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■ Abstract Values are often invoked in discussions of how to develop a more sus-
tainable relationship with the environment. There is a substantial literature on values
that spans several disciplines. In philosophy, values are relatively stable principles that
help us make decisions when our preferences are in conflict and thus convey some
sense of what we consider good. In economics, the term values is usually used in
discussions of social choice, where an assessment of the social value of various alter-
natives serves as a guide to the best choice under a utilitarian ethic (the greatest good
for the greatest number). In sociology, social psychology, and political science, two
major lines of research have addressed environmental values. One has focused on four
value clusters: self-interest, altruism, traditionalism, and openness to change and found
relatively consistent theoretical and empirical support for the relationship of values to
environmentalism. The other line of research suggests that environmentalism emerges
when basic material needs are met and that individuals and societies that are postma-
terialist in their values are more likely to exhibit pro-environmental behaviors. The
evidence in support of this argument is more equivocal. Overall, the idea that values,
especially altruism, are related to environmentalism, seems well established, but little
can be said about the causes of value change and of the overall effects of value change
on changes in behavior.
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INTRODUCTION

Why does a commuter decide to drive alone in a car rather than carpooling or
taking mass transit? Why do most land-use development patterns favor sprawl with
its attendant environmental impacts over more environmentally benign forms of
development? Why are most fisheries overexploited? The term values is frequently
invoked in discussions of environmental problems such as these. Those concerned
about human impact on the environment have often suggested that changes in
values are a route to more sustainable behavior and policy. The assumptions behind
these comments are that values influence our individual and collective decisions
and that if our values changed we would make decisions that are more protective of
the biophysical environment. However, these expressions of hope and frustration
about values are seldom connected to the substantial body of research on values,
nor are they precise about what forces influence human behavior or how value
changes might be reflected in behavior. In this review, we examine social scientific
research on values, focusing on work that relates values to our treatment of the
biophysical environment.

Values and Environmentalism

At the core of this review is a tradition of research that measures individual values
and considers their relationship to environmentally consequential behavior. [It is
also possible to interpret the goals of national policies and international treaties
and agreements as statements of values (1)]. But to understand this work and its
relationship to the generic invocation of values in discussions of anthropogenic
environmental change, we have to consider several other scholarly traditions that
focus on values. In philosophy, the concept of values is central to many forms of
ethical analysis. Indeed, one of the major journals in the field of environmental
ethics is titled Environmental Values. Likewise, the concept of values is central to
environmental economics, where much research is concerned with assigning value
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to changes in the environment, the field of environmental valuation. Further, nearly
all work on the problem of the commons considers the relative influence of altruism
and self-interest in decision making (2). So, the concept of values is related to the
broad literature on altruism in evolutionary theory and the social sciences. And even
the tradition of research that forms the centerpiece of our discussion, the empirical
study of values in sociology, social psychology, and political science, can be diffi-
cult to understand without some attention to how individual values relate to other
important influences on individual behavior, such as beliefs, norms, and attitudes.

Unfortunately, these streams of research are not well integrated. In addition,
as we move across the research traditions, the term values is used in somewhat
different ways. Our major goals in this review are to clarify how the idea of val-
ues is used across these various fields of inquiry and to review the state of the
social science literature dealing with values and the environment. Because we are
bound to cover more ground than the social science literature per se, we do not
review the empirical literature on values save where it deals directly with environ-
mental decision making. A recent review by Hitlin & Piliavin (3) provides sound
guidance regarding empirical values research not related to the environment. A
number of key papers on values and the environment have recently been reprinted
and overviewed by Kalof & Satterfield (4). Satterfield & Kalof (5) mapped the
literature on values by contrasting axiomatic approaches that assume values can
be established independent of individual human preferences with subjectivist ap-
proaches that focus on values as expressed by individuals. Their map covers the
same terrain we cover but uses a different projection to lay out the landscape.

Some Basic Concepts

The social science literature on values often makes use of terms that can be hard for
the uninitiated reader to follow. One of our goals in this review is to provide guid-
ance that focuses on the conceptual issues and major debates without becoming
lost in the details. We begin our discussion with the relationship between values
and decision making because that is how the idea of values is usually deployed
in ethics—values are assumed to influence decisions. This is also how values are
invoked in expressions of concern and hope about human impact on the environ-
ment. Changes in values are seen as leading to changes in decisions and thus to
changes in behavior. However, as we detail below, decisions are influenced by
more than values, and behaviors are not always the result of thoughtful decisions.

Most studies of individual environmental values use surveys and not direct
observations of environmentally consequential behavior because social science
research on the environment is generally not well funded and the observation
of individual behavior is expensive. Values are most commonly related to either
(a) self-reported behaviors (e.g., “Do you usually recycle newspapers?”), (b) be-
havioral intentions (e.g., “Would you be willing to sign a petition in favor of
stricter environmental protection?”), or (c) other measures that express concern
for the environment. Thus an important limit of the current literature is that very
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few studies examine actual behavior, and the link between self-reported behavior
or behavioral intentions and actual behavior is far from perfect (6). Another limit
is that the relationship between values and behavior can be dependent upon the
type of value(s) being examined (7). A growing and important area of research
examines the relationship of values to stated willingness to pay or otherwise make
sacrifices to protect the environment (e.g., “How much would you be willing to
pay to protect watershed X from development?”). There is also research emerging
on how values are related to perceptions of environmental and technological risk
and to preferences regarding environmental policy. Finally, many studies simply
link values to expressions of pro-environmental attitudes. Some recent contribu-
tions to the literature help us think about what might be influenced by values by
categorizing environmentally consequential individual actions, such as consumer
behavior and active and passive political support for the environmental movement
and its goals (8, 9).

Although we emphasize choice in our discussion of values, it is critical to
remember that many environmentally consequential behaviors are strongly influ-
enced by factors outside an individual’s control (10–13). For example, as indi-
viduals we have little influence on how much public transportation is available in
our community, but transportation availability may dominate our decisions about
commuting, regardless of our values. Guagnano et al. (14) offered an “Attitudes-
Behaviors-Constraints” theory of pro-environmental behavior that emphasizes the
interaction between attitudes and constraints in shaping behavior and that suggests
that some inconsistencies in research on either attitudes or behavioral change may
be the result of not taking adequate account of both attitudes and constraints as
influences on behavior. Besides structural determinants of environmental deci-
sions, interactions with others and the social context within which we act are also
consequential. For example, the behaviors we observe of others who live in our
neighborhood are likely to have substantial influence on us (15) especially when
those observed behaviors are taken as norms describing how we should behave.
(We return to the issue of norms below.) Some environmentally consequential
decisions are affected by so many other considerations that the environmental
component may be given little weight. For example, in deciding which house to
buy, the ease of access to public transportation may be a consideration, but it may
be swamped by neighborhood character, school quality, cost, and other matters.
Yet that choice, once made, then influences all subsequent choices about commut-
ing. Finally, some behaviors become so routine or are made so quickly that we
may not reflect on our values (16). Thøgersen & Ölander (17) reminded us that
pro-environmental behaviors can either mutually reinforce or negatively influence
each other so they cannot be considered independent of one another. Despite these
complications, the core arguments about values are that they influence individual
decisions and that individual decisions are consequential in shaping individual,
and ultimately group, behavior with regard to the environment.

Understanding the literature on environmental values, especially the relation-
ship between discussions of values in environmental ethics and the social science
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tradition, is easier if we keep in mind that the concept of values is often deployed
to explain how we make new choices. The general argument is that environmental
decisions often require us to make decisions about things we have not thought
much about previously. The goods and services that flow from ecosystem func-
tions are often taken for granted. New environmental issues emerge from new
scientific research, and the environmental movement draws attention to problems
not previously given much notice. Thus decision making about the environment
often concerns an issue to which we have not given much previous thought (18).
Whether such novel decisions actually reflect our values depends on the context in
which we have the opportunity to reflect on our values. In some contexts, a quick
decision seems appropriate, and that may lessen the influence of values or bias
which values are given weight. We return to this issue below.

We begin our review with the common definition of values and then consider
the use of the concept of values in ethics and in economics. Then, we elucidate how
these approaches are related to the use of the term in sociology, social psychology,
and political science. Because the literatures that engage with values in environ-
mental ethics and environmental and resource economics are huge, we provide
only a brief sketch of them. Our review is also limited to research that directly
engages with social scientific theory, leaving aside ad hoc invocations of the term
values in general analyses of environmental concern.

