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Postmaterialistic environmental attitudes: From attitudinal change to 
behavioural implications 
 
ABSTRACT 
It has been argued that economic development and increased socioeconomic security tend to foster postmaterialistic 

attitudes including an increased concern for the environment. According to the postmaterialist hypothesis, 

individuals who grow up under favorable materialistic conditions tend to place a higher value on non-materialistic 

issues, not only during their adolescence but also for the rest of their lives. During a modernization process where 

people’s socioeconomic welfare increases with time, a generational effect is created where younger cohorts 

systematically demonstrate a higher concern for postmaterialistic values. In contrast to the postmaterialist 

hypothesis, a link between current income and postmaterialism has been suggested as an alternative explanation for 

the alleged spread of postmaterialistic attitudes. This would imply that the generational effect is substituted for a 

current income effect where societies with more affluent citizens tend to have a more postmaterialistic outlook. In 

this article, concern for the environment is taken as an example of a postmaterialistic outlook.  Survey data about 

attitudes towards environmental issues in Estonia (2001) is used to show that no clear correlation can be found 

between either personal income or age and the adoption of a positive attitude towards environmental issues. This 

finding is taken as a starting point for a theoretical elaboration about the relationship between income, attitudes and 

the consumption of postmaterialistic goods. It is suggested that the important link might not be between attitudes 

and socioeconomic security but between income and spending on postmaterialistic goods. Changes in behavior are 

therefore dependent on differences in income elasticity between materialistic and postmaterialistic goods. The most 

important implication is that the observed changes in attitude in a postmaterialistic direction probably entail less 

consumption of materialistic goods in relative terms but not in absolute terms.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

From environmental investment to individual behaviour 

 

One of the most extensively and intensively discussed issues of our times is the political 

endeavour to create an environmentally sustainable society. After more than a decade of 

economic growth and expansion in the late fifties and sixties the publication of Limits to Growth 

by the Club of Rome in 1972 created widespread discussion about the possibility of continuous 

and sustained economic growth. The Club of Rome consisted of respected scientists using very 

advanced computer simulation models and it was concluded that before the end of the 21st 

century some of the most critically needed natural resources would be depleted or destroyed. 

With the benefit of hindsight, it is clear that the predictions of the Club of Rome have not 

materialized. Despite this, the discussion about the existence of an intrinsic tension between 

environmental protection and economic growth has not lost its relevance (Meadows et al, 1992; 

van Dieren 1995; Hassler, 2005).  

 

An international commission led by the Norwegian Prime Minister, Gro Harlem Brundtland, was 

appointed by the UN in 1983 to develop global strategies to manage tensions between human 

short-term well being and long-term sustainability. The final report, Our Common Future, was 

presented in 1987 and has had a profound effect on subsequent work on sustainable 

development. At the 1992 (Rio de Janeiro) and 2002 (Johannesburg) UN World Summits the 

sustainable development discourse was elaborated and operationalized in terms of, for example, 

worldwide Agenda 21 programs.  

 

During the last three decades there has been a movement away from the earlier almost exclusive 

focus on large-scale physical investments and government led solutions to curb pollution 

towards an emphasis on individual lifestyles, consumption patterns, and personal responsibility 

(Dunlap et. al, 2000). This means that the study of political culture has come to the forefront. 

The most important cause behind the altered focus is undoubtedly the fact that large-scale point 

source pollution emissions have been significantly reduced in the Western world at the same 

time as the importance of the effects from individual contributions to diffuse pollution are 

increasingly apparent (Hassler, 2003). Thus it becomes more important to understand individual 

attitudes and behaviour in relation to environmental implications and effects (Corell, 1999; 
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Smith, 2003; Elliott, 2004) and is the reason this article focuses on individual concerns for the 

environment. 

 

However, despite the importance of individual attitudes in this issue area of political culture, 

systematic theorizing has been weak (Johnson, 2003; Hassler, 2005). Not least, the implications 

of the so-called Postmaterialist hypothesis need to be elaborated theoretically (Sacchi, 1998). 

This hypothesis states that because of increasing levels of socio-economic security, citizens of 

modern societies tend to place a higher value on softer issues such as leisure time, democracy, 

and self-fulfilment rather than materialistic issues. Since awareness and concern for ideological 

environmental issues is often regarded as part of post-modern societies, the implications of the 

Postmaterialist hypothesis need to be elaborated in terms of environmental politics. Therefore, 

this article focuses on the theoretical elaboration of individual attitudes about postmaterialism, in 

general, and environmental concern in relation to personal income, in particular. 

