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Abstract 

 

Owing to empirical data from Environmental Psychology and Environmental 

Policymaking, measures such as political ideology, worldview, age, gender and income 

are commonly used to predict environmental behavior. The purpose of this research will 

be to find relationships between these measures and survey correspondents’ self-reported 

likelihood to engage in sustainable lifestyle behaviors. Motivations for engagement in 

sustainable lifestyle behaviors are often different than those for engagement in 

environmental behavior, meriting a case for separate research. For how salient 

sustainability has become in the 21
st
 century, it is surprising how little empirical research 

there is to link sustainability with the previous research in other fields. The findings of 

this research are then compared against the previous studies on environmental behavior. 

The results of this research show that ones’ political ideology, worldviews, and other 

measures can be used to predict sustainable lifestyle behaviors in a way that parallels 

environmental behavior. However, as hypothesized, the link between the two types of 

behaviors is not perfect. In practice, these findings will hopefully lay the foundations for 

interdisciplinary discussion and research on the topic of sustainable behaviors.  
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Introduction 

Another Environmental Study? 

Over the last century, our climate has been changing (1). Precipitation patterns have been 

altered, the sea has been rising, and according to projected growth, climate models 

predict that the US average temperature will increase by five to nine degrees Fahrenheit 

within the next one hundred years (1,2). The possible effects of this changing climate 

range from problems such as ecosystem harm, including the loss of biodiversity, to an 

increased rate of global disease, to global economic disruption (1,3). 

These problems have often been listed as key motivators for psychologists, economists, 

and policymakers alike to study behaviors that affect the environment. Knowledge on this 

climate dilemma is sometimes enough to inspire pro-environmental behavior. If one has 

had experience with previous behavioral research studies, one may logically guess this 

paper will follow the trend and will attempt to learn about behavior in some effort to help 

promote pro-environmental actions. However, this is not the case. However compelling 

information on climate change may be, the environment is not the focus of this research.  

This research is on sustainable lifestyle behavior. Specifically, this study will utilize 

predictive measures that have previously been studied in reference to environmental 

behavior, will correlate these measures with the respondent’s self-reported likelihood of 
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participation in sustainable lifestyle behavior, and will then contrast the findings of this 

study against the studies focused on environmental behavior.    

What is Sustainability? 

Classical rhetoric on sustainability states that sustainable development is “development 

which meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs (4).” More contemporary terminology typically 

employs the Triple Bottom Line approach when detailing Sustainability (5, 6, 13, 95, 96, 

101-107). As seen in the figure below, sustainability, which is in the center of the three 

spheres, encompasses actions that benefit the Economy, Society, and the Environment.  
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While research on environmental behavior typically targets actions that specifically affect 

the “Environment” sphere of the Triple Bottom Line, a sustainable lifestyle behavior 

affects all three levels. Even if the sustainable behavior influences the environment, the 

environmental benefit could be an aftereffect, opposed to a motivation. Just as it is with 

other behaviors, sustainable behaviors can be described as physical actions, motivated by 

a series of beliefs, values, norms, attitudes, risk perceptions, and more. Such concepts 

will be described in detail further on in the study.  

Why is Sustainability important?  

Because of how salient the topic of sustainability has become, research on sustainability 

has come to be extremely relevant. As said by Dyllick et al. in 2002, “Sustainability has 

become a mantra for the 21
st
 century. It embodies the promise of societal evolution 

towards a more equitable and wealthy world in which the natural environment and our 

cultural achievements are preserved for generations to come (6).”   The standard of 

operation in businesses, consumers, NGOs, governmental organizations, and industry 

alike has been changing, as a result of sustainability (5).  

In the governmental sector, for example, rhetoric on Sustainability has been included in 

documents as recent as the 2013 President’s Climate Action Plan (7). However, this is no 

new topic. Political discussions dating past even 1970s include topics that pertain to 

sustainability. In 1979, it was argued that “If the United States were to make a serious 
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commitment to conservation, it might well consume 30 to 40 percent less energy than it 

does, and still enjoy the same or even higher standard of living (8).” As seen in Appendix 

A, billions of governmental dollars are being funneled to programs that promote 

efficiency and sustainability (9).    

In the residential sector, for example, the rise of demand for super energy-efficient 

technology may indicate increased participation in sustainable lifestyle behaviors (10). In 

a study by Lowes in 2006, it was found that nine out of ten builders responded to this 

demand by incorporating energy-saving features into the construction of new homes (11).  

The importance of research on behavioral intentions linking to sustainable lifestyles can 

be linked to the value it brings to the society as a whole. Through the gradual adaption of 

sustainable lifestyle practices, society can save money and reduce the negative effects of 

energy consumption (9). True, depending on the specific behavior, sustainability is not 

always right for some (12, 13, 14) and is not without criticism (12, 15, 16, 17). However, 

as demonstrated in the paragraphs above, the importance of sustainability is logical and 

initiatives towards researching this concept are justifiable. 

How Does This Study Differ? 

Knowledge on climate change may be one of many influences on a person that could lead 

to involvement in a sustainable lifestyle behavior. However, the environmental factor 

cannot and should not be considered the prime factor used to explain sustainable 
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behaviors. Environmental behaviors and sustainable lifestyle behaviors are different. 

While sustainable actions often enhance the environment, society, and economy, 

environmental behaviors are always linked directly to the environment without the other 

factors directly in consideration. When the environment is the only focus, scenarios may 

arise where an environmental behavior may benefit the environment but hurt ones’ 

finance at the same time. Such actions are not sustainable. Most sustainable behaviors are 

pro-environmental, but not all pro-environmental behaviors are sustainable. These 

differences merit logic for new research specifically pertaining specifically to sustainable 

lifestyle behaviors.  