THE VARIED USES OF THE IDEA OF VALUES

Offering a definition seems a pedantic way to begin a discussion, but examining
the most common meanings of values immediately leads us to some deep issues
that occupy us throughout this essay. Value comes from the Latin valere–to be
strong, to be worthy. The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (19) offers two
columns of definitions for values. The second major definition is the one closest
to our concerns:

a. The worth, usefulness, or importance of a thing; relative merit or status
according to the estimated desirability or utility of a thing. b. Estimate or
opinion of, regard or liking for, a person or thing. c. The principles or moral
standards of a person or social groups, the generally accepted or personally
held judgment of what is valuable and important in life.

In everyday language, we use values in all three of these senses: what something
is worth, opinions about that worth, and moral principles.

Values in Everyday Language

Consider the relationship between the worth of something and our assessment of
that worth—the first versus the second definition of value. It is often suggested
that some aspects of the biophysical environment, especially beautiful landscapes,
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complex ecosystems, and rare species, have intrinsic value. That is, they have value
independent of the values that humans assign to them. But others argue that this is
not so, that values must always be assigned by humans. As a practical matter, there
are no widely accepted methods for systematically quantifying intrinsic value other
than by asking people about the values they assign to a landscape, ecosystem, or
species, but this limitation in our methods does not obviate the deeper conceptual
problem. The problem of intrinsic value has been a central debate in ethics for
nearly a century (20). Arguments for intrinsic environmental values trace at least to
Routley (21). [For a concise overview of these and related debates in environmental
ethics see Brennan & Lo (22).] We engage these issues in our discussion of values
in environmental ethics and environmental economics below.

The third definition, of values as moral principles, suggests standards about
how we should value various states of the world and the actions of ourselves and
others. It departs from the first two definitions in two ways. First, it alludes to the
importance of the social group as the carrier of values. Second, it seems to refer
to values in a more general sense than those that might be assigned to or inherent
in a specific thing. The idea of values as a statement of how one should behave,
or how the world should be, arose first in philosophy but is now also a theme in
the social sciences. The issue of how individual values relate to the social group
arises again below.

Values in Ethics

In his examination of theories about the origin of values, Joas (23) suggested that
the use of the concept of values arose in economic life and thought in the eighteenth
century, whereas the use of the idea in ethics began with German philosophy in
the nineteenth century. [See Ostrom (24) for a discussion of the views of some
early economic theorists.] In ethical theory, values influence how people make
decisions. Ethical theories of value argue that people consider not just their imme-
diate wants and desires, but they sometimes reflect on deeper concerns about what
is important. This emphasis of the role of values in decision making is consonant
with social science theory. The standard rational actor model, which dominates
microeconomics and is influential in political science and sociology, assumes that
we make decisions by weighing alternatives in comparison with our preferences.
Then we choose the options that do the best job of matching our preferences.
[Jaeger et al. (25) constructed a masterful overview of the rational actor model.]
Although most accounts of the rational actor model do not incorporate values,
Hechter (26) argued that values help give weight to preferences when we cannot
find a choice that is better with regard to everything that we prefer. That is, values
help us make choices when there are trade-offs.

John Dewey (27) moved from this view to a discussion of the importance of
values in ethical conduct. For Dewey, values arise because it is common for our
preferences to be in conflict during decision making. Our values, an abstract set of
principles, allow us to resolve those conflicts by suggesting which preferences are
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better. This differs from the basic account of the rational actor model by invoking
moral considerations. Thus values are about what is desirable, whereas preferences
are only about what is desired. This also suggests that values are deployed in a
reflective process of self-examination rather than in a quick judgment. Dewey and
his fellow pragmatist George Herbert Mead (28) also emphasized the importance
of values in personal identity. When we think about who we are, we think about
what things are of fundamental importance to us. Mead’s thinking about the way
in which personal identity is formed in interaction with others was a dominant
influence on sociology, but the idea of values has not been emphasized by his
followers. We mention this because, as we see below, most empirical work on
values is conducted using either surveys or experiments, but the tradition of Mead
emphasized in-depth interviews and participant observation. This approach has
been neglected in research on values (but see Reference 29).

The issue of whether the environment and other species have intrinsic value or
instead are of value only because they are means to human ends, referred to as
instrumental value, is a central one in environmental ethics. In measuring values
to inform policy decisions, we have no direct way of assessing intrinsic value
but have to rely on observations of human behavior, including statements about
intrinsic value or travel to sites that may have intrinsic value. The distinction
between intrinsic and instrumental values has a parallel in the social sciences,
where a distinction is sometimes made between instrumental values (means) and
terminal values (30).

Values in Economics

The economics tradition is dominated by the rational actor model of human be-
havior (25). This model assumes that people make decisions by assessing what
outcomes follow from various possible choices and examining the effect each out-
come has on things the chooser desires, that is, the effect of a choice on his or her
preferences. In the language of this approach, we make choices so as to maximize
our utility (satisfaction), taking account of uncertainties as well as benefits and costs
associated with each course of action. Economic theory has been silent about why
people prefer what they prefer and has focused on how decisions are made given
some set of preferences. Indeed, there are strong arguments in economic theory
that people have clear preferences that are easily accessible when decisions must
be made (31). If that is true, then values as the arbiters of preferences when it is
hard to make decisions play little role. Thus, economics has not offered much in-
sight into values in the sense we are discussing them here. (And there can be some
confusion if we are not careful to use the term preference to refer to the specific
things individuals want or desire and values to refer to more general assessments
of what kinds of circumstances are seen as desirable by individuals.) However, the
idea that values help resolve conflict among preferences, as suggested by Dewey,
gives a sense of the relationship between values and preferences in a way that is
consistent with the rational actor model.
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The term values is more often engaged in economics as we move from the
individual to the group. Economics has offered clear ideas about how to assess
what society values in order to provide guidance to collective decision making. A
utilitarian ethic suggests that the most appropriate decision is one that provides the
greatest good to the greatest number (i.e., maximizes utility for the group). This
is just the group level version of the rational actor model—as a group we want
to make the choice that provides the most utility when we sum utility across all
individuals.

The practical tool of utilitarian ethics is benefit-cost analysis (32). If we can
analyze all outcomes of all possible courses of action and estimate the utility
associated with each, we can then make the choice that provides the greatest
good for the greatest number. Arrow’s (33) analysis of preference aggregation
strengthened the argument for using benefit-cost analysis for public decisions. He
showed that, in order to add up utilities, we must have measurements of individual
utilities that are cardinal numbers (numbers on which we can perform arithmetic).
If we can only measure utilities as rank orderings (“I like this better than that”),
then there is no ideal or even unique way to combine those individual choices
to obtain a group choice. The outcome of our aggregation, our collective choice,
depends on the rule we use to combine the individual preference orderings, with
different voting rules potentially leading to different outcomes. This constraint
encourages the search for measures of utility that are cardinal numbers.

Market prices of goods and services are cardinal numbers, and under some
conditions, it can be shown that prices do reflect social values. In particular, if
there are a large number of small producers and consumers in a market and there is
no concentration of buying or selling power, if all goods and services have perfect
substitutes, if all players have perfect information, if all players have equal access
to means of production and resources, if any firm can enter or exit the market as it
wishes, if transactions costs are minimal and the price is influenced by nothing but
supply and demand, then prices reflect social value. Although no market matches
these conditions perfectly, some markets may approximate them well enough that
prices are a reasonably accurate reflection of social value (34). Thus prices give
us cardinal numbers to use in aggregating preferences. But for many goods and
services of environmental importance, the ideal conditions in which prices are an
accurate reflection of social values are not present, and indeed, many goods and
services that seem important have no market price at all. This is true for many
ecosystem services, which are defined in the literature as the benefits obtained
from ecosystems (35). For example, we may be able to determine the value to
society of timber harvested from a forest by calculating the market value of the
lumber that would result from the harvest. But we have no comparable market to
give us the value of the flood prevention provided by leaving the forest standing,
let alone for the value of the rare and even the common species that would be lost
to the area if the forest is lumbered.

To provide estimates of value for things whose social value is not adequately
captured by market prices, economists have developed a set of methods that are
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referred to as contingent valuation (36). The basic logic of contingent valuation
is to ask a representative sample of the public what they would be willing to pay
to preserve or protect the state of the environment under consideration. So, in
the forest example, we might conduct a survey asking people what they would
be willing to pay to leave the forest as is, in comparison with some proposed
change, such as a timber harvest. The values reported by the survey respondents
are cardinal numbers and can be used to project the willingness to pay of the public
overall, and that value can be compared with the value of the lumber that could be
harvested. The comparison of the two numbers thus allows a comparison of the
value to society of harvesting the forest versus not harvesting it. This is the logic
of social valuation as it is commonly used in economics.