 

POSTMATERIALISM AND THE ENVIRONMENT 

 

According to Ronald Inglehart’s Postmaterialist hypothesis, people tend to embrace more 

postmaterialistic attitudes when socio-economic security rises (Inglehart, 1990; Inglehart and 

Abramson, 1994; Inglehart, 1997; Inglehart and Abramson 1999). This change in attitude is 

explained by a mechanism where cohorts of younger people with stronger postmaterialistic 

outlooks replace older and more materialistic ones, thereby creating a gradual reorientation 

towards postmaterialism at the societal level. The reason why these younger cohorts have, in 

general, adopted stronger postmaterialistic concerns is because they typically have experienced a 

higher degree of socio-economic security during their adolescence – when the most deep-rooted 

attitudes are formed – compared with older generations.1 

 

A more direct relation with personal income has been suggested as an alternative explanation for 

this kind of change in attitude (Clarke and Dutt, 1991; Duch and Taylor, 1993; Clarke, Kornberg 

et al., 1999).2 Here it is assumed that current income is the important factor influencing attitudes 

on postmaterialistic versus materialistic concerns rather than socio-economic security during 

                                                 
1 For a critique against the pivotal and exclusive role played by the formative period, see Marks (1997). 
2 For a critical view preceding these sources, see Knutsen (1990). 
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adolescence. Although attitudes may be formed primarily during adolescence, affluence affects 

the adoption of postmaterialistic outlooks in a direct rather than an indirect way. 

 

In this article, attitude towards the environment is taken as an example of a field where differ-

ences between materialists and postmaterialists can be expected (Carlisle and Smith, 2005). A 

generalized concern for the environment is assumed to be part of a postmaterialistic outlook 

(Cotgrove and Duff, 1981; Inglehart, 1990; Knutsen, 1990; Rohrschneider, 1990; Gooch, 1995; 

Charnock and Ellis, 2004). The more restricted environmental concern variable has been chosen 

rather than postmaterialism in general because this makes it possible to investigate causal links 

in more detail in a field where research has, so far, not been intensive.  

 

In this article, Estonia has been selected as an empirical case where attitudes vis-à-vis the 

environment as well as economic development could be expected to be especially pronounced at 

the end of the 1990s (Carmin; Vandeveer, 2005). Environmental movements played a key role in 

the liberalization process, and most of the environmental hazards discussed then have not yet 

been fully dealt with (Hassler, 2000). At the same time, the urge to speed up economic 

development in order to get en par with Western Europe has clearly been one of the most 

important factors driving Estonian policies during the last decade (Hassler 2004).  

 

Survey data from Estonia (2001) indicates that the relation between income, age, and 

postmaterialistic concern for the environment is complex. There is scant evidence to confirm 

either the Postmaterialist hypotheses or the suggested positive correlation between current 

income and the adoption of postmaterialistic attitudes. This finding, together with the critique 

that has been raised about Inglehart’s methodology, is taken as the starting point for a theoretical 

discussion about the relation between personal incomes, consumption of postmaterialistic goods 

i.e. willingness to invest resources in the protection of the environment, and tentative 

implications for societal prioritisation of environmental protection measures in modern societies. 

However, as opposed to Inglehart’s hypothesis, the line of argument is reversed. Instead of using 

socio-economic security as the independent variable explaining the formation of 

postmaterialistic attitudes, environmental concern is taken as exogenously determined and the 

relation between income and consumption of postmaterialistic goods is focused upon. This 

stance is in line with the findings in the Health of the Planet Survey, where it is claimed that: 
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…conventional wisdom is wrong about the existence of major differences in levels of 

environmental concern between citizens of rich and poor nations. Environmental problems are 

salient in both wealthy and poor nations, and residents of poor nations express as much concern 

about environmental quality as do those living in wealthy nations. (Dunlap, 1993: 8) 

 

ABUNDANCE OF DATA – LACK OF THEORY 

 

Ever since Ronald Inglehart first put forward the hypothesis in the 1970s about a cultural shift in 

attitudes away from tangible and materialistic values in the Western world, the emphasis in this 

field of political culture research has been almost exclusively on the statistical analysis of survey 

data. Undoubtedly, this is partly a consequence of the massive volumes of data collected within, 

for example, the European and World Values Surveys. The positive aspect of this focus on 

empirical data has been an impressive amount of survey results on popular attitudes from a large 

number of countries, especially from the Western world, but also during the last decade, from 

Asia, Africa, South America and Central and Eastern Europe (Inglehart, 2003). This data has 

typically been analysed using advanced statistical methods, searching inductively for a 

correlation between various socio-economic variables and the tendency to adopt postmaterialistic 

attitudes (Marks, 1997; Davis and Davenport, 1999; Rehakova, 2001; Charnock and Ellis, 2004). 

