and if they thought that it was important to consider their consumption patterns. I also 

wanted to see if the interviewees felt that our consumption is based on needs or demands. To 

reach an understanding on which factors in life that were important for the interviewees, I 

asked about basic needs and life quality for the interviewees (To see the interview guide in 

whole, see Appendix 1 or Appendix 2). Before presenting the result from my interview study 

conducted in Umeå, a literature review of previous research will be presented. 

4. A literature overview 

Within the literature overview, data focused on environmental consciousness in a Swedish 

context will be presented. Households’ consumption patterns in a European context and a 

discussion of human needs will also be addressed. When considering the individual’s choices 

towards a more environmentally friendly lifestyle in everyday life it is of vital importance to 
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discuss people’s consumption patterns and the underlying factors behind these consumption 

patterns, due to the fact that these patterns affect the environment in a number of ways. 

Political consumption in Sweden will also be considered, in order to see how individuals are 

able to influence for example environmental issues through their consumption choices. 

Finally, previous research findings regarding the social factors of generation and choice of 

occupation will be presented.

4.1 Environmental consciousness in Sweden

The environmental issues have since the end of 20th century shaped a political situation where 

people in general have stronger possibilities to influence politics and take on more 

responsibilities themselves. The boundaries between politics and non-politics are getting more 

and more diffuse. It is the people in the first place and their way of life that has created the 

environmental risks that exists in the world today (Sörbom, 2004: 32).

In Sweden the environmental engagement started to grow in the 1960s (Sörbom, 2004: 30). 

Present studies have shown that a bit more than 90 per cent of the Swedish population are 

concerned with environmental problems and addresses the need for solutions to these 

problems. Nearly as many people consider themselves to be very interested in environmental 

issues (Lindén, 2004: 23). The general environmental interest among the Swedish population 

is high in comparison with other European countries (Lindén etc, 1998: 5). Sweden is 

considered by many to be a country with particularly high environmental concern and the 

Swedish people are often considered as a particularly nature loving people. But, when 

considering the size of the Swedish ecological footprint, we do not fit the description to be a 

country with particularly high environmental concerns. If all the people in the world would 

live the life of the general Swede with their consumption rates, we would need almost four 

planets (Borgström Hansson, 2007: 74 & 81).  

Most Swedes are concerned with environmental problems like the climate change, nuclear 

power and energy issues, and deforestations. Environmental problems like these have a global 

nature, with gradual environmental effects in a long term perspective (Lindén, 2004:  23). It is 

common in our country to worry about environmental problems at a distance and with

consequences on a long term perspective. However, everyday problems like the use of cars, 

fumes and air quality in our own country are often subordinated by the Swedish population. In 
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comparison with other countries, Swedish everyday problems can seem a bit humble. Because 

of this fact people in our society often feel that ones efforts at home are a bit ridiculous, which 

may results in a feeling of helplessness (Lindén etc, 1998: 5).

4.2 Household consumption patterns in a European context and a discussion of human needs

Household consumption was defined by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) in 2002 as “the consumption of goods and services by households, 

which include the selection, purchase, use, maintenance, repair and disposal of any product or 

service” (EEA Report, No 11/2005: 13). I have chosen to present households consumption 

patterns from a European context, in order to give the reader a more general picture of the 

development of households’ consumption patterns. 

The European households’ consumption levels of today alone result in severe pressures on our 

common environment. Households’ consumption patterns and individual choices in everyday 

life affect the environment in a number of ways. For instance the day-to-day choices made by 

the households about which goods or services to buy and how to use them, all affect the 

environment in the end. We also affect the environment in our choices where to live, where to 

work and our travel habits etc. The households’ influences on the environment can in 

comparison with for example production activities seem small, but the combination of 

millions of households in Europe contribute to a number of environmental problems such as 

the climate change and air pollution (EEA Report, No 11/2005: 13). Over the last few decades

our consumption patterns have changed. Economic growth, the opening of markets, new 

technologies such as the Internet, targeted advertising, individualisation, smaller households 

and an ageing population are some of the factors that have influenced this trend (EEA Report, 

No 11/2005: 19). 

In order to understand the changes in households’ consumption patterns it is vital to 

understand human behaviour, the underlying causes to our vast consumption. Why do we 

behave in certain ways and why do we buy certain products and services. The base of our 

consumption is that we all have basic needs. However, to which extent needs evolve 

autonomously or are driven by their surrounding is not clear (EEA Report, No 11/2005: 19).

A discussion of human basic needs is not without difficulties. The word “need” is used in 

several different perspectives. A need may for example be a necessary condition for 
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something, such as survival, social acceptance, comfort, physical health or spiritual growth. A 

need can also be a felt of lack or want; a subjective feeling of there being some holes to fulfil

(Michaelis, 2000: 8). A distinction between needs and wants is not without difficulties. Many 

scientists argue that these two concepts are not distinguishable at all (Holmes et al., 1997: 

465). However, this discussion will not be considered in more depth within the paper.

The question considering how human needs should be prioritised and satisfied has a central 

part within future environmental issues. The understanding of how and to what extent basic

needs should be satisfied differs from person to person. In some parts of the world, people 

struggle to survive from one day to another. In other parts of the world, however, the material 

needs could for example mean that ones favourite soda is sold out (Lundberg et al., 1992: 82). 

According to Michaelis, human beings seem to be difficult to satisfy. When one need is 

fulfilled, another need often seem to take its place (Michaelsis, 2000: 6). In the western world 

human basic needs are seldom considered. However, due to larger environmental 

consciousness human basic needs may not be taken for granted anymore (Lundberg et al, 

1992: 82). The discussion of needs and demands within our consumption society has been 

considered more closely within the interview study, where the interviewees’ opinions of these 

issues will be presented. I will also consider these issues more closely within the concluding 

discussion.

4.3 Political consumption in Sweden

Despite the constantly increasing levels of consumption it is apparent that more and more 

citizens use the market as a political arena, where their purchase decisions become political

standpoints. These citizens are so called political consumers. A political consumer can decide 

to boycott a product or a company due to the fact that he or she does not like the company’s 

policy or methods. Political consumers can also “buycott” certain companies meaning that 

one can buy products from a certain company to support the company’s policy or methods. 

Political consumers often feel that they have a personal responsibility to choose products on 

the basis of the products ethical, political or environmental quality (Micheletti et al., 2003: 

103-104). Political consumption is not a new form of a political participation, but it has been 

shown that over the last few years more people are acting as political consumers. Almost fifty 

per cent of the Swedish population use the market as a political arena, where political or 
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ethical values function as the cores behind a person’s consumption choices (Micheletti et al., 

2003: 103). The individuals that use the market as a political arena often differ from the non-

political consumers in a number of ways. Women are for instance more often political 

consumers than men. Many of the political consumers are middle aged, where the biggest 

group are between 30-39 years old. Those persons that use the market as a political arena 

often have higher education levels than non-political consumers; the political consumers 

therefore belong more often to “the resource strong citizens”, with high salaries and high 

educations (Micheletti et al., 2003: 105-106).  The concept of political consumers will be 

considered more closely within the following sections. However, the social factor of gender 

will not be considered within this study. 