 The environment is the core subject matter in the fields of Environmental Psychology 

and Environmental Policymaking. However, because of the problems noted above, 

researchers studying sustainability can only partially apply the findings of those fields. 

Again, as indicated previously, peoples’ knowledge and beliefs on the environment are 

only partial explanatory components of sustainable lifestyle behaviors. The two topics, 

though linked, are different. If researchers in the field of sustainability mirror the studies 

of Environmental Psychology and Environmental Policymaking, they findings will likely 

discover results to be similar yet unique. 

Studies in the field of Business have already been operating under the mindfulness that 

consumers do not always engage in sustainable lifestyles purely for eco-centric 

motivations. Consumers may buy green goods and act sustainably, but do not always care 
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about the environment (18,19). However, as discussed in Salzmann et al., unlike the 

research in the fields of Environmental Psychology and Environmental Policymaking, 

business studies often lack quality and quantity of empirical data (20).  

Hypothesis 

Thanks to empirical data from Environmental Psychology and Environmental 

Policymaking, it is common knowledge that measures such as political ideology, 

worldview, age, gender and income can help predict environmental behavior. The 

Literature Review section of this paper will describe these studies. The purpose of this 

research will be to find relationships between these measures and correspondents’ self-

reported likelihood to engage in sustainable lifestyle behaviors. The findings of this 

research will then be compared against the previous studies on environmental behavior. 

This study will hopefully lay the foundations for interdisciplinary discussion and research 

on the topic of sustainable behaviors. I hypothesize that ones’ political ideology, 

worldviews, and other measures can be used to predict sustainable lifestyle behaviors in a 

similar – yet not exact – manner as they do environmental behaviors. If this hypothesis 

proves true, policymakers, businessmen, and activists alike will be one step further 

towards understanding the barriers that stand in the way of a sustainable future.  
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Literature Review 

An Overview 

As was indicated in the previous section, this study draws on the conclusions of previous 

studies in the fields of Environmental Policymaking, Environmental Psychology, 

Business and Economics. Specifically, some measures that have been linked to 

environmental behavior will be utilized to predict sustainable lifestyle behaviors. The 

findings will then be contrasted, and the discussion section will tie-in the research in the 

fields of Business and Economics. The Literature Review section will therefore condense 

findings of Environmental Psychology and Policymaking that are directly used in this 

study, findings of Environmental Policymaking and Psychology that are not directly used 

in this study yet still provide important theoretical framework, and a section on the 

findings of Business and Economics pertaining to sustainable behaviors.  

Measures Used in This Study: Political Ideology 

As stated in Zelezny et al. in 2000, “One of the ways psychologists can promote 

environmentalism is to understand the relationship between the demographic variables 

and environmental attitudes and behaviors and the implications these human-environment 

relationships may have on theory, social action, and policy (21).”  

The first of these variable measures is Political Ideology. As said by Jost et al., in 2009, 

“Political ideology provides a shared belief and value system through which people view 
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and react to the world around them (22).”  Political Ideology helps shape how people 

think, value the environment, analyze risk, and proscribe solutions (22). For example, it 

has been found that liberals are more open towards change, work towards equality, and 

are less worried about keeping to tradition when compared to conservatives (22). As well, 

Liberals tend to be more willing to balance the risk of uncertainty with the possibility of 

changing the social regime to fix inequality and other problems (22).  

Figure 2, below, depicts the factors that might lead one to consider oneself conservative 

or liberal. Epistemic motives are associated with “the drive to reduce uncertainty, 

complexity, or ambiguity” and lead to “cognitive preference for certainty, structure, order 

and/or closure (22). Having a high level of epistemic motivation relates to a more 

conservative ideology (22).  
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As a result of all these factors, when Environmental Psychologists and Policymakers 

measure political ideology on a single-item spectrum of liberalism-conservatism, where 

the respondents self-report their perceived location on the liberal-conservative scale, 

studies have found that there are “significant relationships between political ideology and 

environmental attitudes (23, 24).”  Studies show that liberals show greater concern for the 

environment, are more likely to be in favor of environmental policies, and engage in 



10 
 

environmentally friendly behavior more often than their conservative counterparts (25 – 

31). Therefore, the application of this measure will likely be a useful when studying 

sustainable lifestyle behaviors.  

Beyond the relationship between ideology and environmental behavior, studies have also 

shown that Republicans and conservatives fear the negative effects of climate change less 

than Democrats and Liberals (32-35) and are more likely to deny that anthropogenic 

factors are any major driving force for the changing climate (36). Epistemic factors, or 

“drives to reduce uncertainty, complexity or ambiguity; cognitive preference for 

certainty, structure, order, and/or closure (22),” have been theorized to explain these 

results. Studies theorize that because climate change imposes ideas of uncertainty and 

threat toward the social system of conservatives, and because conservatives are highly 

likely to have epistemic motivations as a part of the way they operate, it is logical to see 

the threat that the existence of climate change inflicts on their current system of social 

order (22, 37). Though this study does not directly study epistemic factors, in future 

studies, it will be interesting to see how they interact with sustainable lifestyle behaviors, 

since sustainable lifestyle behaviors do not typically have the same level of system-level 

uncertainty and threat associated with them as environmental behavioral changes do.  