The disadvantage of this virtually undivided surge for empirically measurable variable values 

has been a poor understanding of causal relationships in general, and an inability to interpret 

existing correlations from systematized theoretical perspectives, in particular (Sacchi, 1998; 

Charnock and Ellis, 2004). The result has often been ad-hoc and post-hoc explanations for 

observed correlations, providing weak guidance for theoretical refinement and validation of 

causal links between key variables (Johnson, 2003). 

 

Despite the individualistic survey data that has been used, postmaterialistic analyses have usually 

adopted a macro perspective approach, where societies with different levels of economic 

development are compared with one another (Inglehart, 1990; Bean and Papadakis, 1994; Brown 

and Carmines, 1995; Davis and Davenport, 1999; Clarke, 2000; Tranter and Western, 2003). 

However, because of the primary emphasis on theoretical elaboration, this article focuses on 

individual perceptions i.e. on the micro foundations of the postmaterialistic hypothesis. From a 

methodological point of view, it is a preference to theorize on the same analytical level as where 

the data originates i.e. from the individual level. It is also necessary from a traditional positivistic 

perspective. 
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Data from only one country is used in a non-comparative way in order to minimize the influence 

of confounding factors. In most cases, the number of such factors is substantial when societies 

are compared to one other (Inglehart and Abramson, 1999). Variations in factors such as culture, 

historical experience, tradition and ethnic tension are so great that population variance often 

makes general conclusions difficult. Well-grounded explanations of possible causal mechanisms 

can seldom be suggested. By focusing theoretically on individuals in a single country as the 

fundamental unit of analysis, many of these variables can be assumed to be more similar to most 

people, compared with a multi country approach (Eckstein, 1988). Population variance thus 

decreases which makes it easier to identify persuasive and powerful explanations for phenomena 

on the societal level.  

 

The most important downside of this approach is that the conclusions reached are only valid in 

this particular case. In addition to this, the number of observations is usually smaller compared 

with studies where pooled data sets from different countries are used, which means, ceteris 

paribus, that the results are less robust. However, since the primary objective of this paper is to 

improve theoretical understanding, a low degree of empirical generality is not a major problem. 

 

WHAT IS BEING MEASURED IN THE POSTMATERIALISM LITERATURE? 

 
The academic discussion about the postmaterialistic hypothesis is very broad in scope. Even if 

the suggested link between individual socio-economic security during adolescence and the 

adoption of postmaterialistic attitudes is quite straightforward in theory, the vagueness of the 

independent variable “socio-economic security” makes definite empirical testing problematic. 

Depending on subjective considerations, socio-economic security can be operationalized in many 

ways, such as parental income, education, material living standard, wealth, social class and so 

on. Because of these difficulties in establishing how socio-economic security can be measured in 

a valid way, similar sets of survey data have been interpreted in different ways, making 

intersubjective agreement among scholars weak or nonexistent. These problems have often been 

compounded when data sets have been pooled where somewhat dissimilar question formulations 

have been used in diverging cultural, linguistic and historical contexts. The refutation by 

Inglehart of a life-cycle effect where people tend to change attitudes when they get older and 

become more materialistic has furthermore been criticized as not being entirely valid. 

Jagodzinski (1983) shows that in the case of Japan, the data used by Inglehart is consistent with a 

model where generational as well as life-cycle effects are made integral parts. 
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The dependent variable postmaterialistic outlook has similarly been given different interpreta-

tions. It has been suggested that what is being measured is not so much postmaterialistic attitudes 

as individual perceptions of democracy as a legitimate governing institution in modern societies 

(Warwick, 1998). Scott C. Flanagan claims that what is being tapped is the 

libertarian/authoritarian attitudinal dimension rather than the postmaterialistic one (Flanagan, 

1982; Kitschelt, 1995; Warwick, 1998).3 According to Carlisle and Smith (2005) egalitarianism 

and individualism indexes from cultural theory explains specifically environmental attitudes far 

better than the postmaterialism scale (Carlisle and Smith, 2005). Thus, because of the many 

aspects and dimensions related to the concept of postmaterialistic attitudes, it has been difficult 

to find precise descriptions about what is actually being measured (Charnock and Ellis, 2004). 