The literature on contingent valuation is too huge to review here (37). However,
we mention contingent valuation because it represents one of the three major
traditions in social science research with regard to values—it is the tradition that
attempts to measure the social value of specific changes in the environment. We
also mention it because some interesting work has begun attempting to link what
people say in contingent valuation surveys to the kinds of individual values that
are investigated by sociologists, social psychologists, and political scientists. We
discuss this literature below. The core idea is that when posed with a contingent
valuation question in a survey, people may need to consider their basic values to
decide how much importance they assign to a change in the environment. Likewise,
when making a purchase in the market, people may need to reference their values
to decide what product to buy.

THE PROBLEM OF ALTRUISM

The problem of intrinsic versus instrumental value in environmental ethics relates
to a core question in the study of behavior: To what degree can we expect to find
altruism? Assigning intrinsic value to other species or ecosystems is saying that we
should care about them regardless of the importance of those systems for humans.
This point of view is often traced to Aldo Leopold’s famous land ethic: “A thing
is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, stability, and beauty of the biotic
community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise” (38, p. 224). In this view, all
human actions are to be judged as instruments for protecting the intrinsic value of
the biotic community. Leopold argued that we should eschew self-interest and act
for the good of the other, in this case, the whole biotic community. Because Leopold
was trained in a human-centered utilitarian approach to resource management,
this move toward nonanthropocentric values is a sharp rejection of the dominant
paradigm of his time (39). Reflection on Leopold’s essay by Heberlein (40) and by
Dunlap & Van Liere (41) interjected value considerations and especially the idea of
altruism into the social psychology of environmental concern. And it was Leopold
who inspired Routley’s (21) original call for a nonanthropocentric approach to
environmental ethics.
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But as influential as the nonanthropocentric tradition has been, there is a strong
tradition of arguing for valuing the environment solely through human interests
(e.g., References 42 and 43). This view suggests that the state of the biophysical
environment and of other species can only have instrumental value. The environ-
ment matters only as a means toward human ends, although those ends may include
contemplation of the beauty of nature or a sense of awe at the complexity and sub-
tlety of evolutionary processes rather than direct satisfaction of material wants.
The tension between anthropocentric and nonanthropocentric views of valuation
inspired both theory and empirical research on the role of altruism in shaping
environmentalism. In particular, the discussion of altruism has been expanded to
contrast concern with other humans with concern that includes other species or
the biosphere. Thus the concept of altruism has become central to discussions of
environmental values.

Altruism and the Environment

Drawing on the work of Leopold, Dunlap, Van Liere, Heberlein and the overall
tradition of research on altruism, Stern and colleagues (44, 45) and Merchant (46)
suggested that there are at least three value bases for environmental concern: self-
interest, humanistic altruism, and biospheric altruism. The self-interest basis of
environmental concern comes from caring about the environment because it influ-
ences us and those we care about. This is the usual assumption of the rational actor
model—that people make decisions based upon self-interest. The second reason
to care about the environment is an altruism directed toward humans—social or
humanistic altruism. This is altruism in the sense that our scope of concern is
broadened from one’s self and family to a larger community, possibly encompass-
ing all of humanity. The third basis for concern is an altruism directed toward other
species or the state of ecosystems themselves, beyond the benefits to humans of
those species or ecosystems. This has been termed biospheric altruism. The first
two approaches are anthropocentric and assign only instrumental values to other
species or the environment, while biospheric altruism, like Leopold’s land ethic, is
an extension of concern beyond the boundary of Homo sapiens. Biospheric altruism
acknowledges intrinsic value, whereas self-interest and humanistic altruism do not.

As the literature on values has evolved, multiple terms have been deployed
to label the same concept. Thus humanistic altruism has also been called social
altruism or simply altruism. Biospheric altruism has been called biocentrism. To
further complicate matters, measures of each of these concepts are sometimes
labeled with other terms. To avoid confusion we use the terms self-interest, hu-
manistic altruism, and biospheric altruism throughout the review, indicating when
necessary their relationship to other terms found in the literature.

Altruism in Evolutionary Theory

Altruism toward conspecifics has long been posited as a reasonable ethical stance,
but analyses of genetic evolution have suggested that, even if such behavior is
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laudable, it is rare. Natural selection acting on genes tends to favor the selfish
individual over the altruist so that, over time, altruism becomes increasingly rare
and self-interest common. There are a few mechanisms that expand on narrow self-
interest, such as looking out for kin (47) or acting altruistically when reciprocity
can be expected (48), but these are exceptions to the general pattern. Altruism
might also be favored if natural selection acted strongly on groups (i.e., groups
reproduced themselves or went extinct as a unit) rather than primarily on the
individuals. Sober & Wilson (49) detailed the history of the long debate on this
“group selection” argument.

However, the models that posit altruism as rare and self-interest as dominant
have all assumed that behavior is shaped only by genes and experience. That is
certainly true for most species; but for Homo sapiens, culture is a major influence
on behavior (50, pp. 1–57). The evolutionary dynamics of culture are such that
altruism, rather than being a rare and ephemeral characteristic, may be common-
place, although the scope of altruism may be circumscribed and altruism may
coexist with rather than wholly displace self-interest (41, pp. 191–236). In the lan-
guage of values, altruism is about the scope of outcomes that one values in making
decisions. Self-interest implies assigning weight only to outcomes for oneself and
close kin. Social altruism implies assigning weight to a broader group of humans,
including perhaps all of humanity. Biospheric altruism implies assigning weight
to other species, ecosystems, and perhaps the biosphere itself.

The environmental ethics literature is proscriptive, offering arguments about
how we ought to think about and value the environment. But the core of the social
science tradition of research on values is descriptive, offering analyses of how
we do think about the environment. In both literatures, as well as in the literature
on evolutionary theory, the issue of altruism is central, although as described
below, other values also seem to influence decisions about the environment. The
social science literature provides us with evidence about the kinds of values people
actually bring to bear in making decisions about the environment.

THE SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF VALUES

The idea that altruism is a basis for environmentalism was the starting point for em-
pirical work linking environmentalism and values. But the broader social science
literature suggested other value concepts that might be related to environmen-
talism. As a result, a rich literature examining how individiual values relate to
environmentalism has emerged. We explore that literature here.

Defining Values

Schwartz & Bilsky (51) presented a definition of values that encompasses much
of the work that preceded them: “According to the literature, values are (a) con-
cepts or beliefs, (b) about desirable end states or behaviors, (c) that transcend
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specific situations, (d) guide selection or evaluation of behavior and events, and
(e) are ordered by relative importance” (p. 551). Hitlin & Piliavin (3), in an
excellent overview of values research and theory in sociology, noted that val-
ues differ from four other social psychological constructs, whereas Frannson
& Gärling (52) discussed values in the context of other concepts that measure
environmentalism.

Values differ from attitudes in that attitudes are positive or negative evaluations
of something quite specific. We might value wilderness, and we might oppose a
proposal for oil development in a wildlife refuge. The former is more general and
would be considered a value; the latter is more specific and considered an attitude.
The term trait refers to psychological characteristics such as authoritarianism or
risk aversion. Traits differ from values in that, while traits may influence behavior,
they are not necessarily desirable and are not the products, even hypothetically, of
reflection. Norms are “ought to” statements (53). Thus one might value efficiency
in resource use and have a norm that “everyone ought to recycle paper.” Needs refer
to biologically based demands on the individual. Thus we may value ecosystems
but have a need for various ecosystem services, such as food or water. We add
preferences to Hitlin and Piliavin’s list, which are specific rankings or ratings of
possible outcomes from a decision. So we might value pristine habitat and have
a preference for a particular tract of land to remain undeveloped rather than for
it to be developed. As noted above, Dewey argued that values are used to help
make decisions when preferences conflict. Beliefs are understandings about the
state of the world; they are facts as an individual perceives them. Two people
might differ in their beliefs about the impacts of climate change on endangered
species, or they might differ in the values they assign to the perpetuation of rare
species, or both. Worldviews are generalized beliefs. We might hold the specific
belief that climate change leads to loss of habitat and thus species loss in boreal
regions and a worldview that human actions often cause substantial harm to the
environment. Finally, roles can be thought of as ways of behaving and making
decisions that vary across social situations. For example, at home the role of parent
may dominate and with it an emphasis on protecting the environment for the next
generation, whereas at work the role of business professional might dominate
and long-term concerns would be given less weight than immediate economic
performance.