In recent literature, there has been work that closely links sustainable lifestyle behaviors 

to political ideology. Gromet’s 2013 research ties political ideology to energy efficiency 

attitudes. Though energy efficiency is not precisely sustainability, there are strong ties 
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between the topics, and this study serves as a fresh perspective of a topic that includes 

research on a topic other than environmental behaviors. The findings of Gromet’s study 

show that the more conservative a respondent was, the less likely he/she favored energy-

efficient technologies (38). The results of this study can be found below in Table 1. It is 

reasonable to expect that the findings in this study will be comparable to this study’s 

research.  

 

Measures Used in This Study: Cultural Theory 

As stated previously, there are “significant relationships between political ideology and 

environmental attitudes” when respondents report on a one dimensional, conservative to 

liberal scale (23,24). This one dimensional scale is somewhat generalized and simplifies a 

series several of heuristics that are undergone while considering a topic such as ‘whether 

or not one would support policy on climate change.’  Research indicates that specific 

measures of ideology are better than the general political ideology measures, assuming 
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one wants to predict environmental behavior (39,40).  Do citizens consciously think 

about political ideology while considering whether or not to favor an action? Kahan 

argues that they do not. As said in his 2007 paper on Cultural Cognition and Public 

Policy, “Cultural commitments operate as a kind of heuristic in the rational processing of 

information on public policy matters. Again, citizens aren’t in a position to figure out 

through personal investigation whether the death penalty deters violence, gun control 

undermines public safety, commerce threatens the environment, et cetera. They have to 

take the word of those whom they trust on issues of what sorts of empirical claims, and 

what sorts of data supporting such claims, are credible. The people they trust, naturally, 

are the ones who share their values—and who as a result of this same dynamic and others 

are predisposed to a particular view. As a result, even citizens who earnestly consider 

empirical policy issues in an open-minded and wholly instrumental way will align 

themselves into warring cultural factions (41).”  

When people answer surveys, they actually are answering in alignment to how they view 

and understand or ‘cognate’ the world. This cognition is central to their identity. For 

example, the fact that white males answer similarly is linked to the fact that they tend to 

share similar cultural identities, not because they are somehow different than females by 

nature (42). As consequence of this logic, research in cultural theory developed. This 

cultural identity is discussed in the Cultural Theory of Risk Perception where, as stated 
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by Kahan, “Perceptions of risk reflect and reinforce their commitments to visions of how 

society should be organized (42).”   

Leading scholars of 1990s cultural theory were Drake and Wildavsky. The cultural 

sectors of Drake’s grid fell into the quadrants of Fatalism, Hierarchy, Individualism, and 

Egalitarianism. Through these scales, Drake and Wildavsky measured attitudes and risk 

perceptions on several topics, including gun control, environmental policy, etc. (43- 46). 

A figure including the types of questions used by Drake can be seen below. 

 



14 
 

There have been several defining problems with Drake’s cultural theory grid, however. 

Not only did Drake fail to report how reliable the measures were (47), the worldview 

questions (as seen in Figure 3) have been found to have poor Chronbach’s alpha scores 

and low internal validity (48-50).  As indicated by Kahan, because Drake’s scale 

measured separate worldviews with no particular “internal consistency,” it was possible 

to find respondents with high scores in theoretically conflicting measures (47, 50). This 

indicates that the Drake’s questions and Drake’s grid itself may be flawed. 

In attempt to address these problems, in conjunction with the Cultural Cognition Project 

at Yale Law School, Kahan has developed his own cultural theory grid, as seen below.  
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The first scale of Kahan’s grid is hierarchy to egalitarian (HE). This scale indicates a 

person’s ‘grid’ lifestyle tendency (42, 47). In other words, the HE scale reflects heuristics 

on how to interpret ones’ role in society (42, 51). The individual to communitarian 

(solidarist) (IC) scale indicates heuristics on ‘group’ thinking and whether or not the 

collective group is perceived as necessary in order to advance ones’ own well-being (42, 

47, 51).  

This Kahan cultural cognition grid has been extremely useful for explaining 

environmental behavior and attitudes. Respondents described as egalitarian or 

communitarian will likely think climate change is a high risk and are likely to support 

pro-environmental behaviors and policies (42, 44, 47). From the egalitarian- 

communitarian perspective, climate change threatens the community and we all have a 

responsibility to do something about it. Because environmental degradation can lead to 

(and are products of) social inequality, pro-environmental behaviors and policies are 

legitimized (52). Those with hierarchical and individualistic (HI) worldviews have 

opposing thoughts on the matter. The more HI one is, the less dangerous environmental 

problems are perceived (42). Individualists typically believe that humans can overcome 

environmental problems through things such as market solutions, for example (52). In 

general, hierarchists feel as if climate change poses a risk to current social order. This 

will be mentioned in the section on System Justification Theory (52).  
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In some of Kahan’s studies, Kahan found that the cultural cognition scale was better at 

predicting environmental risk perception than characteristics such gender, age, income, 

education and ideology (42). Since Kahan’s grid has already been used to predict a wide 

variety of factors, such as environmental risk perception, gun control support, opinions 

on abortion, etc., this grid should be applicable to sustainable behaviors as well. 

However, sustainable lifestyle behaviors are not as politicized as things like gun control 

and abortion, which are the typical subjects of cultural theory analysis. Therefore, I 

predict that cultural cognition theory will not have as much predictive ability in this 

study’s findings. 