 

Furthermore, the relation between individual and societal analytical levels is often blurred when 

empirical data on societal parameters such as GDP or unemployment levels are analysed without 

making any explicit assumptions on micro-level theoretical underpinning (Cotgrove and Duff, 

1981). It is often assumed, for example, that a continuous GDP growth at the macro level over an 

extended time period in a particular country can serve as a basis for the assumption that 

individual income for the majority of people has grown over the same period, or even that indi-

vidual socio-economic security has grown along the GDP growth process (Inglehart, 1977; 

Inglehart 1990; Inglehart, 1997). However, this need not to be the case. Clearly, depending on 

the distribution of income changes, overall GDP growth can very well be accompanied by a de-

creasing level of income for the majority of the population. Furthermore, it is reasonable to as-

sume that subjective and individual socio-economic security is affected by a multitude of other 

factors. Therefore, no macro economic variables are referred to in this article. Rather, the focus 

is placed exclusively on micro level data and variables. 

 

In order to address these methodological difficulties, this article concentrates on the theoretical 

elaboration of potential casual links between the less complex variables economic incomes and 

the adoption of positive attitudes towards environmental issues. The research approach adopted 

is thus quite narrow in scope compared with the broad postmaterialistic hypothesis. By thus 

stepping back, a more precise analytical discussion is facilitated. The disadvantage is that find-

ings in this more restricted research area do not have a direct and unequivocal bearing on the 

                                                 
3 For a critical view, see Dutch and Strøm (2004). 
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general validity of the postmaterialistic hypothesis. However, the aim here is to uncover findings 

that make analytical generalizations possible, generalizations where model building rather than 

theory testing is the goal of the research (Yin, 2003). The empirical relevance of the model 

elaborated on in this article must thus be further tested against other data sets before any 

judgments on its general validity can be issued. 

 

ENVIRONMENTAL GOODS AND POSTMATERIALISM 

 

Environmental concern is assumed to be associated with a postmaterialistic outlook (Gooch, 

1995; Inglehart and Abramson, 1999). However, this is hardly the case in a general sense. When 

individuals are directly afflicted by adverse environmental effects – in terms of health aspects, 

for example – as is often the case in less developed societies, the impact on attitudes has little to 

do with postmaterialism but is rather a materialistic concern (Pakulski and Crook, 1998; Hassler 

2003; Rootes 2004)). It has been suggested that a distinction between self-interested and 

sociotropic concern for the environment can be made, where the former refers to local 

disturbances that affects oneself directly, while the latter relates to large scale disturbances that 

have more diffuse effects (Rohrschneider, 1990. However, from the perspective adopted here, a 

distinction between direct and more generalized concerns is more to the point, where the former 

refers to postmaterialistic outlooks and the latter to materialistic. General attitudes about 

environmental issues such as the moral imperative of protecting the environment, animals rights, 

ethical obligations not to exploit nature and such like can reasonably be regarded as part of a 

general postmaterialistic outlook. What is at issue here is not short-term personal survival but the 

long-term well-being of people and nature in general, which is dependent on a sustainable use of 

natural resources and way of living. 

 

To facilitate the theoretical elaboration about the relation between postmaterialism, income and 

attitudes towards the environment, a set of survey data will be used as a point of departure. The 

data used in this analysis was collected in 2001 in Estonia under the supervision of a research 

team from Södertörn University College. A multistage stratified random sample of 1100 

respondents in Estonia was selected. The survey questions were asked during face-to-face 

interviews. The questionnaire was originally formulated in English. It was then translated into 

Estonian, and the replies were finally translated back into English. 
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We have chosen to pose a number of somewhat different survey questions in order to tap 

potential attitudes about concern for environmental issues. The main reason for this is because 

concern for environmental issues is both multifaceted and an ethically charged topic. For 

example, when asking respondents their opinion about the authorities’ ability to improve the 

environment in particular areas, it is likely that the replies not only reflect the respondent’s 

concern for the environment, but also his/her view on public authority efficiency in general. 