Measuring Values

The social psychological literature is empirical as well as theoretical. Over the last
35 years, social psychologists have developed several approaches to measuring
individual values. The way values are measured in an empirical study provides
the working definition of values in that study. So to understand the literature on
values and environmentalism, it is essential to understand what is actually being
measured in the empirical literature as well as the strengths and limits of the most
common approaches. We review the major approaches below.
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THE ROKEACH/SCHWARTZ APPROACH Rokeach (54) effectively launched empir-
ical work on values. According to Rokeach, values are “enduring beliefs that a
specific mode of conduct is personally or socially preferable to an opposite or con-
verse mode of conduct or end-state of existence” (55, p. 160). To measure these
values, Rokeach developed the Rokeach Value System. This approach provided
the basis for most subsequent work on values measurement. It has been elaborated
and extended by Schwartz & Bilsky (51, 56) into what are now the most commonly
used measures of values. The Schwartz Value Survey contains 56 survey items that
participants are asked to rate along a 9-point scale, indicating how important each
stated value is as a guiding principle in their life. (See Table 1.) In the original scale,
the values were ranked by respondents, but recent applications ask respondents to
rate each value statement independent of the others (57).

In most samples, statistical analyses of the Schwartz items reveal 10 group-
ings of items that are called value types: power, achievement, hedonism, stimula-
tion, self-direction, universalism, benevolence, tradition, conformity, and security.
(See Figure 1.) These ten types arrange themselves into four clusters that reflect
two dimensions. One dimension is referred to as self-enhancement versus self-
transcendence. This dimension entails the pursuit of self-interest on one hand and
the concern for the welfare of others on the other. It captures the distinction be-
tween self-interest and altruism but not the distinction between humanistic and
biospheric altruism. The other dimension is referred to as openness to change
versus conservation. (Because the term conservation would lead to confusion in
applications of the Schwartz approach to environmental issues, the literature on
environmental values often uses the term traditionalism after one of the value
types composing this cluster.) This dimension encompasses the tension between
readiness for new experiences and self-restriction.

Schwartz and his collaborators have found roughly the same value structure in
approximately 70 different samples from widely different cultural groups around
the globe, although all are literate samples (7, 58–60). It seems that although differ-
ent contemporary cultures may rank the importance of various values differently,
the structure of values is nearly universal in the modern world. Bok (61) has argued
that uncovering common values cross-culturally is a pressing issue because soci-
eties urgently need common ground for cross-cultural dialogues about how to deal
with hazards that span national boundaries, such as environmental degradation.
Thus the Schwartz approach to value measurement has considerable appeal both
because one of its dimensions matches the concern with altruism and self-interest
in the conceptual literature on values and the environment and because it appears
to be applicable across a broad range of contemporary literate cultures. This has
led to its frequent use in research on environmental values. Recently, Schwartz and
his collaborators (62, 63) have modified their approach slightly, but the modified
value measures have not been applied to the study of environmentalism, so we do
not describe them in detail here.

Stern et al. (18) supplemented the original Schwartz items with two items to
better capture the distinction between humanistic and biospheric altruism. They
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TABLE 1 Items from Shalom Schwartz’s Value Surveya

1. Equality (equal opportunity for all)

2. Inner harmony (at peace with myself)

3. Social power (control over others, dominance)

4. Pleasure (gratification of desires)

5. Freedom (freedom of action and thought)

6. A spiritual life (emphasis on spiritual not material matters)

7. Sense of belonging (feeling that others care about me)

8. Social order (stability of society)

9. An exciting life (stimulating experiences)

10. Meaning in life (a purpose in life)

11. Politeness (courtesy, good manners)

12. Wealth (material possessions, money)

13. National security (protection of my nation from enemies)

14. Self-respect (belief in one’s own worth)

15. Reciprocation of favors (avoidance of indebtedness)

16. Creativity (uniqueness, imagination)

17. A world at peace (free of war and conflict)

18. Respect for tradition (preservation of time-honored customs)

19. Mature love (deep emotional and spiritual intimacy)

20. Self-discipline (self-restraint, resistance to temptation)

21. Detachment (from worldly concerns)

22. Family security (safety for loved ones)

23. Social recognition (respect, approval by others)

24. Unity with nature (fitting into nature)

25. A varied life (filled with challenge, novelty, and change)

26. Wisdom (a mature understanding of life)

27. Authority (the right to lead or command)

28. True friendship (close, supportive friends)

29. A world of beauty (beauty of nature and the arts)

30. Social justice (correcting injustice, care for the weak)

31. Independent (self-reliant, self-sufficient)

32. Moderate (avoiding extremes of feeling and action)

33. Loyal (faithful to my friends, group)

34. Ambitious (hard-working, aspiring)

35. Broadminded (tolerant of different ideas and beliefs)

36. Humble (modest, self-effacing)

(Continued)



13 Sep 2005 21:9 AR ANRV256-EG30-10.tex XMLPublishSM(2004/02/24) P1: KUV

ENVIRONMENTAL VALUES 349

TABLE 1 (Continued )

37. Daring (seeking adventure, risk)

38. Protecting the environment (preserving nature)

39. Influential (having an impact on people and events)

40. Honoring of parents and elders (showing respect)

41. Choosing own goals (selecting own purposes)

42. Healthy (not being sick physically or mentally)

43. Capable (competent, effective, efficient)

44. Accepting my portion in life (submitting to life’s circumstances)

45. Honest (genuine, sincere)

46. Preserving my public image (protecting my “face”)

47. Obedient (dutiful, meeting obligations)

48. Intelligent (logical, thinking)

49. Helpful (working for the welfare of others)

50. Enjoying life (enjoying food, sex, leisure)

51. Devout (holding to religious faith and belief)

52. Responsible (dependable, reliable)

53. Curious (interested in everything, exploring)

54. Forgiving (willing to pardon others)

55. Successful (achieving goals)

56. Clean (neat, tidy)

aAdapted from Reference 57a.

also offered a short version of the values scale that might be more suitable for sur-
vey research than the list of 56 items Schwartz typically uses (64). (See Table 2.)
However, the short scale, which uses only 15 items to capture 5 aspects of val-
ues, although convenient to use, often proves substantially less reliable (has more
measurement error) than longer versions.

One complexity of the empirical literature arises from the distinction between
the theory of values developed to explain environmentalism, which emphasizes
self-interest, humanistic altruism, and biospheric altruism, and the Schwartz value
measures. For example, one of the Schwartz value dimensions corresponds nicely
to the distinction between self-interest and altruism, with altruism, which Schwartz
calls self-transcendence, composed of the value types benevolence and universal-
ism. So some research has used those measures. Other studies have used items
developed by Stern, Dietz, and Guagnano (64). These items modify the origi-
nal Schwartz items to capture the biospheric-humanistic distinction. In addition,
some researchers have examined the influence of traditional values and open-
ness to change on environmentalism. Stern, Dietz, and Guagnano used items
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Figure 1 Schwartz and coworkers’ (57a) theoretical model of relations among his
10 motivational types of values. Reproduced with permission from the Personality
and Social Psychology Bulletin.

from Schwartz’s value types conformity and security to measure tradition. (The
items used for traditionalism do not, ironically, include items from the value type
Schwartz labeled tradition because these items were not as reliable indicators of
the general orientation as those from the other two clusters.) Still others have
used various value types from the full list of 10 developed by Schwartz and his
colleagues.

Thompson & Barton (65) have proposed an alternative set of items to measure
values. One set of items measure what they term ecocentrism, which is similar
to biospheric altruism. However, they posit as a polar opposite anthropocentrism,
which is composed of items that tap a sense that the value of nature is dependent
on human use and combines self-interest and humanistic altruism. Some studies
using these measures consider ecocentrism and anthropocentrism as two separate
measures, so that an individual has scores on each. Other studies [e.g., Vaske &
Donnelly (66)] assume a single continuous measure ranging from high ecocentrism
to high anthropocentrism. Vaske & Donnelly have noted, however, that not all re-
search related to wildlife has substantiated the existence of such a continuum and
that such failures have occurred when sampling developing countries. McFarlane
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TABLE 2 The brief value scalesa

Biospheric values
Protecting the environment, preserving natureb

Unity with nature, fitting into nature
Respecting the earth, harmony with other species

Altruistic values
A world at peace, free of war and conflictb

Social justice, correcting injustice, care for the weakb

Equality, equal justice for all

Self-transcendence (or biospheric-altruistic) values
Six-item scale including all items above

Conservation (or traditional) values
Honoring parents and elders, showing respect
Family security, safety for loved ones
Self-discipline, self-restraint, resistance to temptation

Self-enhancement (or egoistic) values
Authority, the right to lead or command
Influential, having an impact on people and events
Wealth, material possessions, money

Openness to change values
A varied life, filled with challenge, novelty, and change
An exciting life, stimulating experiences
Curious, interested in everything, exploring

aThe use of these brief scales has not demonstrated consistent reliability. Adapted from Reference 64.
bItems in a three-item scale of overall altruism.