Measures Used in This Study: Age 

As stated by Stern, age was considered one of the strongest predictors of environmental 

behavior for a long time (27). By large majority, most studies found that age is negatively 

correlated with environmental concern (31). The age group ranging from 20 to 24 is the 

most likely to vote for political measures that sacrifice economic growth to aid the 

environment (53). However, those in their early 40’s are more likely to be actively 

involved in environmental organizations (53). Researchers theorize that this as a result of 

the fact that the young are less likely to have been fully integrated into the American 

economic system (54). As said by Hornback in 1974, “Since solutions to environmental 

problems are viewed as threatening the existing social order, possibly requiring 

substantial changes in traditional values habitual behaviors, and existing institutions, it is 
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logical to expect youth to support environmental reform and accept pro-environmental 

ideologies more readily than their elders (55).” This ties in well with the previous 

discussion on the influence of epistemic factors on environmental behavior. However, in 

reference to this paper’s research, sustainable lifestyle behaviors typically are perceived 

as less threatening to lifestyles than environmental behavior. Thus, I expect the 

corresponding results to diverge from the typical environmental behavioral age research.  

Measures Used in This Study: Gender 

There has been abundant evidence pointing to the correlation between gender and 

environmental concern. Consistent among age groups and geographic locations, women 

are more likely to be involved in environmental behaviors than men (21,56). As reported 

by Zelezny in 2000, meta-analytic techniques indicated a relationship of r = .10 between 

gender and pro-environmental behavior (21). The results of one of Zelezny’s studies can 

be found as Table B of the appendix. The constructs of empathy and altruism has been 

shown to be higher in women than men, which partially explain this gender difference 

(21, 27). In other words, theoretically, because women have more total “ethical care” and 

concerns about the world than men do, they typically are more willing to be involved in 

pro-environmental behavior (21, 27).  The relationship between gender and sustainable 

lifestyle behaviors in this study, however, will likely differ from the research in 

environmental behaviors. Although one can get involved in sustainable lifestyle 

behaviors in order to help the environment as guided by empathy, sustainable lifestyle 
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behaviors do not have to be and are not always linked to the environment. Thus, I foresee 

a weaker link between gender and sustainable lifestyle behavior than gender has with 

environmental behavior.  

Measures Used in This Study: Income 

 As for income, it has been shown that those of a higher socioeconomic class have lower 

risk perceptions concerning to the environment (57). At the same time, it has also been 

noted that those with disposable incomes sometimes are freer to support climate policy 

(58). It is logical to conclude that those with more money have more funds that can be 

diverted to non-essential programs, such pro-environmental behaviors. The concept of 

balancing fiscal performance and environmental performance is a major part of study in 

the field of Business and will be discussed later.  

Just as people in higher socio-economic classes are freer to support environmental policy 

and engage in environmental behavior, due to the similarities between the two types of 

behaviors, it is reasonable to theorize that those with a higher income will also be more 

inclined to have a sustainable lifestyle.  

 

Relevant Research: Environmental Stigma 

As seen in previous sections, those with conservative ideology typically are against 

environmentally themed behaviors and policies. As a result, whenever politicians or the 
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media frame a behavior or policy as environmental, the behavior becomes stigmatized 

(18, 38). Gromet’s 2013 research is applicable to this concept and to this paper’s 

research. In a study, confederates offered participants a choice of two light bulbs. One 

light bulb was energy efficient, while the other was not. With no other information 

presented, over 60% of the conservative participants chose the energy efficient CFL light 

bulb. If the researchers repeated this experiment and added an ‘environmentally friendly’ 

label to the CFL, the likelihood of conservatives to choose the CFL dropped to under 

40% (see Figure 5). This study can be directly linked to environmental stigma (38). 

Norms relating to the environment were activated, and conservatives made their decisions 

based on ideological notions (38). This study is applicable to this paper’s research and 

demonstrates the value in eliminating the term ‘environment’ for studies researching 

behaviors where respondent motivations may be only partially related to the desire to 

help the environment. Though some (liberals) may have ecocentric motivations that lead 

to the purchase of CFLs, for example, most conservatives do not (38). The purchase of a 

CFL can indicate a sustainable lifestyle. If a study researching sustainable lifestyle 

behaviors frames questions around the topic of the environment, the question may 

stigmatize the behavior and turn away conservatives from actually reporting what they 

would do, assuming they were not thinking about the environment at that time.   
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Relevant Research: Saliency 

Overall, most Americans are aware of climate change’s existence and do believe that it is 

real (3). This being said, such acknowledgement of climate change does not always 

translate into prevention or adaption policies. Climate change has been becoming less and 

less of a salient and important issue to Americans as time goes on. (60). However, other 

factors such as poverty are seen as more important and salient in the eyes of the public 

(60, 61). Because motivators for sustainable behavior can include concern for the 

environment and other salient factors such as concern for the economy, I feel if the issue 

is framed correctly, issues linked to sustainability would be more salient than issues 

linked to the environment.  
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Relevant Research: Risk Perception 

 

Risk perception is to be defined as the perceived likelihood of negative consequences to 

oneself and society from climate change (57). Theoretically, risk should be conceived as 

the actual probability of harm times the actual consequences. However, lay interpretation 

of risk, especially if knowledge on the matter is limited, often differs from professional 

opinion (62). Experts use mathematical and probability models, while the public 

generally uses intuition (63). Because the public does not usually use comprehensive risk 

assessment models, their judgment is subject to fear, bias, and discounting (3). When 

evaluating a situation, people consider the probability or likelihood of harm, severity and 

magnitude of harm, immediate versus chronic nature of the harm, reversibility of the 

harm, if the harm is voluntary or involuntary, and the certainty of harm happening (62). 