4.4 A discussion of the social factors of generation and choice of occupation and their 

possible influences on the individual choices towards a more environmentally friendly 

lifestyle

It is common that one searches for general methods and strategies in order to understand how 

people apprehend information and knowledge, develops attitudes and changes action patterns 

and lifestyles in everyday life. However, it is, according to Lindén, important to consider 

individual backgrounds, lifestyles and the social surrounding, which all differ between groups 

in order to understand individuals’ changes in everyday life. Possibilities and obstacles for 

change depend both on the individuals themselves and the society as a whole (Lindén, 2004: 

53). The individual factors that will be considered in this part are generation and occupation, 

which also covers education levels and economic circumstances to some extent. 

4.4.1 Generation

People within the same generation share the same experiences and social conditions. With 

persons from the same generation you share a time bound solidarity that is often deeply rooted 

and has a wider meaning than group specificity.  When comparing different generations, 

findings of social and cultural situations are of vital importance. To consider the differences 

between generations is more than just a comparison between different age-groups. The 

belonging to a generation can to some extent be compared with class (Lindén, 1998: 35-37).

A generation analysis focuses for instance on the particular time spirit and generation 
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experiences that influences action pattern later in life. Early experiences are of particular 

importance regarding how one can value actions and situation later in life (Lindén, 2004: 56).  

In general, the younger generations in Sweden have quite a strong environmental knowledge. 

Despite this fact, several studies have shown that younger people in general are relatively bad 

when it comes to ecological behaviour. Younger generations in our society are more or less 

bound to social welfare developments, where high living standards and high consumption 

levels are part of everyday life. Considering older generations in our society, studies have 

shown that their general environmental knowledge is quite low, but on the other hand the 

older generations often have a better ecological behaviour (Lindén, 1998: 36-37). Many 

studies have shown that older people are better at for example waste sorting, the re-use of

packing or saving energy by switching off lamps (Lindén, 2004: 55). People from the older 

generations in our society often have experiences from the pre-war social and cultural 

situation with low consumption levels and reuse of materials. Ecological behaviour and the 

behaviour in less propitious times, for instance less consumption rates and the reuse of 

different materials have a similar nature (Lindén, 1998: 36-37). Due to the fact that older 

generations of today will disappear in the future and the younger generations of today will get 

older, there is truly important that the translation of theoretical knowledge towards practical 

actions needs to be highlighted within our society (Lindén et al., 1998: 7).

Hallin´s study showed similar results as those presented above. The interviewed older 

households in both Sweden and in the US were more “environmentally active” than the 

interviewed younger households. The causes behind this trend were related to childhood 

conditions. Most of the older interviewees grew up in a society with material scarcity, where 

resource thriftiness was a necessity; it therefore became a natural part of everyday life. The 

older persons in the two studied societies had developed resource thriftiness lifestyles, but 

throughout the interviews it became clear that environmental consciousness was not the base 

for this development. Instead the questions of the unequal distribution and the unequal use of 

resources were mainly addressed as the base behind these actions. The considered older 

households were classified as traditionalists due to the fact that environmental consciousness 

was not the base behind their ecological behaviour in everyday life (Hallin, 1994: 24-25).

To reach an understanding of how coming from a different generation may affect person’s 

views on the individual’s responsibilities and possibilities to make a change within the 
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environmental arena the interview study by Sörbom presented in the book “Are we on the 

right track? Studies on the solution on environmental problems (Är vi på rätt väg? Studier om 

miljöfrågans lösning)”, will be used as an example. Twenty three interviews were conducted 

with teachers and commercial employers which were members within “Handelsanställdas 

förbund” (Hf) and “Svenska Lärarförbundet” (Lf), where the interviewed persons represented 

three different generations; the twenties, the fifties and the seventies generations (Sörbom, 

2004: 35). 

Despite the various generations the interviewees shared the apprehension that the individual 

should and are able to contribute to a healthier environment through their everyday life. The 

interviewees felt that people were able to make a change, for example by decreasing their 

energy or pollution levels or by emphasising their power as consumers. However, the 

interviewees did not agree on which persons that had the largest possibilities or the biggest 

responsibilities within the work towards a healthier environment. The oldest generation (the 

20s) from both organisations and three of the commercial employers born in the fifties felt 

that persons with important societal positions such as politicians had stronger possibilities and 

responsibilities to make changes within the environmental area. The younger generation (the 

70s) from both organisations and the teachers born in the fifties expressed on the other hand 

the present individualisation within the environmental arena, i.e. everyone has responsibilities 

to contribute to a healthier environment, and therefore there is no need to divide people after 

the rate of power, possibilities or responsibilities they represent. Older generations in our 

society often share the apprehension that the society is a structure outside them, while 

younger generations often see themselves as a part of the society. Older generations especially 

express the different rates of possibilities and responsibilities, where the politicians and 

industrial life are seen as the ones with most power (Sörbom, 2004: 35-38). 

All interviewees from Sörbom’s interview study felt that they could influence environmental

issues, but all of the interviewees expressed the difficulties in analysing environmental 

problems and finding actions to solve them. The older generations expressed this view more 

clearly than the younger generations. However, none of the interviewees felt totally secure on 

what was true or false about environmental messages and therefore they did not completely 

trust the methods that were suggested to be environmentally friendly action patterns.  For 

instance some of the interviewees expressed scepticism towards eco-labelled products. A few 

of the interviewees also expressed an uncertainty regarding the importance of their 

environmentally friendly actions in relation to others actions, where a few especially felt that 
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the individual contribution to environmental problems is small in comparison to for example 

industries. But despite of this fact most of the interviewed persons, both teachers and the 

commercial employers from all generations made efforts to act in an environmentally friendly 

way within their everyday lives, such as recycling. One answer to this trend could be that the 

interviewees felt a political responsibility within their own private lives. The interviewees also 

felt that by implementing actions in their everyday lives they could influence the 

environmental development more directly, which was something to quest for (Sörbom, 2004:

39-45).

To reach an understanding on how different generations can affect people’s views on an 

individual’s possibilities in affecting environmental issues as consumers the result presented 

by Michelleti et al. within the book “The more we are together, Twenty seven chapters of 

politics, media and society (Ju mer vi är tillsammans, Tjugosju kapitel om politik, medier och 

samhälle)” will be used as an example. The result by Micheletti et al. showed that many of the 

political consumers in the Swedish society are middle aged, where the largest group are

represented by people between 30-39 years old. The media often presents a picture that young 

persons are political consumers, but considering the result presented by Micheletti et al. the 

youngest generation (15-19 years) as well as the oldest generation (over 60 years) do not use 

the market as a political arena as much as the middle age groups in our society do (Micheletti 

et al., 2003: 105-106).  The underlying causes to this trend will be considered within the 

following part; “the social factor of occupation”. 

Thus, when it comes to an ecological behaviour in everyday life studies show that older 

generations often have better ecological behaviour in everyday life than younger generations, 

despite the fact that younger generations often have greater knowledge concerning 

environmental issues (Lindén, 2004: 45-46). Hallin’s study confirmed this trend for example. 

Sörbom’s study showed, however, that all considered generations (the 20s, 50s and 70s

generations) felt that they could contribute to a better environment. Her study also showed 

that most of the older interviewed generation (the 20s) felt that politicians for instance have 

larger responsibilities than any individual member of the society. The interviewees from 

Sörblom’s study all felt that it was hard to say what was true and what was false when it 

comes to environmental information. However, the older generation (the 20s) especially 

expressed the difficulties to find solutions to the environmental problems we are faced upon

(Sörbom, 2004: 35-45). When considering political consumption, the middle age groups in the 



31

Swedish society are the ones that more often use the market as an arena to show their political 

standpoints (Micheletti et al., 2003: 105-106). The influences of generation will be considered 

more closely within the analyses of my interview study and within the concluding discussion.