& Boxall (67) also identified two factors that correspond to the biocentric and
anthropocentric value dimensions and found support for the cognitive hierar-
chy model, indicated by a strong association between forest values and attitudes.
Schultz and coworkers (68, 69) have clarified the relationship between this work
(65–67) and the work in the Schwartz tradition by emphasizing the distinction
between values, as we are defining them, and concerns. Concerns are based in
values but are conceptually distinct from them—a concern reflects both a sense
that something is important and a belief that it may be at risk. Schultz provided a
scale for measuring egoistic, altruistic, and biospheric concerns, corresponding to
the self-interest, humanistic altruism, and biospheric altruism values.

Finally, some research on concerns with wildlife or natural resources has used
a set of value measures developed with little reference to the research on the value
measurement we describe. Kellert and coworkers (70–72) developed value mea-
sures in a series of studies for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service that have been
used in his own work (73) and that of others (74–76). Kellert & Wilson (77) argued
that some of these values have genetic roots, an argument that has been labeled
the biophilia hypothesis. As is often the case with arguments about the genetic
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determinants of complex cultural phenomena, the hypothesis is not easy to test and
is not formulated in a way that takes account of cultural evolutionary processes
(50).

Axelrod (78) departs from the Rokeach/Schwartz tradition to delineate three
value domains: economic, social, and universal. He used a questionnaire to assess
the respondents’ value orientations, and then had his sample react to different
scenarios, describe the factors that influenced their decision, and rate how important
various reasons were in making their decisions. He found that individuals who fell
into his universal category were more likely to respond in an environmentally
friendly way than those who fell into the economic category. He also found that
the responses of the participants who were categorized as socially oriented varied
depending upon the social justice implications of the scenarios. Finally, he found
that only the responses of the economic category of participants were affected by
contextual manipulations.

This diversity of measurement approaches hampers making comparisons across
studies. Schwartz and his collaborators continue to develop their refinement of
the Rokeach approach. But they have not focused on altruism, which is central
to the theoretical arguments linking values to environmentalism, so their work
has to be supplemented if its potential for the study of environmentalism is to
be realized. Careful development and testing of a scale that draws on both the
recent developments in Schwartz’s approach while expanding its ability to capture
altruism would be of great value.

MEASURING VALUES BY REGRESSION The Schwartz value items are the most com-
mon method for examining the relationship between values. However, there are
other approaches. In their original paper on values and the environment, Stern et al.
(44) offered a model of the influence of values and beliefs on decisions to take
action:

M = Vego ACego + Vsoc ACsoc + Vbio ACbio

In this model, M is the motivation to take a course of action. Vego is the weight
given to self-interest (i.e., self-interest as a value), Vsoc is the weight given to
other humans (i.e., humanistic altruism), and Vbio is the weight given to other
species, ecosystems, or the biosphere (i.e., biospheric altruism). ACego represents
an individual’s awareness of consequences of the course of action for oneself, ACsoc

represents an individual’s awareness of consequences of the course of action for
others, and ACbio represents an individual’s awareness of consequences for the
course of action for other species, ecosystems, or the biosphere. (We discuss the
concept of awareness of consequences in more detail below.) Thus the motivation
to act is the sum of perceived consequences times the values associated with
those consequences. If M and the various perceived consequences are measured
for individuals, then the value weights associated with each type of belief can
be estimated with a regression equation. Gärling et al. (79) used this approach in



13 Sep 2005 21:9 AR ANRV256-EG30-10.tex XMLPublishSM(2004/02/24) P1: KUV

ENVIRONMENTAL VALUES 353

examining the effects of altruism and self-interest on pro-environmental behavioral
intentions in Sweden. The regression approach to measuring values is more flexible
than the use of the Schwartz value items and can be simpler to implement in a
survey. However, the simple regression formulation only yields the average value
weight (the regression coefficient) for the entire sample (more complex designs can
yield value weights for groups or even for individuals). The Schwartz items have
the added advantage of linking to a growing cross-national comparative literature
on surveys, including values other than those related to altruism and self-interest.

MEASURING VALUES BY EXPERIMENTS Yet another approach to values measure-
ment, focused precisely on altruism and self-interest, has been developed in experi-
mental-psychology literature (80, 81). Subjects in an experiment play a game in
which players may act altruistically toward other players, or with strict self-interest,
or in some cases even act to punish other players. For example, in the “dictator”
game, one player divides a sum of money between another player and themselves.
A purely self-interested player would keep all the money for themselves offering
nothing for the other player. The more the player allocates to the other, the more
altruistic she or he would be. In fact, across several experiments, the dictator on
average allocates 20% of the money to the other player. (80, p. 62).

The experimental approach is powerful in that it measures actual behavior in
allocating resources within the experiment, whereas the survey-based methods
may be subject to measurement error because of the discrepancy between how
people respond to surveys and how they actually behave. However, Schwartz (82)
has found that behavior in experiments that allows the display of altruism and self-
interest matched the value priorities assigned by individuals in his survey-based
measurement. Demonstrations of altruism in the experiments were most strongly
positively correlated with the benevolence value type and most negatively cor-
related with the power value type, with other value types falling in between. For
example, the value types benevolence and universalism, which are the logical com-
ponents of altruism, were correlated 0.38 and 0.32 with actual cooperation. The
experimental approach to measurement has the disadvantage of requiring compli-
cated interactions of subjects and thus is difficult to implement with a representative
or large sample. Although experiments have strong internal validity (we are con-
fident that we are measuring what we want to measure) compared to surveys, they
have less external validity and generalizability (we do not know how well the
results generalize to situations outside the experiment nor how well the subjects
in the experiment represent the general population). The measurement of values
by experiment has not been applied directly to the study of environmental values,
but existing literature on cooperation in games is closely related to the problem of
governing the commons, as the work of the Ostroms (83) has emphasized.

MEASURING MATERIALIST AND POSTMATERIALIST VALUES Inglehart is another pr-
olific scholar working within the Rokeach tradition (84–87). His work is focused
on contrasting a set of values that are said to reflect a materialist orientation to
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national priorities with those reflecting what he calls a postmaterialist view. In-
glehart’s hypothesis is that “given individuals pursue various goals in hierarchical
order—giving maximum attention to the things they sense to be the most impor-
tant unsatisfied needs at a given time” (88, p. 991). As those unsatisfied needs
change with the process of industrialization so do people’s priorities, resulting
in a fundamental shift in values. Those who are living in nonindustrial or in-
dustrializing countries are more likely to have materialist values that prioritize
economic and physical security, such as “fight rising prices” and “strong defense
forces.” Those in postindustrial nations are more likely to have postmaterial val-
ues that reflect and increasing emphasis on needs for belonging, esteem, and self-
realization. He has developed a value survey (88), which asks respondents to rank
preferences among a set of possible goals for one’s country (some materialist,
and some postmaterialist) to test his hypothesis of changing values in postindus-
trial societies (84). (See Table 3.) There are several versions of the survey items,
ranging from a 4-item minimal version to a version with 16 items. The longer
versions produce more reliable measures of the underlying values than the shorter
versions.

In his early work, Inglehart categorized respondents as purely acquisitive (choos-
ing two materialist priorities) or purely postbourgeois (choosing two postmate-
rialist priorities). Later he added a category for mixed types as well. The per-
centages of each of these types within a country and the majority type for the
country indicate the degree to which a country is materialist or postmaterialist.
Inglehart has argued that environmentalism is a product of postmaterialist values
(86).

Inglehart’s proposed measures of materialist and postmaterialist values are per-
haps the easiest to implement of all the methods of value measurement in the
literature. They require as few as four questions in a survey. However, as discussed
below, there is considerable debate in the literature on the ability of these simple

TABLE 3 A short version of the Inglehart Index (84)

There is a lot of talk these days about what this country’s goals should be for the next
10 or 15 years. On this card are listed some of the goals that different people say
should be given top priority. Would you please say which of them you yourself
consider to be most important in the long run? And what would be your second
choice?