The higher the probability, the more immediate, the more severe, widespread and 

irreversible, and the more uncertain and lesser- known dangers will have a bigger risk 

factor in the eyes of the public (62). Climate change is long term and involuntary, thus 

suggesting that climate change should have high associated risk perception. However, 

depending on who in the general public you ask, climate change may or may not be seen 

as severe, reversible, or certain. 

 There have been several studies pertaining to this topic. For example, Leiserowitz, in his 

2005 research, set out to determine if American perceptions on risk could influence 

attitudes on climate change. This study implemented public risk perception measures and 
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affective imagery analysis via a “sixteen-page mail-out mail-back survey of a 

representative sample.” Ultimately, Leiserowitz found that, while Americans are aware of 

climate change, Americans didn’t consider it an imminent threat, nor did they think it 

would impact them locally (3). 

Motivating factors for engaging in sustainable lifestyle activities should theoretically 

behave differently than risk relating only to environmental consequences because 

sustainable behaviors can affect the economy, society, and the environment. Future 

studies will hopefully provide empirical data in the field of risk perception and 

sustainable behaviors.  

Relevant Research: Knowledge/Beliefs 

 

According to O’Connor, “knowledge about the causes of the global warming is a 

powerful predictor of behavioral intentions, independent from believing that climate 

change will happen and have bad consequences (57).” The link between knowledge and 

risk perception has already been made in the previous section. In regards to sustainable 

lifestyles, knowledge about sustainability may be a useful measure to predict sustainable 

behavior. To benefit from knowledge on sustainability, one must first have the wider 

perspective of how ones’ actions affect society, the economy, and the environment, and 

one must also have knowledge on what behaviors can be taken to benefit the three areas. 

If one does not know how to live sustainably, there theoretically is a lower probability 
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that one will be engaging in such behaviors. Future research is needed to test this 

hypothesis. As a note, knowledge is highly linked to beliefs. A belief can be described as 

a proposition or a premise held to be true (57, 64). Beliefs go one step further than 

knowledge, since one does not have to believe a statement is true in order to be 

considered knowledgeable. 

Relevant Research: Values 

Values can be described as general preferences that guide action. They serve as goals and 

underline more specific actions. Values can also be described as enduring beliefs that a 

specific mode of conduct or end state of existence is personally or socially preferable to 

and opposite end state (see 65-71). The main value orientation clusters used as predictors 

for environmental behavior have typically been those of altruism, self-interest, 

traditionalism, and openness to change (27, 65). Typically, those who have high altruism 

or high openness to change are more likely to be involved in environmentalism (72-74). 

Some values lay the foundations for how one views the world, they are likely to play a 

role in explaining why one may be involved in sustainable lifestyle behaviors. However, 

further research would be needed to confirm this link.  

Relevant Research: Attitudes 

Attitudes are positive or negative evaluations toward objects of behaviors based on 

beliefs about them (75). As stated by Ajzen, “It is usually considered to be logical or 
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consistent for a person who holds favorable attitude toward some object to perform 

favorable actions, and not to perform unfavorable behaviors, with respect to the object. 

Similarly, a person with an unfavorable attitude is expected to perform unfavorable 

behaviors, but not to perform favorable behaviors (76).” To summate a significant 

amount of research on the matter, findings have shown that attitudes may indicate 

theoretical preferences and opinions on certain behaviors, but are not good at predicting 

whether or not a subject actually will behave in a certain way (76). If researchers apply 

the theories of attitudes and behavioral intentions to sustainable behaviors, I foresee that 

similar conclusions will be made. In fact, studies in business have already noticed that 

peoples’ attitudes on sustainability do not always match up with actions (see 77). 

Relevant Research: Norms 

Norms are rules of behavior that specify “appropriate and inappropriate thoughts or 

cognitions feelings or emotions and muscular actions which are established and 

maintained by members of a group (78).” To help explain why attitudes do not always 

reflect the prediction of behaviors, Schwartz developed the Normative Based Decision 

Model which indicated that environmental norms must first be activated in order to affect 

behavior, and that norms are activated once people are made aware that their actions fall 

under one of their perceived social norm categories (79-82). If the logic from the norm 

studies on environmental behavior can be applied to sustainable behavior, norms should 

undoubtedly influence sustainable behavior correspondingly. If a respondent believes that 
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sustainable lifestyle behaviors are the societal norm, and if the respondent remembers 

that he/she believes this (as a result of norm activation), then it is likely that they would 

be more likely to engage in that sustainable lifestyle behavior.  

Relevant Research: Systems Justification Theory 

People typically prefer stability, credibility, reassurance, and a sense of connectivity 

within other members of ones’ social system (37, 83). If something threatens this sense of 

security and ‘societal status quo,’ one option is to cling to beliefs that justifiably deny the 

existence of the threat (34). This has been cited as one of the explanations for why 

conservatives, or people with high epistemic motivators, and people who can be noted as 

hierarchal, are against pro-environmental behaviors (34). The following figure summates 

some of the research done by Feygina et al., on the topic. This theory can help explain 

reasoning behind environmental stigma.  
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Relevant Research in Business 

Older research in the field of Business studies can be divided into two fields: theoretical 

and empirical. Past opinions on sustainability have also been divided as well. 

Nonetheless, all older research typically tried to explain the relationship between 

sustainability and financial performance (20). For the business case for sustainability to 

be made, a company must balance financial performance (FS) and environmental-social 

performance (ESP) (20).  