4.4.2 Occupation 

When considering the social factor of occupation, a reflection of education levels and 

economical situations are of vital importance. Earlier studies have shown that individuals’

engagement in environmental issues and actions are often connected with the material 

conditions within households (Mårtensson et al., 2002: 50). Hypotheses from earlier research 

have also implied that there is a connection between highly educated people and 

environmentally friendly actions (Mårtensson et al., 2002: 51). For instance a hypothesis 

developed by Pierre Bourdieu, a French sociologist, is considered within the book “The green 

weekday, households, environmental concern and everyday practice (Grön vardag, hushåll, 

miljöhänsyn och vardagspraktik)” by Mårtensson et al. I have chosen to use the application by 

Mårtensson et al. on Bourdieu’s hypothesis. Bourdieu’s hypothesis addresses the fact that the 

combination between a cultural and economic capital is crucial for explaining people’s 

choices in everyday life. With cultural capital, the education level in a person’s life is most of 

all considered and with economic capital; income and fortune are particularly in focus. This 

hypothesis would mean that a person with higher cultural capital, i.e. education than 

economic capital, i.e. income and fortune would more likely choose a lifestyle that goes 

against the established ideological hegemony in the society, which for example could mean 

lower consumption levels, than a person with higher economic capital. Thus, when applying 

Bourdieux’s hypothesis, education levels seem to be an important factor behind an 

individual’s choices towards a more environmental friendly lifestyle (Mårtensson et al., 2002: 

51). 

Sörbom addresses unlike earlier studies and hypothesis, that there are few differences between 

groups in Sweden regarding environmental actions in everyday life (Sörbom, 2004: 31).

However, people with higher levels of education generally give more of their support to the 

green movements, but considering ecological behaviour in everyday life there are no 

significant differences between individuals with different incomes, socioeconomic positions 

or levels of education. Sörbom writes that this is a surprising result. Obviously, the 

environment is an area that people are engaged in despite class (Sörbom, 2004: 30-31). 
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The interview study by Sörblom will be used as an example within this part as well. All 

interviewees from Sörbom’s study acted in an environmentally friendly way despite their 

occupations (Sörbom, 2004: 36). However, the teachers and the commercial employers had

slightly different fundamental attitudes towards environmental politics. Among the 

interviewed teachers the weekday had become a political arena, where the apprehension that 

individual actions are the same as politics was expressed by most of the teachers. The teachers 

saw themselves as important links within a political system, where the best way to affect 

politics is from below. The commercial employers all felt that they could make a change

within the environmental politics; however, they did not address as strongly as the teachers 

did that individual actions could be seen as politics (Sörbom, 2004: 45). 

However, when considering political consumption and those citizens that use the market as a 

political arena the results have a slightly different character than what the study by Sörbom

implied. According to Michelleti et al. those persons that are political consumers are more 

often highly educated than those persons that do not act as political consumers. According to 

Micheletti et al. persons who act as political consumers also more often have higher salaries

than non-political consumers. One explanation to this trend addressed was the fact that eco-

labelled products often cost more than non-eco-labelled products; a person’s income therefore 

may play a role when buying ecological products (Michelleti et al, 2003: 106). The result by 

Micheletti et al. differs therefore to the hypothesis addressed by Bourdieu, which indicated 

that a person with higher cultural capital than economic capital would more likely choose a 

lifestyle that goes against the established ideological hegemony in the society (Mårtensson 

etc, 2002: 51).  Thus, when considering political consumption both education levels and 

economical circumstances seem to be important.

Similarly, Lindén proposed that economic circumstances influences individual’s actions in 

everyday life. She gives an example from English studies addressing people’s environmental 

engagement in everyday life. The studies imply that people who work within environmentally

unfriendly industries have the lowest grade of environmental engagement in everyday life. 

This trend was shown both among civil servants and workers. The studies also imply that 

when the labour market was unilateral people’s environmental engagement was low. 

According to Lindén, no similar studies have been done in Sweden. However, Swedish 

studies have shown that when the unemployment level is high among the population, work 

and sustentation are ranked higher than environmental actions (Lindén, 2004: 56-57). 
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Thus, different results are shown about how occupation, as well as education levels and 

economic situations, affect individual’s ecological behaviour in everyday life. According to 

earlier studies material conditions within households have an impact on an individual’s 

engagement in environmental issues and environmental actions (Mårtensson etc, 2002: 50). 

Earlier hypothesis have also implied that education levels have an impact on an individual’s 

ecological behaviour in everyday life (Mårtensson et al., 2002: 51). However, according to 

Sörbom there are few differences between different groups in our society, where she 

addresses political, economical and health motives as underlying causes to the trend (Sörbom, 

2004: 30-31). Her interview study with the teachers and the commercial employers did not 

imply any big differences between the interviewees’ ecological behaviour in everyday life

(Sörbom, 2004: 36). However, considering political consumption Micheletti et al. implies that 

both education levels and economic circumstances matter; well educated citizens with high 

salaries are more likely to act as political consumers (Michelleti et al, 2003: 106). Lindén also 

addresses the fact that economic circumstances influences an individual’s environmental 

actions in everyday life; if the unemployment level is high in a society, environmental actions 

are not the first priority (Lindén, 2004: 56-57). The social factor of occupation will be 

addressed more closely in the analysis of the interview study and in the concluding 

discussion. 

5. Analysis

In the analysis I will present a summary of the results from my interview study conducted in 

Umeå, analysed according to the data considered within the theoretical background. My 

interview study will also be compared to the earlier studies presented within the literature 

overview, in order to emphasise possible similarities and differences between the result from 

my interview study and previous research results. The structure of the interview guide (see 

appendix 1 or 2) will be used as a base within the analysis. However, sub-headings will be 

used in order to clarify the result of my interview study.

5.1 A discussion of an individual’s environmental consciousness and ecological behaviour in 

everyday life

As mentioned within the literature overview, present studies have shown that around 90 per 

cent of the Swedish population are concerned with environmental problems, where almost as 
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many consider themselves to be very interested in environmental issues (Lindén, 2004: 23). 

The result from my interview study in Umeå showed a similar trend, i.e. that the 

environmental consciousness among my interviewees were high. The interviewed scientists 

and day nurses born in the fifties and in the seventies all felt that they could contribute to a 

healthier environment in their everyday lives. However, the rate of individual ecological 

behaviour in everyday life within both the younger and the older generations of the scientists 

and the day nurses differed slightly. One scientist and one day nurse from both considered 

generations had a stronger ecological behaviour in their everyday lives. Thus, this result does 

not indicate a direct relation between generation and occupations in one instance and rate of 

ecological behaviour in another within my interview study; instead there are individual 

differences among the scientists and day nurses born in the fifties and in the seventies. 