Since we are only interested in the former issue, validity might quite easily suffer. However, 

when the respondent is asked about the performance of different kinds of NGOs, the reply might 

be biased in another direction, reflecting personal attitudes towards civil society organizations in 

general as much as concern for the environment. In order to avoid these validity hazards, most of 

our survey questions have been directed towards rather general issues such as ethical attitudes 

towards the environment. These kinds of questions are less bias prone, primarily because of their 

high level of abstraction. A statement of the type: “Protecting the environment and fighting 

pollution is less urgent than often suggested” probably suggests no immediate connection to 

actual implementation by local authorities, the legitimacy of relevant NGOs and so on. On the 

other hand, biases caused by the ethically charged character of the questions cannot be easily 

dismissed. It can reasonably be assumed that some respondents tend to answer the questions in 

such a way that they appear to be more interested in environmental issues than they really are. 

However, since we are not trying to find an absolute measurement of environmental interest, but 

only to analyse relative differences, this should not reduce the validity significantly. For 

example, a correlation between the level of income or age and the tendency to misrepresent 

subjective attitudes on this issue does not seem à priori of significance, although this cannot be 

completely discarded. 

 

Table 1 below shows the correlation between a number of different aspects related to 

environmental outlooks on the one hand, and the respondent’s age and income on the other. 
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Table 1. Correlation between attitude towards environmental issues versus age and income in 

Estonia, 2001. 

 

Questions about attitude towards environmental issues  Age Income 

Environmental protection should: only ensure the welfare of human beings…only ensure 
the welfare of nature. 

(+)**  (+) 

Protecting the environment and fighting pollution is less urgent than often suggested. (+) (+) 

The killing of animals is only justifiable if it is done in self-defense or to protect the life of 
other human beings. 

(+) (-) 

It is acceptable to breed animals under factory conditions in order to feed or clothe 
humans. 

(+)** (+)* 

Humans have special rights beyond those of other living creatures. (+)** (+) 

I would give part of my income if I were certain that the money would be used to prevent 
environmental pollution. 

(-) (+) 

I would be willing to spend time working to improve the environment in my community. (-) (+) 

Technical developments will solve most of our environmental problems. (-) (+)* 

Environmental problems can be solved without any dramatic changes to our lifestyles. (-) (-) 

 

Key: (+) Pearson correlation in expected direction, (-) Pearson correlation in unexpected direction, * significant at 

0.05 level (2-tailed), ** significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
 

From a postmaterialistic perspective, a negative relationship between age and environmental 

concern can be expected because of increasing levels of socio-economic security during the 

formative years. This is a very crude measurement since it is assumed that security will 

monotonically increase during the lifetime of the respondents. Nevertheless, in the long run and 

on average, a negative correlation between age and a postmaterialistic concern for the 

environment would be expected in the Estonian case. The alternative hypothesis that there is a 

positive correlation between current incomes and environmental concern is quite straightforward. 

The levels of individual current incomes have been correlated with a propensity to take 

environmentally friendly stances in the survey. 

 

Table 1 clearly shows that the support for the Postmaterialist as well as the current income 

hypothesis is weak. There is a relation in the expected direction in only five of the nine questions 

regarding the age parameter. Among those five cases, two are not statistically significant, which 

leaves us with three out of nine questions where there is a positive and significant correlation 

between age and concern for the environment. Regarding the income parameter, we have seven 
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out of nine cases where the expected direction has been found, but only in two cases do we have 

a statistically significant correlation (.05 level).4 

 

Although the data being used is limited, it seems clear that unambiguous support has not been 

given to any of the hypotheses.5 Therefore, this finding is taken as a point of departure for 

theoretical elaboration and refinement. In this elaboration, the focus is shifted from attitude 

formation towards a preference for environmental goods as a function of income. This 

perspective has similarities with the current income hypothesis described above, since the 

present income level is assumed to be the prime independent variable. However, rather than 

assuming that affluence affects attitudes, which in turn possibly influences behaviour, a 

preference for materialistic and postmaterialistic goods are assumed to be directly influenced by 

changes in income. By adopting this approach, it becomes possible to theorize about differences 

in behaviour caused by variations in income, even though attitudes are taken as given.6 

 

 

MATERIALISTIC AND POSTMATERIALISTIC GOODS 

 

Utility maximization  

 