The following studies describe the past theories on FS and ESP. Empirical evidence in 

research on Trade-off hypothesis by Vance in 1975, which is based on Friedman’s 

neoclassical argument that a business is only socially responsible for its own well-being, 

infers that ESP lowers FP (20, 84, 85). Emperical evidence in research on the social 
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impact hypothesis –which was posed by Cornell and Sharpiro in 1987 – found in Pava 

and Krausz’s 1996 study and in Preston and O’Brannon’s 1997 study, shows that ESP 

leads to higher FP (20, 86, 87). The idea of this hypothesis is that when a company 

alleviates social fears of stakeholders as a service, FP will increase (88). Empirical 

evidence in research on slack resources theory – which was posed by Waddock and 

Graves in 1997 – conducted by McGuire et al. in 1998 and Kraft and Hage in 1990, 

shows that FP leads to ESP (20, 89, 90). The idea of this hypothesis is that when 

companies are well-off financially, it is easier for them to invest in ESP (91). In addition, 

Waddock and Graves theorized that once companies are in a position to invest in ESP, 

there is positive synergy with further FP development and a ‘virtuous circle’ is created 

(91). This notion has been empirically supported by Preston and O’Bannon in 1997, Pava 

and Krausz in 1996, and Stanwick and Stanwick in 1998. (86, 87, 92, 93).  

The tone of recent research linking to sustainability in business has changed drastically 

past the turn of the century. Newer papers either focus on consumer attitudes, perceptions 

and preferences (see 9, 77, 94 - 97), marketing strategy in relations to sustainability (see 

19, 98), information on the business case for natural capital (see 6, 99, 100), or papers 

based on CSR experiences learned from the Triple Bottom Line approach and business 

opportunities relating to the Triple Bottom Line (see 5, 6, 13, 95, 96, 101-107). The 

figure seen below, retrieved from work published by OSU’s own Joseph Fiksel of the 
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OSU Center for Resilience gives a good representation on the type of theory recent 

papers in Business have published on the topic of Sustainability (108). 

 

As indicated previously, leaders in the field of Business have already recognized the need 

for caution when using the word ‘environment’ while marketing products (18). Some 

businesses have made the common mistake of using terminology such as ‘green products’ 

and ‘environmentally friendly’ while marking, and then stigmatized a portion of the 

market (18). As stated in Ottman’s paper on green marketing myopia, “Researchers 

indicate that many green products have failed because of green marketing myopia – 

marketers’ myopic focus on their products’ “greenness” over the broader expectations of 

consumers or other market players, such as regulators or activists (18).” If a business 

hopes to avoid a ‘marketing myopia,’ the business must, first and foremost, focus on the 

customer and then should focus on the product (109). Findings have shown that successes 
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in the markets of organic foods and energy-efficient appliances are primarily linked not 

with environmental reasoning, but to consumer values on perceived safety and money 

savings (19). When ‘connecting green products with desired consumer value,’ Ottman 

suggested focusing on the following: efficiency and cost effectiveness, health and safety, 

performance, symbolism, convenience, and bundling (See Table C in the Appendix) (18). 

This type of information is extremely relevant to research in the fields of Environmental 

Psychology and Policymaking. More cross-discipline analyses should address the 

similarities of these findings.   

Relevant Research in Economics 

Studies in economics that relate to environmental or sustainable behavior typically 

revolve around topics such as supply and demand, green market barriers, cap and trade, 

and economic fixes to the environment (9), discounting (110) , the effect of prices on the 

energy market (111, 112), and externalities, marginal costs, effects of incentives, and 

effects of governmental intervention (113). These concepts hardly appear to be 

mentioned in other fields, which seems surprising. Again, cross-disciplinary research 

may prove valuable.  
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Methodology 

 

This research is based off of questions found in Ajay Singh’s PhD survey. In this survey, 

763 people participated, while only 653 completed the whole survey in entirety. The 

average age was 43. 320 of the participants were male, and 315 were female. Some chose 

not to identify.  The survey was given to a random sample of people via an online panel, 

open for around a week. Because the survey was administered online, there are no 

response rate statistics. Average age was 43. 72.4% identified as white. 14.2% identified 

as African American. 10.9% identified as Hispanic/Latino. 6% identified as Asian. 2% 

identified as Native American. 0.5% identified as Pacific Islander. 0.5% identified as 

other.  

It is not unusual to find similar studies using the survey method. Leiserowitz, for 

example, conducted a mail-in mail-back survey (3). Krosnick’s performed a phone-

interview survey (114). Respondents were asked to give a self-reported likelihood from 

very unlikely to very unlikely, on a scale of one through five, five meaning very likely, 

that they would engage in particular sustainable lifestyle behaviors. All of the following 

questions generally can be said to influence the environment, society, and economy. 

However, no one question was specifically linked to the environment. It is challenging 

describing what a sustainable lifestyle actually is, thus leaving the matter open for 

interpretation.  
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Question 1: What is your likelihood to choose a car that gets good gas mileage (this 

would reduce the purchase of trucks, vans, and SUVs)? 

Question 2: What your likelihood to install more insulation and weatherize homes and 

apartments? 

Question 3: What is your likelihood to drive less by carpooling, taking trains or busses, 

walking or riding a bicycle? 

Question 4: What is your likelihood to replace older appliances with newer energy 

efficient models?  

Question 5: What is your likelihood to use less air conditioning in the summer and less 

heat in the winter?  