Maintaining order in the nation (S)a

Giving people more say in important government decisions (B)

Fighting rising prices (E)

Protecting freedom of speech (A)

aThe letter in parenthesis indicates the category of the goal: Materialist goals are (S), which represents security, and
(E), which represents economic. Postmaterialist goals are (B), which represents belonging, and (A), which represents
self-actualization.
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measures to predict environmentalism, and at least some of that debate suggests
that if there is a link between postmaterialism and environmental concern it can
only be reliably detected with more elaborate scales than the four-item scale (89).
In addition, because the items used by Inglehart tap instrumental rather than ter-
minal values, they focus on values not nearly as stable and fundamental as those
assessed by the Schwartz approach.

ETHNOGRAPHIC AND RELATED VALUES APPROACHES Kempton and associates (29)
have used in-depth interviews to explore environmental values. They found that
for those interviewed, concern for the environment was strongly linked to values,
especially to religious and spiritual values. Hanada (90) replicated their work in
Germany and Japan, and found similar strong links between religious and spiritual
values and environmental concern, as well as a difference between the two coun-
tries in the role assigned to government: The Japanese government was expected
to call for changes in individual behavior, whereas in Germany, changing govern-
ment behavior was seen as part of the role of citizens. Satterfield (91) conducted
experiments asking people to write about their reactions to various scenarios.
The resulting narratives often offered concerns that resonate with humanistic and
biospheric altruism. Despite wide respect for the work of Kempton, Boster, and
Hartley, the ethnographic method for studying values has not seen much use com-
pared to survey methods. It has the advantage of allowing inductive exploration of
issues but the disadvantage of being very labor intensive, particularly if deployed
with representative samples. All of these efforts reflect the anthropological and
sociological traditions of allowing respondents speak for themselves and extract-
ing patterns from what they say. Although this approach is labor intensive and can
make it difficult to generalize across studies, it has the advantage of uncovering
how people are articulating their values rather than asking them to react to survey
items that may not adequately tap how people are thinking.

VALUES AND NORMS Before beginning his work measuring values, Schwartz
(92–96) proposed what has become known as the norm activation model of altru-
ism. It deals with behavior intended to help other humans beyond what self-interest
would dictate—what we refer to as humanistic altruism. Norms are statements
about how one ought to behave, so Schwartz’s theory described the conditions un-
der which norms lead to altruistic action. Schwartz’s norm activation approach has
been applied to understanding pro-environmental behavior quite frequently (13,
40, 97–100) and has been combined with values to provide an integrated values-
beliefs-norms theory we describe below. We mention it here because it is common
in the literature for researchers to measure norms about pro-environmental behav-
ior (i.e., measure how people believe they should behave with regard to others
and the environment) but discuss their results in terms of values. There are strong
logical and empirical relationships between norms regarding altruistic behavior
and altruistic values, but to examine the substantial literature focused exclusively
on altruistic norms and environmentalism is beyond the scope of this review.
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VALUES AND THE ENVIRONMENT

Most discussions of values suggest that values influence our thinking about and
behavior toward the environment by indicating which preferences are to be given
priority. Values help us decide how to think about a choice and what to do. But
the effects of values may be complex. Values do not act alone but in tandem with
other factors in shaping decisions. Altruism, while of great theoretical importance,
is not the only value that influences evironmentalism. And because environmental
issues always involve uncertainty, some work has begun to explore the relationship
between values and perceptions of risk. Here we explore the theoretical elabora-
tions and empirical tests of arguments specifying links between specific values,
other influences on decisions, and environmentalism.

How Do Values Influence Environmentalism?

Values, which may act indirectly on our decisions about the environment through
their influence on norms or beliefs, do not act alone and do not influence all
decisions. The values-beliefs-norms (VBN) theory of environmental concern and
behavior emphasizes the indirect links between values and decisions about the
environment (8, 9, 52), see Figure 2. The theory suggests that values influence our
worldview about the environment (general beliefs), which in turn influences our
beliefs about the consequences of environmental change on things we value, which
in turn influence our perceptions of our ability to reduce threats to things we value.
This in turn influences our norms about taking action. The theory also emphasizes
that action can take more than one form: political activism, nonactivist political
behaviors such as voting, and private sphere actions such as consumer choices and
behaviors in organizations where pro-environmental policies might be endorsed.

The VBN theory assumes that in some sense self-interest (called egoistic in the
most recent version of the theory), humanistic altruism (called simply altruism),
and biospheric altruism (called simply biospheric values) are the most fundamen-
tal determinants of environmental concern. They are fundamental in two senses.
First, they are viewed as the most stable determinants of environmentalism across
the life course. This also means they are hardest to change in the short run, but
in the long run, value changes may have the most impact on decisions about the
environment. Second, they are fundamental in that they are hypothesized as influ-
ences on worldviews and specific beliefs. This means that they have considerable
leverage, but it also means that, net of other variables in the model, values have
modest direct (but considerable indirect) influence on environmental decisions (8,
18). McFarlane & Boxall (67, 101) found this general structure in studies focused
on forest issues in Alberta, Canada.

Stretching back to Dewey, arguments about the role of values in decision mak-
ing suggest that values are invoked when we reflect on difficult choices, especially
those involving trade-offs among our preferences. Once a decision becomes rou-
tine, we may not consciously reference our values but are more likely to do so for
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Figure 2 A schematic representation of variables in the values-beliefs-norms theory
of environmentalism. Arrows represent postulated direct effects. Direct effects may
also be observed on variables more than one level downstream from a causal variable.
Empirically, measures of self-interest values have been negatively correlated with in-
dicators of environmentalism. Adapted from Reference 9. The abbreviations NEP, AC,
and AR refer to the new ecological paradigm, awareness of adverse consequences, and
ascription of responsibility to self, respectively.

novel decisions (103). However, this also implies that the influence of values on
decisions depends on a decision context that allows for reflection. If that is true,
then contingent valuation surveys that ask a novel question of respondents (e.g.,
how much would you be willing to pay to protect an aspect of the environment?)
may not provide an adequate assessment of values (91, 104–107). The context
of a survey, whether via face-to-face interview, phone interview, or mailed ques-
tionnaire, does not encourage reflection. In such a circumstance, the respondent
may look for quick clues about which of their personal values are relevant to the
decisions and may not consider adequately their full set of personal values. Thus
subtle cues in the survey may focus attention on some personal values and not
others. Guagano et al. (108) provided some evidence for subtle effects of question
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wording that may reflect such cuing of values, but Spash (109) has offered some
cautions regarding their interpretation while agreeing with their basic suggestion
about the influence of values on expressed preferences in contingent valuation
surveys. Expressions of personal preference in willingness to pay surveys may be
more accurate if they encourage careful reflection rather than quick response.

Given that values are only one among a set of factors that may influence individ-
ual decisions about the environment, and given that contextual factors may shape
the influence of values, what do we know about the link between personal values
and environmental values? There has been some empirical work on this issue over
the past decade, some of it deploying the ideas of altruism and self-interest, others
focusing on postmaterialism.

Altruism, Self-Interest, and Other Values

Although a logical distinction can be made between humanistic and biospheric
altruism, not all studies find that people make this distinction. The survey items
that are intended to tap these two concepts sometimes load on the same factor in
factor analyses, indicating that survey respondents are treating them as one thing,
a kind of generalized altruism, rather than as two distinct values (8, 18). That is,
those who care about the environment also care about other people. However, most
studies do find this distinction.

Using student samples in the United States, Karp (110) found that both bio-
spheric and humanistic altruism influence measures of environmentalism. (Much
of the literature reviewed in this section makes use of student samples. The ac-
cess to such samples across a diverse set of countries has allowed the exploration
of cross-cultural differences, but it must be noted that such samples may not be
representative of the general populations of these countries.) Using a survey of col-
lege students in Mexico, Nicaragua, Peru, Spain, and the United States, Schultz &
Zelezny (111) found that values, especially Schwartz’s self-transcendence subtype
(altruistic), have important effects upon self-reported environmental behaviors.
More specifically, they found that a nature subtype of self-transcendence, which
reflects the biospheric value orientation, is positively related to pro-environmental
behavior in all of the countries they sampled with the exception of Peru. They also
reported finding a negative relationship between self-enhancement (self-interest)
and pro-environmental behavior. In later studies with student samples from 14
countries, Schultz & Zelezny (112) found the same general relationships between
values and environmentalism, and Schultz et al. (69) have replicated these findings
with student samples from an additional 6 countries. Nordlund & Garvill (113)
found that altruism, as well as ecocentrism and anthropocentrism, have indirect
effects on willingness to reduce car use in a Swedish sample. Additionally, sev-
eral studies have found that altruists are more likely to support a vegetarian diet
(114–116). In an interesting innovation that shifts focus from the individual to
the organization, Nilsson et al. (116a) asked decision makers in public and pri-
vate organizations in Sweden to assess the values of their organization, using the
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Schwartz self-enhancement (self-interest) and self-transcendence measures. They
found that in public organizations, values have substantial influence on acceptance
of climate policy but had no influence in the private sector. Although these studies
differ in the exact value measures used and in the measures of environmentalism
considered, there is a consistent pattern of altruism emerging as a predictor of
environmentalism.