Personal level

The scientists and day nurses that had a stronger ecological behaviour in everyday life also 

had a similar understanding on what an ecological behaviour consisted of. For instance the 

youngest scientist that had a stronger ecological behaviour told me that she took her bicycle or 

walked more often than she used her car. She also said that “recycling is a part of the 

household” and that she tried to buy and eat local produced food to some extent. The older 

interviewed scientist, with a stronger ecological behaviour, recycled, used low energy lamps, 

bought locally produced products and rarely used her car. The younger day nurse, with a 

stronger ecological behaviour told me that she recycled, tried to choose locally produced or 

ecological food if such alternatives were available and used to take her bicycle. The older day 

nurse that also had a stronger ecological behaviour said that she recycled, that she took her 

bicycle more often than her moped, that she considered her purchases and that she tried to 

avoid unnecessary packing on products. 

The older and younger scientists and day nurses that had a slightly weaker ecological 

behaviour in everyday life, had however, a similar understanding as the other interviewees on 

what an ecological behaviour included, for example recycling, buying locally produced food 

or ecological food and to walk or to take ones bicycle instead of ones car. But due to 

individual obstacles such as comfort issues and lack of time and social obstacles such as bad 

bus services and the location of recycling stations the considered persons from both 

generations did not implement all the environmentally friendly actions in their everyday life. 
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The day nurse born in the fifties, with a slightly weaker ecological behaviour, told me for 

example that she uses her car daily, which was, as she expressed mainly due to the fact that 

she was lazy. It was, however, something that she had a bad conscience over. The scientist 

born in the seventies told me for instance that she used to take her bicycle before, but that she 

unfortunately (her words) took the car now because she had to go home during the lunch 

breaks to let her dog out. The younger day nurse, with a weaker ecological behaviour told me 

she lived far from the city centre, which meant that she used her car daily. She told me; 

however, if there were better bus services close to her house she would have taken the bus to 

work instead of her car. The older scientist that also had a weaker ecological behaviour in 

everyday life told me for example that she felt that it was hard to be environmentally friendly, 

mainly because she felt that it often was more time consuming.

Thus, all the interviewees had a similar understanding on what an ecological behaviour 

included and had implemented similar action patterns within their everyday lives. This result 

differs to that presented by Mårtensson et al., who addressed the fact that the environmentally

friendly actions people implements in their every day lives often differs from person to person 

(Mårtensson et al., 2002: 157). One explanation could be that the scientists and the day nurses 

from both considered generations had mainly introduced action patterns that had small 

influences on their individual lifestyles. 

All, but one of the younger scientists admitted to developing a bad conscience if they acted in 

a way that they knew affected the environment badly in the end. The interviewees expressed 

that they formed a bad conscience due to the fact that they had the environmental information; 

it was not something that they lacked. One of the younger day nurses also told me that “When 

one looks back to the time when I was a teenager… I wanted to be so good, but I’m not. It is 

both the economy and the time that matters”. This view was expressed by some of the other 

interviewees as well. When they were younger their engagement was stronger in general, but 

after getting a full time job and having children they no longer have time to be as engaged in 

different issues. None of the interviewed persons expressed it to be within their direct duty to 

influence other persons to adapt to an environmentally friendly lifestyle. A few of them 

expressed a belief that most people in our society are trying to live as environmentally

friendly as possible and that they therefore did not have to influence them as much. 
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Occupation

All informants have university degrees. However, the scientists had long experiences of 

University studies and were therefore highly educated. However, as expressed above the 

interviewees’ ecological behaviour in everyday life did not differ between the scientists or the 

day nurses; instead there are individual differences within both occupations and generations.

All the interviewees felt that they could contribute to a better environment through their work. 

The scientists expressed that they could contribute to a healthier environment at a longer time 

scale, mainly through their research results. Some of the interviewed scientists also felt that 

they could contribute to a better environment through the education of students. The day 

nurses, on the other hand, expressed that they could contribute to a better environment more 

directly due to the fact that they were working with children. All of the day nurses expressed 

the importance of teaching the children about ecological behaviour at an early age. One of the 

older day nurses argued that it was a part of the pre-school culture to teach the children 

solidarity towards the environment and towards other countries in the world. All interviewed 

persons had a bright view on the possibilities within their occupations to work for a better 

environment. One of the older scientists felt that the possibilities to contribute to a better 

environment within her occupation were enormous, but the main problem was to get money to 

be able to continue with her research. The main obstacles to work for a healthier environment 

within ones occupation, addressed by most of the interviewees, were the lack of time and 

money. 

Possibilities and obstacles 

As considered in the theoretical background, possibilities and obstacles exist both within the 

individual and the society as a whole (Lindén et al., 1998: 10). The individual obstacles

addressed by the interviewees were for example comfort issue such as laziness and also lack 

of time. The societal obstacles mentioned were for example that we live in a stressful time, 

that we live in a consumption society, the supply of local produced or ecological products, the 

fact that eco-labelled food is often more expensive than non-eco-labelled food, the location of 

recycling stations and also bus services. The individual possibilities that were mentioned by 

the interviewees were mainly our power as consumers, possibilities through ones occupation, 

individual’s rate of engagement, and whether or not people have the right attitude. One of the 

older scientists believed that one has to make it visible to others that it is economically 
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profitable to choose an environmental alternative if more people would choose to implement 

environmentally friendly actions, even though, as she expressed, economic circumstances 

were not the primary causes for her environmental actions. The societal possibilities that were 

mentioned by the interviewees were the fact that if recycling stations were located in every 

residential area and if bus services were better, it would be easier for individuals to implement 

more environmentally friendly action patterns in everyday life. A few of the older and 

younger scientists and day nurses also expressed an existing ambivalence in environmental 

information. For example one of the older scientists experienced an uncertainty regarding 

information about what is considered to be environmentally friendly, due to the fact, as she 

expressed, “… what is environmentally friendly today may not be that later”. One of the older 

day nurses addressed the uncertainties within the information of which environmental actions 

that really makes a different, for example considering low energy lamps and recycling. One of 

the younger scientists also felt an uncertainty towards the positive effects of recycling. As 

previously discussed, many people are not convinced that their risk handling in everyday life 

have the right effects in the end (Sörbom, 2004: 33). Thus, this view was especially apparent 

among some of my interviewees as well. Within our society we are facing several uncertain 

risks. Individuals in our society therefore face situations where they continuously have to 

make choices where there is not enough or perhaps too much diversity when it comes to 

guidance on how one is supposed to act (Höijer et al., 2005: 9).

Generation and occupation

I have chosen to consider the scientists and day nurses views on generation, occupation and 

their possible impacts on individuals’ ecological behaviour, because I think it provides an 

interesting approach in relation to the earlier studies presented.   

Most of the interviewed persons felt that belonging to a certain generation affect individuals’

engagement in environmental questions, where most shared the belief that younger 

generations have stronger environmental engagement than older generations. The media often 

gives the picture that the younger generations in our society are the ones that are more 

environmentally friendly in everyday life. But this is not always the case in real life (see 

Micheletti et al.). One of the older scientists and one of the older day nurses believed, 

however, that older generations had a stronger engagement. This view coincides with the 

research results from Lindén and Hallin, which also indicated that older generations are 
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superior on ecological behaviour in everyday life than younger generations (see 4.4.1). One of 

the older scientists believed that the older generations had a better fundamental attitude due to 

the fact that these persons have not grown up in a consumption society. Regarding the 

interviewees opinions on the question if choice of occupation affects a person’s 

environmental engagement, the interviewees’ answers differed. Most of the interviewees 

believed that education levels, as well as grade of engagement had a stronger importance than 

choice of occupation. This view was presented by for example Micheletti et al. Earlier 

hypotheses also indicate that there is a connection between education levels and 

environmentally friendly actions (Mårtensson et al., 2002: 51). One of the younger scientists 

did not believe that an individual’s choice of occupation affected his or her environmental 

engagement, instead she expressed that it should be something everyone cares about.