In his early works on the Postmaterialist hypothesis in the 1970s, Inglehart used an approach 

where the dependent variable was defined by three mutually exclusive types: postmaterialists, 

materialists and mixed. This procedure has subsequently been followed by almost all scholars in 

this research field. Based on the respondent’s opinion on a smaller or larger battery of survey 

                                                 
4 In order to check the robustness of the results, the top and bottom ten percentiles were compared to each other to 
see whether significant differences between the groups existed. In similarity with the results presented in Table 1, no 
systematic correlation could be found in relation to age or income. 
5 In an early study, and one of the rare ones where the correlation between personal current incomes and 
postmaterialism is tested, Cotgrove and Duff (1981) found no clear relation between personal incomes and the 
adoption of postmaterialistic values in a group of British environmentalists. In a study about the relation between 
age/income and environmental concern in the Nordic countries, Knutsen (1990) found no clear patterns. Rohr-
schneider (1990) found weak support for the income-postmaterialism hypothesis, while age was a somewhat better 
predictor of postmaterialistic values in his case study on Germany, France, Great Britain, and the Netherlands. So-
cial disintegration instead seemed to be the most important factor here. See also Carlisle and Smith (2005). Dunlap 
(1993), finally, found no clear differences between industrialised and developing countries, in terms of public envi-
ronmental concern.  
6 The exogenization of attitude formation does not mean that attitudinal changes do not occur, only that income 
changes are not the cause of them. If attitude change occurs over time because of factors outside of the model, this 
means that the value put by the individual on postmaterialistic items has changed independently of a change in in-
come.  
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questions, he/she has been categorized as being one of the three types.7 However, the common 

description that materialists and postmaterialists represent two polar types along a single 

dimension is not in accordance with Inglehart’s original assumptions when he formulated the 

postmaterialism hypothesis (Cotgrove and Duff, 1981; Marks, 1997). The Inglehart model is 

based – metaphorically if not formally and in all its aspects - on the Maslowian hierarchy of 

needs where basal needs such as food and protection have to be satisfied before desires of a 

higher order can be addressed (Krutilla, 1967). This means that affluent individuals or societies 

do not become disinterested in materialistic concerns but tend to exhibit materialistic as well as 

postmaterialistic concerns simultaneously. Individuals or societies with very few resources on 

the other hand, can only satisfy their basic needs and therefore tend to be more exclusively 

materialistic. 

 

In this paper, materialistic and postmaterialistic items are not interpreted as belonging to dif-

ferent epistemic categories. Instead, both sets of values are taken to be subjectively appreciated 

goods satisfying individual needs and wants. The individual is assumed to allocate his/her 

available personal resources in such a way that his/her subjective utility is always maximized.8 

The individual could of course be “out of equilibrium” unable to maximize at all times, but the 

important thing is that he/she is assumed to always be moving towards such equilibrium. 

 

The different kinds of goods available to the individual are classified into two categories: ma-

terialistic and postmaterialistic. The former primarily consists of different kinds of tangible 

commodities while the latter consists of less tangible items, often appreciated for their subjec-

tively perceived intrinsic values. There is no à priori reason to assume that there exists a 

difference in investment strategies between the two categories. The individual is assumed to 

invest her resources such as money, time, and effort, according to his/her preferences. He/she 

will allocate his/her available resources in such a way that marginal benefits from further 

investment in either category are identical.9 By doing this, he/she will maximize personal utility. 

                                                 
7 Originally, Inglehart used a rather limited battery of four questions. Later on, the longer 12-question battery has 
often been used. An accessible discussion on this can be found in (Charnock and Ellis, 2004: Appendix A). 
8 Interestingly, Inglehart acknowledged as early as in 1981 that there is a continuum between materialists and 
postmaterialists, rather than two polar types: “Though for simplicity of presentation we will usually compare the two 
polar types, we are dealing with a continuum having numerous intermediate categories.” (Inglehart, 1981: 885). In-
glehart has not subsequently elaborated on how to interpret this continuum. In Tranter & Western (2003), however, 
a four-grade scale is used, where the mixed group is divided into either “1st choice postmaterialists” or “1st choice 
materialists”. See also Marks (1997) for a description of an approach where continuous measures are used. 
9 The assumption on declining marginal benefits from further investment has primarily been adopted in economic 
analyses. It has been suggested, however, that diminishing returns from economic investments is just a particular 
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In economics, this issue is in most cases not problematic since the individual’s behaviour as a 

market consumer can be rather precisely determined, at least at the macro level. For example, the 

demand for different kinds of marketable goods can be measured against varying income levels 

in quite a straightforward way. In the approach elaborated on here where the focus is on 

environmental concern, it is difficult to measure consumption patterns directly. The main reason 

for this is related to the fact the many of the most important environmental issues are collective 

in nature (Hassler, 2003). 