Given the relationship between values and pro-environmental behavior, Schultz
& Zelezny (117) argued that environmental messages might be more profitably
framed around the salient values in a particular cultural context. They reviewed
research that has established that people in the United States emphasize self-
interest over altruistic values and then argued that environmental messages in
this cultural context could be shaped to appeal to those self-enhancing values.
For example, such a targeted message might highlight forms of environmental
degradation and can lead to reduced property values. But they also emphasize
the importance of changes in the core values of the American public as a long-
term strategy. Schultz (personal communication) suggested that a key question
for research on environmental values is whether or not self-interest is consistent
with environmentalism. This reminds us that the altruism/self-interest distinction
is central to work on values.

Risk and Technological Choice

Few studies have examined the influence of values on risk perceptions and tech-
nological choice. Of these, Whitfield (118) found that support for nuclear power
was higher among those with traditional values and lower among those with al-
truistic values, with other factors controlled. Values had no effect on perceptions
of risk from nuclear power, but they did influence perceptions of risk from global
environmental change, i.e., those with altruistic values saw more risk and those
with traditional values saw less risk. Altruists have more trust in environmental
groups. Slimak (119, 120) found that values, especially humanistic and biospheric
altruism, influenced the perceptions of a broad suite of environmental risks among
the general public, the public attentive to climate change, risk assessors, and risk
decision makers, although the effects were much weaker among the risk profes-
sionals than among the general public. Using several measures of values, including
items from the new ecological paradigm (NEP), Inglehart, and Schwartz’s scales,
to predict assessments of personal risk, Sjöberg (121) found that measures of gen-
eral values in this context did not have much explanatory power and that using
measures of attitudes was more useful. It is rather surprising that value concepts
have been deployed so seldom in the study of technological choice, and this is
clearly an area where further research is warranted.

Traditional Values and Openness to Change

Although the theoretical foundations of research on values and environmental-
ism has emphasized altruism and self-interest, when traditional values (what
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Schwartz calls conservation) are included in studies, they usually have an effect
on environmentalism. Such studies have generally found that those with strong
traditional/conservative values tend to be less pro-environmental than others (111,
122, 123) and, more specifically, that traditionalism is negatively related to veg-
etarianism (114). Such results may indicate that environmentalism is perceived
as contradicting conservative values by suggesting a move away from traditional
patterns of behavior, and it may also be that conservative value items tap a general
value frame that favors the market over government intervention and thus is re-
sistant to government regulation that usually accompanies environmental policy.
However, most of these studies have been conducted in the United States, so it
remains to be seen if they generalize. Additionally, the effects of traditionalism
on environmentalism are not always significant in these studies, and the opposite
relationship between the two has also been found (125). Studies that have also
included openness to change have found that it has little influence on environmen-
talism, although Lindeman & Sirelius (116) found that it was positively related to
vegetarianism.

Postmaterialist Theory

In 1975, Dunlap et al. (126) posited that concern for environmental quality may
be a luxury, a need that is high on Maslow’s hierarchy, and thus is satisfied once
more basic material needs are fulfilled. This approach was the first use of survey
measures of values as a predictor of environmentalism and relates individual values
to individual environmental behavior. Inglehart (127) has made a parallel argument
about the influence of postmaterialist values at the societal level. He found that mass
support for environmental protection tends to be the greatest in (a) countries that
have relatively severe objective problems (air and water pollution) and (b) countries
with publics that hold postmaterialist values.

In 1994, Brechin & Kempton (128) asked whether global environmentalism
might be an exception to the postmaterialist thesis. They cited the increasing
numbers of grassroots environmental organizations in developing countries and
survey data on citizen concern for the environment. Their analysis of international
survey data found no statistically significant differences between low- to middle-
income countries and advanced industrial countries in perceived seriousness of
national and world environmental problems, indicating that citizens in wealthy
nations are not the only ones who value the environment and that concern for the
environment has become a global phenomena. Dunlap & Mertig (129, p. 24) came
to a similar conclusion, finding that national wealth is “more likely to be negatively
than positively related to citizens’ environmental awareness and concern.”

The Brechin & Kempton article initiated a lively debate regarding whether en-
vironmentalism was driven by postmaterialist values. Kidd & Lee (130) argued
that gross national product is not a good indicator of materialist versus postmateri-
alist values because postmaterialism depends on socialization as well as affluence.
Inglehart’s original thesis was based on characterizing nations by the percentage of
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people who hold materialist versus postmaterialist values, not on their affluence.
Thus there can be a logical distinction between a country’s gross national product
and the degree to which it is postmaterialist versus materialist. However, Brechin
& Kempton (131) pointed out that researchers, including Inglehart, have tended to
blur the unit of analysis, often referring to a wealthy country as a postmaterialist
country. Diekman & Franzen (132) and Franzen (133) found that, although there
is growing concern about the environment in developing countries, the tendency to
give priority to environmental goals is higher in developed countries than lesser-
developed countries. Recchia (134), in a statistical analysis of 19 democracies,
all of which save India are relatively affluent, found that higher levels of post-
materialism lead to ratification of more international environmental treaties. The
preponderance of evidence refutes the argument that nations with high levels of
postmaterialist values have higher environmental concern than other nations. But
more research on the subject is certainly warranted. Of particular value would be
work that engages the full spectrum of ideas about values offered by Rokeach,
including both the values Inglehart has invoked in his materialist/postmaterialist
distinction and the consideration of altruism and self-interest that dominates the
broader literature.

Independent of the debate about materialism and postmaterialism, two other
theories have posited a relationship between development and environmental con-
cern. The environmental Kuznets curve theory suggests that as countries become
more affluent, they pass through a stage of increasing environmental impact, and
then become more concerned about and better able to afford environmental pro-
tection. Thus the relationship between environmental impact and affluence should
be an inverted U-shaped curve (135). Ecological modernization theorists have also
suggested that societies move from industrialization to a stage of ecological mod-
ernization in which environmental impacts are minimized (136). Although these
theories all make a similar argument that increasing affluence, through various
mechanisms, leads to increased environmental protection, they have developed
in isolation from one another. And independent of all these efforts, there is a
growing awareness of the importance of ecosystem services in providing human
well-being among the least affluent around the globe (35). Reaching consensus
about the relationship between affluence, values, and environmentalism requires
better integration of these theories, clearer specification about the implications of
each, and comparative tests of these implications.

A few studies have examined whether or not individuals who consider postma-
terialist values important are more likely to be concerned about the environment
than those holding materialist values. Davis (137) argued that Inglehart’s theory
is primarily a theory of individual values rather than national values but found
no relationship between environmentalism and postmaterialism. Stern et al. (8)
estimated the effects of postmaterialist beliefs on four forms of self-reported pro-
environmental behavior for a national U.S. sample and found no significant effect
net of altruism, openness to change, self-interest, and traditionalism (the Schwartz
value clusters). However, Gökşen et al. (138), in an Istanbul sample, found that
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postmaterialist values are negatively related to perception of local environmental
problems, not related to perception of global environmental problems, and
positively related to willingness to pay for improvement in both local and global en-
vironmental problems. Grendstad & Selle (30) found no link between postmateri-
alism to environmental attitudes in a Norwegian sample. As with the cross-national
literature discussed above, the evidence for a link between postmaterialism and
environmental concern is not strong, but here too, further research is warranted,
especially research that compares value theories. Because both individual and na-
tional effects are posited in the literature, hierarchical statistical methods that allow
simultaneous estimation of both individual and aggregate effects would be the most
appropriate way to address this issue. Using such methods, Kemmelmeier and col-
leagues (139) found that affluence for both individuals and societies predicted
environmentalism, but that postmaterialist values did not.

NEW DIRECTIONS

Empirical and theoretical work continues on the the roles of altruism, postma-
terialism, and other values on environmentalism. But even as the value theory
of environmentalism becomes more integrated and the empirical evidence under-
pinning it becomes more robust, a number of interesting issues remain relatively
unexplored. These questions point to interesting areas for further work that will
lead to a more integrated and realistic understanding of environmentalism. We
review a few of the key issues open to exploration here.