According to Sörbom there are no significant differences between individuals with different 

incomes, socioeconomic positions or education levels regarding ecological behaviour

(Sörbom, 2004: 31). In conclusion, all interviewees but one of the older scientists felt there is 

a direct connection between words and actions. The older scientists told me that she did what 

she said more often than not and that she therefore felt there is a direct connection between 

words and actions. However, all the interviewees felt that more knowledge in environmental 

issues would result in a stronger environmental engagement. This view was also presented by 

Lindén, i.e. that when people have more knowledge on an issue it is normally expected that 

these person’s actions in everyday life would coincide with that knowledge, but she addressed 

however that this is not always the case in real life (Lindén et al., 1998: 6). One of the 

interviewed younger scientists expressed, similar to Lindén, that more knowledge in 

environmental issues would result in a stronger engagement as long as the engagement does

not affect an individuals own being too much.

5.2 A belief in technological development or the need of a new social system

Considering the question how we are supposed to solve environmental problems we are faced

with, the interviewees had slightly different opinions. As presented within the theoretical

background, when simplifying the real world two different standpoints are distinguishable

within the present environmental political debate, regarding how we are supposed to solve

environmental problems and to reach a sustainable society. The first standpoint represents the 

belief in “the technological fix” and the second standpoint represent the belief in a “new 

social system” (Wandén, 1997: 71). Among all my interviewees, both standpoints were 
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emphasised. However, one of the older scientists and one of the younger scientists especially 

expressed the technological development as the main solution; they both felt that it was the 

only way. The older scientists told me that “technological development is the only way, due to 

fact that we can not move back to small cottages in the forest and to be self-sufficient, that 

time has passed”. The other interviewees felt that technological development was just a part 

of the solution. They addressed instead, the fact that we need to reconsider our lifestyle. One 

of the older scientists told me that “we have to reconsider our lifestyle; we can not continue to 

waste as we have done...”The existing consumption patterns that exist in our society were

especially questioned among some of the interviewees. One of the younger scientists argued 

we should not be too optimistic considering the technological solutions to environmental 

problems.

The individual’s responsibilities

The individual is, according to the interviewees, responsible for striving towards a better 

environment. They did, however, express the responsibilities at different levels. For instance 

the day nurses from the older generation felt that the individual had most responsibilities, due 

to the fact that, as one day nurse expressed, “it is the individuals that are responsible for the 

environmental problems in the first place”. She also told me that “when I say the individual, I 

also consider the politicians and those who work in large companies”. One of the older 

scientists expressed a feeling that individual changes in everyday life result in just small 

changes. She said, however, that the individual can make a change by for example voting for 

politicians that work more with important environmental questions. She therefore shared the 

view that the politicians are the ones that have to solve the environmental problems we are 

faced with. The other interviewees all felt that the politicians have responsibilities, but that 

they are not the only ones that are able to solve the environmental problems. One of the 

younger scientists argued for example that “everyone has a responsibility, everyone is able to 

influence on his or her little way”. Likewise, one of the younger day nurses expressed, “I 

absolutely think that the little human being is able to make a change…“.  The result from 

Sörbom’s study showed that all considered generations (20s, 50s and 70s) among the teachers 

and the commercial employers felt that all persons in the society could make a change, 

however they did not agree on which persons had the strongest responsibilities or 

possibilities. As previously discussed, the oldest generation and some of the commercial 

employers born in the fifties believed that the politicians had the strongest role, while the 
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youngest generation and the rest of the individuals born in fifties expressed that everyone has

a responsibility to contribute to a healthier environment, and it is therefore no need to divide 

people after the rate of power, possibilities or responsibilities they represent. Most of my 

interviewees shared the latter opinion. 

5.3 A discussion of consumption patterns and human needs 

Consumption patterns 

As presented within the literature overview, it has been shown that an individual’s 

consumption pattern affects the environment in a numbers of ways (see 4.2). Most of the 

interviewees felt that consumption was important in relation to environmental engagement 

and that it was important to consider ones consumption patterns. One of the younger scientists 

especially expressed the importance of thinking of ones consumption patterns; due to the fact 

that she felt that it made a huge difference if one had a high or low consumption. According to 

all, with one exception, human demands were the main factor behind our consumption. One 

of the older scientists argued that our consumption was a combination of both needs and 

demands. Most of my interviewees expressed, however, the individual power as consumers, 

where all interviewees, but one of the younger day nurses expressed that they tried to buy 

locally produced or ecological products to some extent. Most of my interviewees therefore 

used the market as a political arena, where they expressed their political or ethical values.

Human needs

In order to reach an understanding about which factors the scientists and the day nurses 

expressed to be of importance within their lives, I asked about basic needs and life qualities. 

The basic needs that were mentioned by most interviewees were food, sleep, love and to have 

a family. Life qualities that almost all interviewees expressed were to have an interesting 

occupation, a stabile social surrounding, and spare time and to be able to spend time with their 

families. One of the younger scientists expressed for example that she lived in a nice house, 

but that it was of less importance for her. Most interviewed persons felt that we live in a 

stressful time, which results that we make choices that affect the environment badly in the 

end, even though we have the knowledge. Considering our time with families and friends, the 

interviewees also expressed the lack of time in our society. Many of the interviewed persons 
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considered the fact that we are trying to fill our holes by consuming more. Most of the 

interviewees felt that we did not have enough time within our society for emotional needs and 

of existential speculations. One of the older day nurses gave me an example from her pre-

school, where she could see that some of the parents were trying to ease their bad conscience 

towards their children, due to not having enough time to spend with them, by buying them 

new things all the time. This trend was, according to her, truly a bad development. 

5.4 Total impression of the results from the interview study

The persons that I interviewed were all environmentally conscious despite generations, 

occupations and education levels; however, their action patterns in everyday life did not 

coincide directly with their attitudes. The lack of time, comfort issues and also some of the 

interviewed persons attitudes towards to choosing a more environmentally friendly lifestyle 

were mainly the underlying causes to this development. Some of the interviewees expressed 

the feeling that it is hard to be environmentally friendly today. They therefore thought that 

simplifications had to be made if more people were to adapt to an environmentally friendly 

lifestyle. If one has the attitude that it is hard to be environmentally friendly, it is also hard to 

make the choices to adapt an ecological behaviour in everyday life. As most of the interviews 

expressed, it is a question of engagement and attitude among the people if we are able to work 

for a better environment. None of the interviewees expressed that they as individuals could 

not contribute to a healthier environment. However, as I previously wrote, the interviewees

addressed the individual’s responsibilities at different scales. Especially, one of the 

interviewed persons believed that the politicians were the ones that should solve the 

environmental problems we are faced with. As previously discussed, the generally shared 

belief for a long time is that politicians and experts should have the answers when it comes to 

solving the environmental problems we are faced with, but today more and more people share 

the belief that politics cannot solve environmental problems alone. This belief could also been 

seen among the interviewed persons from my study, where most of the interviewees felt that 

the individual has large responsibilities and also possibilities to make a change, as one of the 

interviewees expressed, “I absolutely think that the little human being is able to make a 

change…“.  