 

This means that actual behaviour may be a poor measurement of environmental concern, since 

the individual may be locked into a “tragedy of the commons” situation where it is irrational to 

make individual contributions (Hardin, 1968; Ostrom, 1990; Pellikaan and Veen, 2002). To give 

a concrete example, the incentives for the individual to reduce his/her personal contribution to 

global warming are extremely weak from an instrumentally rationalistic perspective because this 

reduction would have no measurable impact. Therefore, the consumption patterns discussed here 

should not be interpreted as expected market behaviour but rather as forming a basis for public 

legitimacy of environmental regulations, regulations that deal with issues where collective action 

problematics tend to lead to market failure. The theoretical consumption patterns discussed here 

are purely hypothetical and reflect what would be reasonable if the environmental goods had not 

been collective. Instead, survey questions are used, tapping individual environmental concern. 

The more environmentally concerned the individual, the more likely he/she is to favour 

consumption of postmaterialistic goods in relation to materialistic ones. 

 

Figure 1 below shows the assumed relation between marginal utility from the consumption of 

materialistic and postmaterialistic goods. 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
case of a more general rule covering human behavior, where resource use in a broader sense generally can be as-
sumed to show diminishing returns (Coleman 1990). It has even been suggested that value change as such exhibits 
diminishing returns in relation to increasing prosperity (Dalton 1977). The path here is that all kinds of consumption 
are assumed to show diminishing returns. 
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Figure 1. Hypothetic relationship between marginal utility from materialistic goods, 

postmaterialistic goods and income level. 

 

The individual is assumed to always maximize personal utility which in this context means 

that marginal utility from materialistic and postmaterialistic goods is always equal. The only 

exception is at income levels where marginal utility from one category exceeds marginal utility 

from the other at zero consumption. In Figure 1 above, this means that at a given income level, 

the marginal utility derived from the consumption of both categories of goods is identical. The 

higher the income level, the larger the bundle of goods it is possible to obtain. Since marginal 

utility from both types of goods is assumed to decline with quantity, a larger income means a 

lower marginal utility. At the “low income” level (ML) shown to the left, only materialistic 

goods are demanded. This is due to the Maslowian assumption that when resources are very 

scarce, basic materialistic needs have to be met first. However, as income grows the demand for 

postmaterialistic goods increases in order to equalize marginal utility from the two types of 

goods. At the intersection of the two curves, the income level has grown sufficiently to make the 

individual demand identical amounts of postmaterialistic and materialistic goods. Further 

increases in income will make the individual demand a higher proportion of postmaterialistic 



 14

goods in relation to materialistic ones but as long as marginal utility from the consumption of 

materialistic goods is larger than zero, he/she would still prefer a mix of both kinds of goods, 

albeit increasingly skewed towards postmaterialistic items. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The importance of understanding the driving forces behind individual behaviour with regard to 

environmental protection has increased significantly during recent decades. The reason is that the 

individual plays a crucial role in the societal achievement of long-term sustainability. The end-

of-pipe reduction in industrial pollution and earlier kinds of large-scale investments are not 

sufficient. They have to be complemented by micro-level changes in consumption patterns and 

ways of life. 

 

From attitudinal and theoretical points of view, it is necessary to tie consumption patterns to an 

individual’s willingness to devote resources, time, and behavioural change to environmental 

protection. The Postmaterialist hypothesis ignores the link between attitudes and behavioural 

change, which makes it a rather poor vehicle for illuminating actual behaviour. An implicit 

assumption claiming an unproblematic link between attitude and behavioural change, where the 

latter adapts more or less efficiently to the former, seems to be an important feature of the 

contemporary postmaterialism discourse, despite the fact that behaviour is where our ultimate 

interest lies. The link between attitude and behavioural change is far from unproblematic 

(Fishbein, 1967). The absence of theoretical elaboration on these kinds of mechanisms makes it 

hard to understand why the alleged adoption of postmaterialistic attitudes does not manifest itself 

more clearly in terms of people choosing to work less, becoming less interested in buying 

various commodities, abstaining from using cars and other kinds of alleged features of the (post) 

modern lifestyles. Although difficult to measure in comprehensive way, few observers would 

claim that westerners have become disinterested in material welfare. 