The average reported response of these five questions for each respondent can be 

considered ones’ likelihood to, in general, have a sustainable lifestyle. Using 

Chronbach’s Alpha, the reliability statistic for these five items was .781, indicating that 

these questions have internal validity and are measuring the same thing. Even though this 

study did not measure actual behavior, the practice of using “behavioraloid,” self-

reported measures has been an acceptable practice in the fields of Environmental 

Psychology (76).  
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Each of the reported likelihoods to engage in each specific sustainable lifestyle behavior 

was then compared with measures that typically are used to predict environmental 

behaviors. These measures were that of age, income, gender, ideology, and worldviews.  

Political ideology was divided into self-reported ‘general’ ideology, ‘social’ ideology, 

and ‘economic’ ideology. Each respondent was gauged on a scale, ranging from one to 

six, six indicating that the person considered themselves very conservatively oriented. 

For the worldviews of Cultural Theory, refer to Table 5. These cultural cognition 

questions are well-known and have been used in multiple other surveys, including 

Kahan’s (117, 118). They primarily use a Likert Scale, which asks respondents to rate 

how much they agree or disagree with a statement or question.  

Pearson Correlation was then used to find correlation between each measure and each 

self-reported sustainable lifestyle behavior.  

Results 

The results of this research can be seen i Table 4 on the following page.
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Discussion and Interpretation 

The first question that should be asked of this study is “Do these behaviors represent 

sustainable lifestyles?” I maintain that they do. As stated earlier, it is challenging 

describing what a sustainable lifestyle actually is, thus leaving the matter open for 

interpretation. In either case, each of the questions fit the description of ‘being applicable 

to the environment, economy, and society while not being specifically related to any of 

the three. Nonetheless, a future study with specific questions that definitely fall within 

three categories will be of value. 

Second, one should ask about the internal validity of the cultural cognition questions. 

Drake’s old grid was said to have poor validity (47-50). It would be a serious oversight 

not to ensure that these particular questions didn’t have the same problems. The tests for 

validity can be seen below in Table 5. 

In Table 5, not all of the questions and measures perform well. The Hierarchal questions, 

specifically, perform the worst. However, when the measures are combined to form a HI 

and EC index, as seen in Table 5, the Chronbach’s Alpha improved. HI and EC were 

used as additional measures in order to reflect procedure done in previous studies by 
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Kahan which have shown that perceptions on the environment are more directly related 

to those two categories (42, 44, 47). 

 

Third, what do these results mean? To answer this question, I will briefly report my 

interpretations of the findings in each of the measures. 

Individualism and hierarchal  

Other than reporting the higher likelihood that they would insulate and weatherize their 

homes, people with high individualistic tendencies did not report any significant 

tendencies towards sustainable behaviors. For the Hierarchy scale, none of the 
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likelihoods were reported. The combined HI measure also only lists weatherization as 

likely. These results mirror Kahan’s research (52). Why was weatherization reported as 

likely? Weatherizing ones’ home seems like a very individualistic, ‘do it yourself’ type 

idea. Perhaps this is why these respondents were slightly more likely to report it.  

Communitarian and Egalitarian 

For the most part in the Communitarian, Egalitarian, and EC measures, most of the 

sustainable lifestyle behaviors were reported as highly likely. The only behavior in the 

Communitarian and EC measure that didn’t report as ‘likely’ was the weatherization 

behavior. To clarify, though this question wasn’t ‘likely,’ it was not reported as unlikely. 

These types of people were just neutral to the idea of the activity and no correlation either 

way was found. Perhaps this has something to do with the highly individualistic, do-it-

your-self nature of home weatherization, as stated earlier. Other than that, there is not 

enough information to explain why this is the case. 

Gender 

In the statistical analysis, when determining gender, 0 meant female and 1 meant male. 

Thus, the statistics here specifically are in regards to if males were more likely to report 

likelihood in engaging in these sustainable lifestyle behaviors. Refer to Tables D and E in 
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the appendix for more information regarding gender. Nonetheless, if these findings were 

to mirror the studies indicated in the Literature Review section, one would expect to find 

that males were less likely to report their likelihood in engaging in sustainable lifestyle 

behaviors. Though there was a negative coefficient associated with each of the behavioral 

questions, none of the correlations were strong enough to be considered significant. This 

is a big contrast with the highly predictive nature of the gender measure for  

environmental behavior in past studies. As I said earlier, I do not think that empathy 

could should really into play and be an important value that comes to mind while 

engaging in these sustainable activities. For example, though one can ride their bike 

instead of driving cars, I doubt empathy would be the value used during the decision 

process on whether or not one would engage in this behavior. 

Age 

As stated previously, past studies have led to the expectation for youth to support 

environmental reform and accept pro-environmental ideologies more readily than their 

elders (55). For a long time, this was the longest predictor of environmental behavior 

(27). Do the findings of this research mirror this trend? Yes and no. For the 

weatherization and air conditioning question, there was a correlation significant on the 

.05 level that suggested that as age increased, the willingness to involve in these 
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behaviors would decrease. I expect that this results from the nature of the behaviors 

themselves. As one ages, it is more challenging to weatherize ones’ home. I also expect 

that older respondents value comfort more than younger respondents, influencing this 

trend. As a whole, the total measure for all sustainable lifestyle behaviors did show a 

negative correlation significant on the .01 level. This finding parallels older study results, 

though is not as significant.   

Income 

The median income reported was between 35 through 45 thousand dollars a year. The 

average reported was between 25 and 35 thousand dollars a year. Income was only 

significant at the 0.05 level in regards to two questions: questions 3 and 4. Respondents 

reported that they were less likely to ‘drive less by carpooling, taking trains or busses, 

walking or riding a bicycle’ and more likely to ‘replace older appliances with newer 

energy efficient models.’ When applying information from economics, this makes sense. 