Some, but not all of the interviewed persons expressed that they were ready to “sacrifice”

something in order to contribute to a better environment. Most of the interviewees expressed 
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that to act in an environmentally friendly way was important to their own perceptions. 

Altruism was also an important motive for some of them to choose a more environmentally 

friendly action pattern in everyday life. It has been shown that those actions that affect a 

persons comfort levels and time schedules are the actions that are in general particularly hard 

to implement within our society. Actions that on the other hand have small influences on our 

lifestyle are more accepted, such as recycling and buying ecological food (Lindén, 2004: 24). 

When applying the typology addressed by Lindén to the interviewees’ action patterns in 

everyday life it was apparent that all the interviewees had developed frequent habits. For 

instance all of the interviewees recycled their waste, but at different levels. All, but one of the 

interviewees, also bought locally produced or ecological food sometimes. One of the 

interviewees told me that “recycling was a part of the household”, this could be an example of 

a planned action pattern. However, most of the interviewees told me that they recycled some 

things, which meant that they had not really introduced a planned action pattern. Most of the 

interviewees felt that it was important to recycle ones waste, but some of the interviewed

persons expressed an uncertainty if recycling really could contribute to a better environment 

in the end, where they mainly questioned the way the sorted waste were taken care of, which

is an example of a social obstacle. One example of a surrounding dependent action is the 

reduction of the indoor temperature. The interviewees that lived in houses told me that they 

had quite cool indoor temperatures, but the underlying cause was mostly economic

circumstances and not environmental considerations. A few of the interviewees walked or 

took their bicycles more often than using their cars. When an individual chooses to take the 

bike instead of the car, it is an example of a permutation action. Such actions results more or 

less in a changed lifestyle for individuals. None of the interviewees expressed that they only 

walked or biked, they expressed neither that they had changed their lifestyles due to the fact 

that they walked or took their bicycles. I therefore do not think that anyone of my 

interviewees had developed a permutation action.

None of the interviewees action patterns coincided exactly with the “environmentally active” 

households considered within the study by Hallin, i.e. the traditionalists, the green consumers, 

the active citizens and the “new old” utopians (see the theoretical background). However, 

some of the interviewees’ motives behind their ecological behaviours had a similar nature as 

the motives behind the “environmentally active” households’ ecological actions in everyday 

life. Most of the interviewees’ action patterns in everyday also had some similarities to the 

considered household type, the green consumers. The green consumers wanted the 
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consumption to be as environmentally friendly as possible, but they did not question the 

consumption society as a whole. Most of the interviewees expressed a feeling that 

consumption should be as environmentally friendly as possible, but factors such as time, 

money and access to environmentally friendly alternatives affected their consumption 

patterns. An environmentally friendly action was made by the considered green consumers as 

long as it coincided with other important values, for example how time consuming an action 

was. In this sense, my interviewees had some similarities with the household type, the green 

consumers. However, most of the interviewed scientists and day nurses questioned our 

consumption society, where some of the interviewees especially addressed the fact that our 

consumption patterns in our society were unreasonable. In this sense the interviewees differed 

from the green consumers to some extent. None of the interviewees strived to actively 

influence other people to choose a more environmentally friendly lifestyle, something that 

was not characteristic by the green consumers within the study by Hallin either.

In conclusion the result of my interview study did not indicate any big differences between 

the scientists or day nurses born in the fifties and in the seventies regarding their ecological 

behaviour in everyday life. The result indicated, instead that there are individual differences 

among the interviewees; due to individual obstacles such as comfort issues and societal 

obstacles such as poor bus services some of the interviewees had a weaker ecological 

behaviour in their everyday lives.

All the scientists and day nurses felt that they could contribute to a healthier environment, 

both at a private level and through their occupations, but at different grades. They all felt that 

individuals have responsibilities within the work towards a healthier environment, but 

according to one of the interviewees politicians had the main responsibilities and possibilities. 

Two of the interviewees particularly addressed the importance of technological development 

regarding our possibilities to solve environmental problems we are faced with. However, the 

other interviewees all felt that technological development was just a part of the solution, 

instead they all emphasised the need to reconsider our present lifestyles. 

One explanation to the results my interview study showed could be the fact that the age 

differences between the interviewees was not that big. If I also had interviewed for example 

retired scientists and day nurses born in the twenties or thirties, the result may have been 

different. The result may also have differed if I had interviewed persons with other 

occupations. Another explanation could also be the fact that eight interviews were made.
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6. Discussion

We live in a society surrounded by material welfare and constantly increasing levels of 

consumption. However, it has been shown, as previously mentioned, that the environmental 

consciousness among the Swedish population today is high. During the last decade the 

political situation in Sweden has also started to change, where political lives and the non-

political lives are getting more diffuse. Thus, everyday lives have today become political 

arenas, where more and more people emphasise the individual responsibilities and 

possibilities to counteract future environmental risks. The former belief that politicians and 

experts are the only ones that are able to solve environmental problems we are faced with are 

therefore loosing strength (Nordlund, 2002: 1-2). However, despite the fact that the 

individual responsibilities and possibilities are addressed more closely within our society

today, many people express an increased insecurity whether our implemented ecological 

behaviour in everyday life can result in a healthier environment (Sörbom, 2004: 33). The high

environmental consciousness among the Swedish population and the fact that more and more 

people emphasise individual’s responsibilities and possibilities within the work towards a 

healthier environment is a joyful development, however, the question is whether the 

environmental concern results in changed behaviour patterns for people in everyday life that 

contributes to a healthier environment. Are people in our society willing to “sacrifice” some 

of their present comfort levels in order to save our environment? Does the increasing 

insecurity whether our implemented actions in everyday life contribute to a healthier 

environment result in feelings of helplessness and paralysation among the people within our 

society?

As stated earlier, environmental concerns have different meanings for different people. For 

some people environmental concern leads to changed behaviour patterns in everyday life, but 

for other people environmental concern is nothing else than an empty phrase. Words are for 

many people easier to express than to act upon (Lindén, 1998: 34). The environmental 

concern among the scientists and day nurses from my interview study, as considered within 

the analysis, was strong and all interviewees felt that they could contribute to a healthier 

environment in their everyday lives. However, when considering the relation between the 

interviewees’ attitudes towards environmental issues and actual implemented ecological 

behaviour in everyday life, a slightly different result was visible. According to Lindén, it has 

been shown that ecological behaviour that is generally accepted in our society, only has small 
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or if any influences on the individual lifestyle (Lindén, 2004: 24). Similarly, the ecological 

behaviour that all my interviewees had implemented had a small impact on their individual 

lifestyles. However, my interview study also showed that some of the scientists and day 

nurses had implemented stronger ecological behaviours, such as using their bike or walking

more often than using their cars. As stated earlier, changed action patterns that influence the 

individual comfort levels and time schedules have a low acceptance in our society (Lindén, 

2004: 24). A few of my interviewees were therefore acting in a way that opposed the general 

statement among most people within our society. I argue that it is a joyful development that 

some people are ready to make a few “sacrifices” within their lifestyle in order to counteract 

future environmental risks, but we still have a long way to go. People need motivations and of 

course the right attitudes to implement ecological behaviour in their everyday life. Sörbom 

considers, as addressed within the literature overview, three different motivations why people 

may choose to act in a more environmental friendly way, namely political motivation, 

economical motivation and also motivation due to health issues (Sörbom, 2004:30-31). One 

of the interviewees believed that one have to make it visible to others that it is economic 

profitably to choose an environmental alternative if more people in our society would 

implement an environmentally friendly action pattern. Economic is still the primary driving 

force behind choices towards a more environmentally friendly lifestyle. Fortunately, most of 

my interviewees expressed that altruism were the main factor behind their ecological 

behaviour patterns, which is something that I argue is truly a joyful development.