 

The approach adopted here contributes to an enriched understanding of the incongruence be-

tween the suggested increase in postmaterialistic outlook in general and environmental concern 

in particular, and observed behaviour. Because of the differences in diminishing returns between 

materialistic and postmaterialistic consumption, concern for the environment – as a special case 

in the broader concept of postmaterialistic attitudes – increases in relation to materialism when 

personal incomes are increased. However, this should not be taken as an indication that the 
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individual has become a different kind of person, that an Inglehartian cultural shift has taken 

place. Rather, we expect material consumption to continue to increase along with the rise of 

individual and public concern for the environment. If income levels rise, materialistic 

consumption levels also increase even if the consumption of postmaterialistic goods increases 

even faster. The exact relation between these two types of consumption is determined by their 

respective income elasticity. 

 

When the consumption approach adopted in this paper is combined with insights from collective 

action research, the incongruence between individual concern for the environment and actual 

behaviour can be illuminated. Assuming that individuals are instrumentally rational, personal 

efforts typically result in negligible environmental improvement. If there is a cost or discomfort 

to change behaviour in a more environmentally friendly direction at the micro level, the rational 

response is to do nothing. This means that when individuals behave in a less environmental 

friendly way than their attitudes seemed to imply, this is neither irrational nor hypocritical. 

Adopting this approach makes it possible to explain observed incongruence between individual 

attitudes and behaviour without having to set aside the assumption of instrumental rationality. 

Cotgrove and Duff (1981), for example, assert: 

 

Different values surface and are especially significant for different areas (or domains) of life. It is 

quite consistent to act according to material values in an occupation (to be dissatisfied with his 

salary, for example) and at the same time, to give low priority to economic growth as a goal for 

society (Cotgrove and Duff, 1981:101). 

 

This type of behaviour is neatly explained within a rationalistic collective action framework 

where a conflict between individual and collective incentives to act exists. There is thus no need 

to resort to assumptions on varying values in different domains of life. 

 

According to this perspective, an individual’s attitude towards environmental protection – if 

measured properly – mirrors his/her preferences from a societal point of view i.e. what he/she 

thinks would be reasonable to do had there been no collective action dilemma. This has 

important implications for the public legitimacy of environmental policy decisions.10 Surveys 

about environmental attitudes give valuable information about public preferences for various 

                                                 
10 See also Dunlap and Scarce (1991); Rohrschneider (1990). 
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kinds of environmental investments in relation to other societal needs and can thus be used to 

assess public legitimacy for existing policies as well as policy changes. Obviously, surveys can 

never be a perfect replacement for market behaviour. But when the good in question is 

collective, few other means are available and attempts to use market behaviour as indicators of 

individual preferences in collective action dilemmas can certainly result in even more biased 

assessments. 

 

The approach adopted in this paper has a clear bearing on the Limits to Growth hypothesis 

referred to in the introduction. Although predictions about the depletion of natural resources 

within the near future have been refuted, the tension between economic development, material 

consumption and environmental protection has not (Korten, 1992; Martínez-Alier, 1995; 

Goodland, 1995). Expectations in this matter, based on the approach adapted here, might be less 

optimistic compared with the Postmaterialist hypothesis. A simplified interpretation of 

postmaterialism seems to imply that when countries become richer, its inhabitants become more 

concerned with postmaterialistic values and thereby act more in accordance with the limits set by 

nature. However, if changes in behaviour are assumed to be a direct effect of increasing personal 

affluence and differences in income elasticity between materialistic and postmaterialistic goods, 

both types of consumption will increase. The more equal the elasticity is, the more pronounced 

the tension becomes from this increase. If increased materialistic consumption always means 

more pressure is put on available natural resources and the capacity of nature to withstand higher 

levels of pollution, it would seem that increasing economic growth and environmental 

sustainability might be very difficult to reconcile (Arrow et. al, 1995; Stern et. al, 1996). 

Although larger resources are spent on environmentally friendly production methods, hazardous 

substances are substituted by less harmful ones, and the efficiency of various pollution-reducing 

filters is increased, the parallel rise in absolute levels of materialistic consumption possibly off-

sets these improvements.  
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