Values, Identity, and Emotions

Dewey, Mead, and especially Rokeach saw values as closely related to identity.
Recent work has begun to explore the relationship between values, self, identity,
and emotions. Schultz (140, 141) elaborated on the role of values by arguing
“that objects (e.g., plants, animals, other people) are valued because of the degree
to which they are included within an individual’s cognitive representation of the
self” (125, p. 336). Thus values are related to an individual’s exhibited feelings of
interconnection between the self and nature, a link between values and identity.
Schultz and associates (142) have shown that a biospheric perspective is positively
related and an egoistic perspective is negatively related to feeling connected with
nature. Stets & Biga (143) found that environmental identity has a very strong
effect on environment-related behaviors. Bowles & Gintis (144) link emotions to
performance in a game setting involving altruism, making a connection between
emotions and values as measured in an experimental setting. Kempton et al. (29)
also found that there is close linkage between environmental values and personal
identity, especially a spiritual dimension of identity. Because environmental issues
often invoke strong feelings (145), exploring the links between values, identity,
and emotions will aid in understanding the feelings aroused by many environ-
mental conflicts and the dynamics of the environmental and anti-environmental
movements, where personal identity is likely to play an important role (146).
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Value Choice

The rational actor model suggests that preferences and, by implication, values that
give weights to competing preferences are relatively fixed and that when faced with
a decision, people simply apply the weights to anticipated outcomes, weighted by
the probabilities that the outcome will actually occur. However, many decisions do
not allow much time for the kinds of calculations this model of decision making
implies. For example, when people are asked to assign monetary values to a change
in an aspect of the environment in a contingent valuation survey, they usually
respond in a few seconds. Yet most people have never given much thought to this
kind of problem let alone to the specific environmental change to be assessed.
Dietz & Stern (103) have suggested that in such circumstances, people search for
clues regarding the kind of decision they are making. Put differently, the weight
given to various elements of our values may depend on the role we are in when
making a decision. The negotiation over the price of a used car is different if we
are planning to sell the car to a close relative than if we are planning to sell it to a
stranger who owns a used car lot. In the former case, humanistic altruism is likely
to be given more weight than in the latter. As noted above, a number of studies
have argued that contextual clues may influence expressed willingness to pay to
protect the environment.

Dietz (83) has suggested that values should not be thought of as having a
single value or weight for each individual, but rather that each individual has some
variability in the importance they assign to a value. Someone may be very altruistic
toward other humans or not at all altruistic, depending on the context. Surveys that
measure values are tapping some point within the range of values for an individual,
depending on how the person interprets their role when they answer the question.
In this framework, individual values exist, but because the importance assigned
to them is not fixed, the weight given a value in making a decision depends on
the context as defined by the individual. Cues about the context and thus the role
to be taken can shift individuals from one value weight to another. Some people
have little range in the weights they assign to their values, whereas others change
weights much more with context.

Values and Discourse

Dewey (27) and more recently Habermas (147) have emphasized the importance
of discourse in changing values. Certainly conversation shapes our choice of the
role we are playing in a particular situation. Indeed, few major life decisions
are made without conversation. But Dewey and Habermas are making an even
stronger point—that over one’s life, communication with other individuals shapes
and reshapes the emphasis we place on values. Our sense of identity and the
values to which we give greatest weight are developed by interaction with others
whose views we respect. And in this way, a community develops commonality
in its values, although never perfect agreement. Dewey and Habermas hold that
real rationality is deliberative rationality, not the isolated expression of individual
preferences, and suggest that deliberation can lead to reflection and value change.
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However, Mendelberg (148) cautioned that value conflicts may make most methods
of deliberation intractable.

Despite a growing literature on deliberation in environmental decision making,
these ideas have not been much explored in empirical research on values. How-
ever, several lines of research suggest themselves. First, the idea that individuals
vary not just in the weights they assign to values but in the volatility of those
weights across contexts could be tested directly by examining the values deployed
across multiple roles held by individuals. Second, the way in which conversa-
tion influences role choice and thus values could be examined. As noted above,
most of the empirical work on values has been conducted using survey meth-
ods, and although these remain an important part of the methodological repertoire
for values research, such questions call for use of experimental and ethnographic
approaches.

The contingent valuation literature is increasingly engaged with the issue of
how to insure adequate reflection before individuals answer valuation questions,
and some of these studies emphasize the role of deliberation. This allows a bridge
between policy analysis based on the utilitarian ethics and that based on deliber-
ative ethics (32). Niemeyer & Spash (149) provide a critical review of efforts to
integrate benefit-cost analysis and deliberative approaches to policy analysis. There
have also been some impressive efforts to integrate risk analysis with deliberation
(150–152).

Deploying Better Methods in the Study of Values

We have emphasized the lack of data on actual behavior in nearly all the research
cited above. Most studies do not have the resources to measure environmentally
significant behavior directly. However, the literature on environmentalism, includ-
ing the literature on values, has not paid sufficient attention to recent advances
in using surveys for behavioral measurement (153), which would allow survey
measurements that are better correlated with actual behavior.

Nearly all the studies above assume that values are causally prior to beliefs,
norms, and other social psychological variables included in models. There is a
theoretical consensus about the plausibility of this assumption, but the estimation
methods used only verify a strong association between values and the other con-
cepts measured—they cannot establish causal order. Panel data (multiple observa-
tions on the same individuals over time) and experimental data could test the valid-
ity of the causal ordering assumed at present. But there is a theoretical paradox that
must be confronted. Values are assumed to be causally prior to other social psycho-
logical measures because they are assumed to be relatively stable over time. This
means that they do not vary much over waves of a panel, nor are they easy to ma-
nipulate in an experiment. Furthermore, if the arguments above about the influence
of context and role on the weights given to values are correct, we have to disentan-
gle these contextual influences from value change. Dealing effectively with these
issues requires more elaborate research designs than those currently deployed.
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Value Heterogeneity

Values can differ across groups in two ways. The more complex possibility is
a difference in meaning of values. In empirical terms, this would mean that the
pattern of responses to specific value items in a Rokeach/Schwartz style survey
would be different for each group. As a result, the statistical analysis of response
patterns might reveal one “value structure” (such as that presented in Figure 1) for
one group and a different structure in another group. A simpler possibility is that
groups have the same value structure, but they assign different scores (ratings or
rankings of values) to the value types or value clusters. For example, studies in
Israel (154) and the United States (155) found that men and women have nearly
identical value structures but that women give higher priority to altruism.

Stern and his colleagues (156) found gendered differences in environmentalism
in their study, with women taking more pro-environmental positions than men.
However, they further found that when awareness of consequence beliefs were
controlled, the effect of gender on political action and willingness to pay fell
below the level of significance [this result was later replicated using another sample
of college students (157)]. Thus, their results indicate that women tend to have a
stronger belief in the consequences of environmental degradation and are therefore
more likely to act on behalf of the environment.

Stern et al. (44) suggested that gender differences in altruism might arise from
an “ethic of caring” that is stronger in women because of their relative disadvantage
in many contexts, and they go on to suggest that if this is so, the same emphasis
on altruism might be found among disadvantaged minorities of both gender. Kalof
and colleagues (158) in comparing black, white, and Hispanic men and women
in the United States found that white men assign lower priority to altruism than
any other group. However, sociocultural variation in values have not been much
explored in the literature on values and the environment, although it has been
addressed in the broader values literature (3).

CONCLUSIONS

What can be said of the common assertion that changing values lead to changes
in environmentalism and especially in environmentally consequential behavior?
First, there is consensus across a broad literature that values are a reasonable way
of conceptualizing how we make decisions about the environment. Second, there
is a diverse body of literature that shows moderately strong relationships at the
individual level between various measures of values and measures of environ-
mentalism, including reports of actual or intended behavior. Third, the literature
on national or cultural values and environmentalism is equivocal. Fourth, there
are intriguing arguments about values and identity, value change, the influence of
contextual clues on the values given weight in a decision, and the influence of
communication on values and on methods of valuation that involve deliberation.
We can conclude that values are an important influence on environmental concern,
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but further research is needed before we can draw strong conclusions about how to
change values, how those value changes influence behavior, and about improving
methods to deploy our values in collective decision making.
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2. Dietz T, Dolšak N, Ostrom E, Stern PC.
2002. The drama of the commons. In The
Drama of the Commons, ed. E Ostrom, T
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138. Gökşen F, Adaman F, Zengı́nobuz EÜ.
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