All, but one of my interviewees told me, as addressed within the analysis, that they could 

form a bad conscience when they did something they knew would affect the environment 

badly in the end, mainly due to the fact that they felt that they got the environmental 

information; it was not something they lacked. However, even though people have knowledge 

concerning environmental questions, it will not automatically lead to a changed lifestyle in 

everyday life, which was especially apparent among some of my interviewees. Wandén et al. 

addressed similar points in the book “Optimum”. Many people in our society have knowledge 

on how the nature functions, but looking at the condition of the environment today it is 

obvious that this knowledge is not enough for people to change their lifestyles. The need for 

something beyond knowledge is therefore growing clearer. Perhaps the need of an 

understanding is what we are looking for. When it comes to the improvement of the present 

environment people may have to turn to their feelings and not just rely on their intellects. 

Experiences nature is of vital importance when attempting to understand the nature as a 
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whole. When one has seen, smelled, experienced something it is easier to develop a deeper 

understanding (Lundberg et al., 1992: 80-81). I argue, similar to Lundberg et al. that we 

apparently need something beyond knowledge in order to change our present action patterns

in everyday life. Experiences nature is probably one way to get more people interested in 

environmental issues and most importantly to get an understanding that hopefully will result 

in changed action patterns in everyday life that contributes to a healthier environment. 

As stated earlier, many people in Sweden are not convinced that their everyday 

environmentally friendly actions have the right effect in the end (Sörbom, 2004: 33). A 

similar apprehension was visible among a few of my interviewees. As addressed by Höijer et 

al., we are constantly facing dilemmas within our everyday lives, not just within our 

environmental considerations, where we have to make choices between different alternatives, 

sometimes two bad alternatives. But when dilemmas are looked upon with a reflexive mind; it 

may be a source of creativity and new ways of thinking and not just an excuse not to act 

(Höijer et al, 2005:  6). Many people in our country also feel that it is too hard to be 

environmentally friendly today, it is too time consuming. This opinion was also visible among 

a few of my interviewees. Time is a constantly recurring term today. All of my interviewees 

expressed the feeling that we are living in a stressful time and that we have less time for our 

families and friends and that it is hard finding a balance between ones occupation and spare 

time. Most people in our country do not feel that they have enough time to spend with their 

families and friends. This was something that my interviewees expressed as well. It is 

therefore not a surprising result that people often feel it is too hard or too time consuming to 

be environmentally friendly. If we do not have time for our own families, it is understandable 

that we do not have time to implement environmentally friendly actions in everyday life. The 

question is, however, is this a preferable life, a life where we do not have time for our families 

and friends? 

How should we then change our present social system and our lifestyles in order to avoid an 

environmental collapse? As considered earlier, two different standpoints are present in the 

political debate; the belief in “the technological fix” and the belief in a “new social system”. 

However, this is a simplification of real life, when it comes to concrete propositions in 

everyday life few people are as divided within their opinions (Wandén, 1997: 71). As 

addressed within my analysis, all of my interviewees emphasised both considered standpoints. 

However, two of the interviewees especially felt that technological development was the main 
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solution to our environmental problems. The others felt that we had to reconsider our lifestyle 

and that technological development was just a part of the solution. I argue that technological 

development has a large part in solving environmental problems. But we should not lean too 

much about technological solutions, due to the fact that technological solutions are not 

without limitations. Instead, we have to reconsider our lifestyles in order to counteract the 

environmental risks we are faced with today. All the interviewed scientists and day nurses 

from my interview study also felt that the individual has responsibilities within working for 

the environment, but they expressed the responsibilities at different levels. As presented 

within the analysis, one of my interviewees especially emphasised the role of politicians for 

solving environmental problems. I argue that politicians and experts of course all have 

important roles within environmental work, but they are not the only ones that have 

responsibilities and possibilities to contribute to a healthier environment.

When emphasising a reconsideration of our present lifestyle, a discussion of our present 

consumption patterns are of vital importance. The consumption levels have during the last 

hundred years increased enormously in Sweden (Johansson, 2007: 5). The question is though 

why are we consuming so much within our own country today? Most of my interviewees felt 

that people are consuming due to the short satisfaction that consumption often can result in. 

Some of my interviewed scientists and day nurses also expressed the fact that it is 

consumption that governs our economy; our society therefore wants us to consume as much

as possible. Sanne addresses within the book “Consume more - dearly-bought happiness

(Konsumera mera – dyrköpt lycka)” that the people in Sweden are requested to consume 

more, but also to protect our environment (Sanne, 2007: 189). This request rims badly. As 

considered earlier, consumption contributes to substantial environmental problems, so by 

combining increased consumption levels and the protection of our environment you will end 

up with a severe contradiction. Another question that is of interest within this part is whether 

we ever will be satisfied in our constant striving for more material consumption. According to 

Wandén, we may have been stuck in a vicious consumption spiral; and perhaps, due to the 

lack of emotional and existential consideration within our society we may never experience 

total satisfaction and will therefore continue with our unsustainable consumption patterns

(Lundberg et al., 1992: 87-88). Many of my interviewees also considered the fact that we are 

trying to fill our holes by consuming more, where most of the interviewees felt that we did not 

have enough time in our country for emotional needs and of existential speculations. 
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In conclusion, the aim of my study have been to consider the importance of underlying social 

factors in the individual life that might affect choices towards a more ecological lifestyle in 

everyday life, where generation and occupation were the social factors that I chose to study

more closely. The question is then; does generation and occupation affect individual’s 

ecological behaviour in everyday life? The results from my interview study with the scientists 

and day nurses from Umeå did not indicate a strong connection between generation and 

occupation on the one hand and rate of ecological behaviour on the other hand, instead 

individual differences among the interviewees were visible, where some of the interviewees 

had a slightly weaker ecological behaviour in everyday life mainly due to individual and 

societal obstacles. However, as presented within the literature overview, different research 

results have been shown regarding the direct connection between generation and occupation 

and rate of ecological behaviour. According to some researchers, for example Lindén and 

Hallin generation have large influences on an individual’s ecological behaviour in everyday 

life, while others, for example Sörbom within her study do not express the relation between 

generation and rate of ecological behaviour that strongly. Earlier research often implies that 

there is a strong connection between education levels and economic circumstances on the on 

hand and individual’s environmentally friendly actions in everyday life on the other hand. 

However, more recent research has shown more diverse results, where some researchers, for 

example Micheletti et al. has found a direct connection between for instance economic

circumstances and education levels and rate of ecological behaviour, while others, for 

example Sörbom indicates that there is not a strong connection.