It is possible that people who have higher paying jobs are often more likely to need to 

commute longer distances and/or are often less likely to stop driving because of gas 

prices. As well, the higher the salary, the higher the opportunity cost spent taking 

something other than the quickest way to get to work (which typically involves driving). 

Therefore, it is more reasonable to see people with higher income that drive to work than 
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don’t. Environmental values do not necessarily even have to come into the picture.  

Similar reasoning can be applied to question 4. People with a higher income have more of 

a disposable income than those with a lower income and can afford non-essential goods, 

such as high-tech efficiency products which require a high return on investment payback 

period (110-113). I am surprised that this measure did not have any significantly 

correlating relationships with any of the other behaviors, however. For example, I would 

have anticipated a higher relationship between income and question 5. Typically, people 

are able to afford keeping the AC or heat on in respective seasons if the budget allows. 

However, income did not show this relationship and left other measures to predict when 

one might decrease heating / cooling habits.  

Ideology 

Findings on ideology showed a strong correlation with considering oneself as 

conservative and not reporting likelihood to engage in sustainable lifestyle behaviors. The 

only behavior conservatives were not unlikely to do, was to weatherize their homes. This 

reflected the cultural theory findings. I was personally surprised with these results. These 

behaviors are not necessarily linked to environmental values, thus removing the stigma 

and allowing conservatives to report their un-stigmatized likelihoods. Even though the 
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stigma should have been removed, the results were parallel to studies on environmental 

behavior.  

Other Discussion Topics: Stigmatization 

A possible explanation for the ideological results may be that the study was still 

unintended stigmatized and polarized. The survey was sent out by The School of 

Environment and Natural Resources. Other questions in the survey other than these 

talked about the environment. Though these questions did not necessarily have anything 

to do with the environment, the damage maybe have already been done, so to speak. The 

environmental stigma may have carried over and affected these results. It would be 

beneficial for future studies to completely eliminate the usage of the word ‘environment’ 

if one hopes to obtain accurate findings.  

Other Discussion Topics: Ideology versus Cultural Cognition 

I would like to point out the fact that the ideology measures were weaker than the 

Cultural Cognition worldview measures. Even though some of the Cultural Cognition 

questions were not the best, there consistently were higher Pearson Correlation factors 

while using the Cultural Cognition measures. This finding will hopefully contribute to the 

Ideology vs. Cultural Cognition debate.  
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Recommendations 

New Experiments 

We need research experiments, not surveys, involving sustainable lifestyle behaviors that 

can ensure that the stigma and norm activation related to environmental values and 

knowledge is not present. This way, the questions do not get stigmatized by previous 

questions, as they may have in this survey. More experiments like Gromet’s 2013 study 

truly will help the field.  

The Discussion on Framing 

 

As shown previously, in recent decades, ideological and party elites in the United States 

have become polarized on a wide range of social, economic, and cultural issues—

including environmental issues such as climate change (35). Because of this, researchers, 

politicians, educators, businesses and students alike need to rethink their framing while 

considering the specific type of behaviors of interest. If there truly is value in the study 

and promotion of sustainable lifestyle behaviors specifically – as opposed to 
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environmental and energy reduction behaviors – there should be appropriate framing and 

wording that is specific to these unique behaviors.  

This holds especially true for those who care about climate change. Reducing climate 

change remains an important issue and behaviors that can be indirectly linked to 

sustainable lifestyles do have potential opportunities to reduce global carbon emissions 

(115-116). As stated earlier, some people care about other things, such as safety and 

money savings, instead of sustainability (19). Mention of the environment may even turn 

people away (see Literature Review sections on Ideology and Worldviews).  

Therefore, it is crucial to frame information so that sustainable lifestyles are not 

incorrectly associated directly with environmentalism, thus stigmatizing the topic for a 

large sector of the population.  

Cross-Disciplinary Discussions 

The topics of energy, behaviors, economics, psychology, politics and business all are 

directly linked to one another. Thus, the researchers in each of these fields, especially 

when it comes to a cross-functional subject such as sustainability, need to break out of 

their own realms and include theory from one another. If such cooperation existed, the 

field of Business in particular has great potential to improve its theory. As said in 
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Salzmann’s 2004 paper, in business, past “qualitative studies (case studies in particular) 

are not representative (and) quantitative studies (typically) yield inconclusive results 

(20).” 

Conclusions 

As has been demonstrated in this paper, sustainable behaviors are different than 

environmental behaviors. This difference warrants individualized research on each set of 

behavior. This fact holds especially pertinent for those who consider sustainability a way 

to improve the economy, society, and environment simultaneously. As was shown in the 

Literature Review section, past research on environmental behaviors from the fields of 

Environmental Psychology and Environmental Policymaking have been extremely 

quantitative and qualitative. Sustainability studies from the Business and Economic 

disciplines have also added significant contributions to this type of research, though often 

lacks the quality and quantity of research that is commonplace in Environmental 

Policymaking and Environmental Psychology. To initiate interdisciplinary discussion, I 

used measures from past Environmental Policymaking and Environmental Psychology 

studies, applied them to sustainable lifestyle behaviors instead of environmental 

behaviors, found that the results mimics, but does not mirror, findings from 

Environmental Psychology and Environmental Policymaking, and applied concepts from 
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Business and Economics to help better explain why the findings were different. Though 

this study was a big step in the right direction for interdisciplinary research, if general 

academia is to study sustainable lifestyle behaviors, more comprehensive studies are 

needed. Either way, I hope that these findings contribute in some form, albeit small, to 

the larger discussion in general academic research.  
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