As previously mentioned, the result from my interview study did not show a direct relation 

between generation and occupation in one instance and rate of ecological behaviour in 

another, as considered earlier, one explanation could be that the age difference was not so big 

between the considered generations. As mentioned previously, if I also had interviewed 

retired scientists and day nurses my interview study may have produced a different result. The 

result may also have been different if I had interviewed persons from other occupation 

categories. What would have happened if I had interviewed persons from the IT- branch, 

firemen etc.? However, I am glad that the result from my interview study did not show a 

direct relation between generation and occupation and rate of ecological behaviour, because I 

argue that an individual’s environmental consciousness and more important ecological 

behaviour in everyday life should not be dependent on different social factors, instead the 

environment should be an area that interests and engages all people despite generation, choice 
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of occupation, education levels or economic circumstances. One of my interviewees also 

believed that people in Sweden with different occupations have the possibilities to gather 

environmental information. I argue that she emphasised an important point of view. People in 

Sweden do not have to, as many people within the developing world, worry about not having 

food on the table everyday, I therefore argue that we all have the possibilities to engage with 

environmental issues at a different level than people within developing countries. However, 

Sweden still has a long way to go. Even though many people in our country are concerned 

with environmental issues, too few people in our society are ready to “sacrifice” some of their 

present comfort levels within their lifestyles in order to counteract future environmental risks. 
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7. Conclusion

As stated in several parts of my thesis, the environmental consciousness among the Swedish 

population today is high and many people consider themselves to be very interested in 

environmental issues. The interview study conducted in Umeå showed a similar trend, i.e. that 

the scientists and day nurses all were environmentally conscious and they all felt that they 

could contribute to a healthier environment in their everyday lives. However, to be 

environmentally conscious does not automatically lead to a greater ecological behaviour in 

everyday life. For some people environmental concern leads to a different behaviour pattern 

in everyday life, but for some people environmental concerns are just empty phrases.

The rate of ecological behaviour differed slightly among the interviewed scientists and day 

nurses from my interview study. However, my interview study did not indicate a direct 

relation between generation and occupation on the one hand and rate of ecological behaviour 

on the other hand; instead, individual differences among the scientists and day nurses born in 

the fifties and the seventies were visible. The underlying cause to those interviewees that had 

a slightly weaker ecological behaviour in everyday life were individual obstacles such as 

comfort issues and lack of time and societal obstacles such as poor bus services and the 

location of recycling stations. However, as most of my interviewees addressed, it is a question 

of engagement and attitude among people if we are able to work for a better environment. If 

people have the fundamental attitude that it is hard to be environmentally friendly it is also 

unlikely that they will implement an ecological behaviour in everyday life. We therefore have 

to reconsider our present attitudes towards environmentally friendly actions. Instead of 

focusing on how hard or time consuming it is to implement an ecological behaviour in 

everyday life we should focus on the main goal, namely to counteract environmental risks and 

therefore avoid an environmental collapse. The state of the environment is everyone’s 

business; it is a matter concerning everyone’s future.  
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9. Appendix 1

Interview guide – environmental consciousness and consumption patterns

1) Occupation – What is your occupation?

2) Generation – How old are you?

3) Education – What is your education?

4) Is it possible to work for a better environment through your occupation? Can you describe 
what you do to contribute to a better environment through your occupation?

5) Which possibilities and obstacles do you see within your occupation situation that affects 
the work for a better environment?

6) Is it possible to work for a better environment at a personal level? Can you describe what 
you do to contribute to a better environment on a personal level?

- How do you think when you’re for example shopping in a store?
- How do you think when you’re for example going to your working place?
- How do you think when you’re for example throwing garbage?
- Is it important to sort waste?
- How do you think when you’re for example deciding the room temperature in your 

own home?
- Do you get bad conscience when you for example choose the car to travel to work or 

buy a non-environmental friendly washing powder?
- Are you a member of an environmental organisation?
- How can one influence others to adopt a more environmentally friendly lifestyle?
- Do you think it is important to influence others when it comes to environmental 

questions?

7) How do you think we can solve the environmental problems?

8) What do you think of the statement that we through technological development are able to 
solve the environmental problems?

9) Do individuals have a responsibility when it comes to striving for a better environment?

10) Do you think that an individual’s occupation can affect his or her engagement in 
environmental questions? How?

11) Do you think that generation affect an individuals’ engagement in environmental 
questions? How?

12) Do you think that knowledge in environmental questions results in a larger engagement in 
environmental questions? How?

13) Is there a direct connection between words and actions?
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14) Do you experience obstacles that affect ones strive towards a more environmentally
friendly lifestyle? Obstacles within the individual and the society in whole.

15) Which possibilities exist to reach an environmentally friendly lifestyle through ones 
occupation and personal level?

16) Is consumption important to you in relation to engagement in environmental questions?

17) Is it important to consider ones consumption levels?

18) How do you look upon human needs – basic needs, emotional needs and existential 
needs?

19) How do you consider human demands when it comes to consumption?

20) What are needs and demands of the things we buy?

21) What is life quality for you? 
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10. Appendix 2

Intervjuguide – miljömedvetenhet och konsumtionsmönster

1) Yrke - Vad är ditt yrke?

2) Generation - Hur gammal är du?

3) Utbildning – Vad har du för utbildning?

4) Kan du påverka en bättre miljö genom ditt arbete? 
Kan du beskriva vad du gör för att bidra till en bättre miljö genom ditt yrke? 

5) Vilka möjligheter och vilka problem anser du att det finns för att jobba för miljön i din 
yrkesroll?

6) Kan du påverka en bättre miljö på ett privat plan? 
Kan du beskriva vad du gör för att bidra till en bättre miljö på ett privat plan?

– Hur tänker du när du t.ex. handlar i affären? 
– Hur tänker du när du t.ex. ska åka till jobbet?
– Hur tänker du när du t.ex. ska slänga sopor?
– Är det viktigt att sopsortera?
– Hur tänker du när du t.ex. ska bestämma rumstemperaturen hemma?
– Kan du få du dåligt samvete då du i slutändan väljer t.ex. bilen eller ett icke miljövänligt 
tvättmedel?
– Är du medlem i en miljöorganisation? 
– Hur kan man påverka andra människor att anamma en miljövänligare livsstil? 
– Är viktigt för dig att påverka andra människor när det gäller miljöfrågor?

’
7) Hur tror du vi kan lösa miljöproblemen? 

8) Vad anser du om påståendet att vi genom teknisk utveckling kan lösa miljöproblemen?

9) Har individen ett ansvar när det gäller strävan efter en bättre miljö? Hur?

10) Tror du att en individs yrke påverkar dess miljöengagemang? Hur?

11) Tror du att generationstillhörighet påverkar individers miljöengagemang? Hur?

12) Tror du att mer kunskap om miljöfrågor resulterar till ett större miljöengagemang?  Hur?

13) Finns det en direkt koppling mellan ord och handling?

14) Tycker du att det finns hinder som påverkar ens strävan mot en mer miljövänlig livsstil? 
Hinder hos individen och hinder i samhället i sig.

15) Vilka möjligheter finns det att nå en miljövänlig livsstil genom sin yrkesroll och i 
hemmet?
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16) Är konsumtion viktigt för dig i relation till miljöengagemang?

17) Är det viktigt att tänka på ens konsumtionsvanor? Hur?

18) Hur ser du på mänskliga behov – grundbehov, känslomässiga behov, existentiella behov?

19) Hur ser du på mänskliga begär när det gäller konsumtion?

20) Vad är egentligen behov och begär av de saker vi köper?


